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PROLOGUE 

 

The art market is no longer the primary vector of artists’ careers. Since the 1990s, an alternative 

economy has come at the fore, which does not consist in exhibiting and selling art objects, but 

in writing and realizing art projects. A true project economy has therefore come into being. One 

could argue that the project economy has always been part of artists’ lives, through art 

commissioning and public art for instance. But never before has the project had the systemic 

dimension it has today, with the developments of project-based artistic practices (mainly site-

specific practices and artistic research), the growing importance of project-based institutions 

and organizations (such as biennials, local festivals, artists-in-residency programs, research 

institutes, etc.), and the generalization of project-based funding and calls for projects in public 

policies. The project, indeed, is a primary working modality not only for artists, but also for 

curators and scholars. In other words, a great part of the artworld and academia is involved in 

the project economy.  

 

Most of the practitioners who operate within a project economy would agree with this: they are 

impelled to develop strategies to obtain funding, sometimes at the cost of their own convictions; 

they spend a great part of their time dealing with administrative tasks that include writing 

proposals, reports and budgets; their production is framed by deadlines and managerial 

procedures that do not fit creation or research; their artistic or academic work is subsumed to 

criteria and injunctions imposed from outside: they have to innovate, produce tangible 

outcomes, solve concrete problems; etc. Under these conditions, we might wonder what the 

project economy actually produces. Chimeras that embody the conflicting interests of different 

actors, constituencies and sectors? Is the project economy turning meaningful practices into 

meaningless procedures? As a curator and researcher working primarily through the project 

economy, this was long my conviction: art is being instrumentalized by this economy. Since 

2013, to demonstrate this point, I initiated a series of research and curatorial projects on site-

specific practices, through the Research Institute of Visual Arts (IRAV) of The Valais School 

of Art (EDHEA) in Sierre, Switzerland.1 And a few years later, I became a PhD candidate at 

the University of Amsterdam to address the impact of the logic of project management on the 

 
1 When I started working on the project economy, indeed, I realized that this economy is consubstantial with the development 
of site-specific practices, which, by definition, belong to the ethos of the project as a unique endeavour that responds to a 
specific issue or context, and which is framed by a defined beginning and end. 
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artistic field. At its inception, the idea was that this research would focus on the dynamics of 

instrumentalization, but my practice pushed me in another direction.  

 

Artists, curators, scholars, policy makers and art students whom I met through leading projects 

and teaching challenged the idea of instrumentalization, because it can be simplistic and denies 

agency. Through taking part in other people’s projects (such as A Fair Land, realized by 

Grizedale Arts for Dublin’s Irish Museum of Modern Art in 2016) and interviewing socially 

engaged artists (among them, Katrin Böhm, Antje Schiffers, Carlo Schmidt, Pascal Seiler and 

Adam Sutherland), I got familiar with project procedures such as mapping the terrain, 

collaborating beyond disciplinary and sectoral boundaries, managing teams, problem-solving, 

etc., that these artists do not see as instrumental, but integral to their practice. Meanwhile, I also 

noticed a terminology that includes verbs like ‘to connect,’ ‘to function’ or ‘to operate,’ and 

values such as ‘operativity’ and ‘effectiveness’ that suggested an underlying logic, which I 

could not relate to art, but to other fields, such as technology. These experiences and 

observations forced me to change my approach.  

 

To bypass the perspective of instrumentalization, I started looking for ways to turn meaningless 

procedures into meaningful practices. In other words, I looked for ways to give meaning to the 

project. Inspired by the work of the artists who I encountered and with whom I collaborated, I 

wondered: Has a new conception of art arisen (one consistent with site-specific practices), 

which has been shaped from within by the logic of the project? Which led to the question: What 

is this logic about, if not management? To answer this question, I started inquiring into the 

notion of the project, which needed to be historicized and problematized. For this purpose, it 

has been necessary to leave the fields of art history and art criticism and explore other fields 

that put the project at the centre, such as philosophy, sociology, psychology, organization theory 

and science and technology studies. In the process, I discovered an underlying logic: all the 

approaches that resort to the project rely on similar epistemological foundations, which can be 

described as knowledge in and for action. (The project, indeed, essentially is a mode of action.) 

I called these foundations: “the technological.”   

 

The technological sheds new light on a phenomenon of convergence that I had observed in the 

project economy when I started doing research projects for EDHEA. In the first place, I 

addressed a convergence between the artworld and other sectors, at the service of various ends 

such as cultural tourism or territorial development. But the technological implies other forms 
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of convergence: between art, science and technology, between nature and culture, etc. From an 

epistemological perspective, such convergences are meant to reconnect that which has been 

separated by a dualistic worldview, embodied in Western culture by other epistemologies that 

I called “the ontological” (we might think of metaphysics and positivism here, for instance). 

The technological, thus, led me to articulate together the project economy and forms of art 

shaped by the logic of the project, with the “project” as matrix for all these connections. Both 

ways, what is at stake is to create operative connections in order to act upon the world in the 

most efficient way possible. That ultimately is what the technological is about.  

 

Starting from the perspective of instrumentalization, I therefore moved towards the hypothesis 

of a new form of art informed by the logic of the project, and then towards the idea of an entire 

“system” which puts the project at the centre. This finally led me to ask: Has the artworld 

witnessed the rise of a new regime of artistic production, which implies the conjoint 

development of an economy (the project economy) and a new conception of art shaped by the 

logic of the project (mainly site-specific practices), the two being linked by a technological 

ethos? Postulating a positive answer to this question, the dissertation seeks to establish this new 

regime that I call “the technological regime of the project” and to define the epistemological 

foundations on which this regime rests. This, I hope, will help to bypass the instrumental 

approach to the project, by turning the project into a sort of ‘medium.’ In the process, however, 

art will have been repositioned in the sphere of action.  
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INTRODUCTION: RECLAIMING THE PROJECT2 

 

A New Conception of Art and an Alternate Market for Artists3 

 

Between the 1960s and the 1990s, a conception of art has emerged under the umbrella of site-

specific practices, according to which art is not a language to interpret the world we live in, to 

make sense of it, or to imagine new worlds, but a means of action to produce tangible outcomes 

in society or to solve concrete problems here and now. Best represented by socially engaged 

practices (also known as participatory art or community-based art), this conception can be 

illustrated through the projects of the collective WochenKlausur (founded in 1993) or those of 

the artist Tania Bruguera, who developed the concept of “arte útil” (useful art, in 2003).  

 

In both these cases, engaged artists have develop a problem-solving methodology that responds 

to the neoliberal dismantling of the welfare state. Looking at “social interventions” as a means 

to improve “sociopolitical deficits,” WochenKlausur argues that “artists’ competence in finding 

creative solutions, traditionally utilized in shaping materials, can just as well be applied in all 

areas of society: in ecology, education and city planning.”4 According to the collective, “there 

are problems everywhere that cannot be solved using conventional approaches and are thus 

suitable subjects for artistic projects. Theoretically, there is no difference between artists who 

do their best to paint pictures and those who do their best to solve social problems with clearly 

fixed boundaries.”5 On her side, Bruguera has developed “new methods and social formations 

to deal with issues that were once the domain of the state.”6 To this end:  

 
Useful art projects should: propose new uses for art within society; use artistic 
thinking to challenge the field within which it operates; respond to current 
urgencies; operate on a 1:1 scale; replace authors with initiators and spectators with 
users; have practical, beneficial outcomes for its users; pursue sustainability; re-
establish aesthetics as a system of transformation.7  

 

These approaches contradict preconceived ideas that one can have about art, such as art’s 

 
2 Some sections of the introduction are based on a series of research projects that I realized through the Valais School of Art 
between 2013 and 2025, which results have been gathered in: Benoît Antille, Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet: 
Enquête sur une révolution silencieuse (art&fiction, 2025). These sections are duly referenced.  
3 Some parts of this section have been published in Benoît Antille, Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet: Enquête sur 
une révolution silencieuse, 19-67.  
4 WochenKlausur [website], https://wochenklausur.at/methode.php?lang=en, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
5 Ibid. 
6 Arte Útil [website], https://arte-util.org/about/, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
7 Ibid. 
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disinterestedness or purposelessness, which have long been taken as key to Western aesthetics. 

Antagonistic to these ideas, WochenKlausur and Tania Bruguera’s projects are explicitly 

indexed on means-end logic or purposive. From this perspective, art is not primarily the vector 

of an aesthetic experience but a skill or a type of knowledge at the service of action, akin to 

“cunning strategies and trickery”—as WochenKlausur puts it.8 In other words, it is not about 

creation but creativity, one aspect of which is to create operative connections between actors, 

disciplines and sectors. According to Adam Sutherland, the director of Grizedale Arts, an 

organization that realizes socially engaged art projects:  

 
Art is an action. […] It is quite difficult to define it, because it connects other things 
together. […] The different sectors [tend to] work in silos. The health sector [for 
instance] is very introverted, inward looking, and fixated with health. It doesn’t 
think in relation to food culture or education. People talk about these things in terms 
of politics. But the very deeply intrinsic notion of these things being connected is 
achieved, I think, through what I would call ‘art.’9  

 

Such a “connectionist” conception of art is not primarily to be evaluated according to aesthetic 

criteria but on the basis of delivered outcomes: on its effectiveness and “operational impact”—

as Kathrin Böhm, one of the three founding members of collective Myvillages, puts it.10 For 

Sutherland, “there is a kind of evangelical role within it: of showing it functioning and working. 

[…] The practical is very important. If I just theorize about these ideas, they have very little 

impact. […] It is important not to make mistakes and to make it succeed. Failure is not a 

solution.” 11 Embracing such values, WochenKlausur’s 2005 manifesto was, in a sense, built on 

a history of ‘failures.’ According to the collective, if “one of the functions of art has always 

been the transformation of living conditions,” Russian Constructivists and the Bauhaus have 

‘failed’ because “people’s ideological principles, their worldviews and values cannot really be 

changed through colours, sounds and forms”; the situationists ‘failed’ because “they left behind 

little more than manifestos”; conceptualists and post-conceptualists ‘failed’ because they 

“remained within the traditional context of art”; etc.12 But at the beginning of the 2000s, the 

demands for an art that contributes to the solution of real problems “are slowly starting to take 

 
8 WochenKlausur [website], https://wochenklausur.at/methode.php?lang=en, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
9 Interview with Adam Sutherland, in Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working Modalities of Project Artists (2018-
2019, 2023-2025), a documentary realized by Benoît Antille and Stéphane Darioly in the context of the research project The 
New Products of the Land: Contemporary Art Practices at the Test of the Rural Territory (2018-2019) [website], 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iwIjp9Vn0Xw (1:06:18). 
10 Interview with Katrin Böhm, in Benoît Antille and Stéphane Darioly, Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working 
Modalities of Project Artists, (1:21:39). 
11 Interview with Adam Sutherland, Idem, (1:23:47). 
12 WochenKlausur, “From Object to Concrete Intervention,” in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (eds.), Institutional 
Critique: An Anthology of Artists’ Writings (The MIT Press, 2009): 462-470. 
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effect,” through a new conception which broke with “formal-aesthetic discussion” in favour of 

a methodology shaped by the means-end logic of project management.13 As WochenKlausur 

explain:  

 
The issue to be addressed is usually established before the project begins. […] After 
extensive research, the group makes a final decision concerning what is in fact to 
be accomplished. […] WochenKlausur sets precise tasks for itself and, in intensive 
actions that are limited in time, attempts to work out solutions to the problems it 
has recognized. Widespread interest in the theoretical foundations and practical 
working methods as well as the concrete results of projects in Austria and abroad 
have encouraged WochenKlausur to continue working in this direction.14 

 

The widespread interest in WochenKlausur’s projects is just one aspect of a success story: that 

of site-specific practices, which, according to art historians and critics involved with the journal 

October, such as Douglas Crimp, Benjamin Buchloh, Hal Foster and Miwon Kwon, is an 

umbrella term that refers to artistic projects conceived in response to a specific context, which 

includes practices such as minimalism, land art, institutional critique and socially engaged 

practices.15 Since their inception in the 1960s, when they developed as a critique of high 

modernism’s placelessness and timelessness, site-specific projects have proved useful and 

operational on many levels. Among other best cases of this success story, one could mention 

Robert Morris’ Grand Rapids Project (1974), which served to stabilize a hill slope in Michigan 

and at the same time to turn it into a cultural attraction as a work of land art, or Fred Wilson’s 

Mining the Museum (1992-3), which helped a historical society in Maryland to build a link with 

communities that were excluded and gave this institution international attention as home to a 

central work of institutional critique. 

 

Thanks to their operativity, site-specific practices have become institutionalized in the early 

1990s through a series of international exhibitions that included Projet Unité in Firminy 

(France), Culture in Action in Chicago, Sonsbeek 93 in Arnhem, On Taking a Normal Situation 

 
13 Ibid. 
14 WochenKlausur [website], https://wochenklausur.at/methode.php?lang=en, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
15 The narrative of site-specific art discussed in this dissertation, which goes from minimalism to socially engaged practices 
via land art and institutional critique was elaborated by October critics in a series of essays that include Douglas Crimp’s 
“Redefining Site Specificity” (1986), Benjamin H.D. Buchloh’s “Conceptual Art 1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of 
Administration to the Critique of Institutions” (1990), Hal Foster’s “The Artists as Ethnographer” (1996) and Miwon Kwon’s 
“One Place after Another: Notes on Site Specificity” (1997). In the 2000s, these essays were followed by the first publications 
on site-specific practices that proposed global approaches to the phenomenon, including: Nick Kaye’s Site-Specific Art: 
Performance, Place, and Documentation (Routledge, 2000); Erika Suderburg (eds.), Space, Site, Intervention: Situating 
Installation Art (University of Minnesota Press, 2000); Miwon Kwon’s One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and 
Locational Identity (The MIT Press, 2002) and Judith Rugg’s Exploring Site-Specific Art: Issues of Space and Internationalism 
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2010).  
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in Antwerp and Kontext Kunst in Graz. Since then, they have become a curatorial strategy in 

many different contexts: site-specific projects are being commissioned for biennials and 

institutions such as Tate Modern in London because they can be spectacular and inclusive; they 

are implemented in urban communities or villages around the world because they help address 

or solve issues such as housing, marginalization or depopulation. They are pushed to the 

forefront by art residencies that resort to these practices in order to promote contemporary art 

where it is not grounded. They are at the core of master programs such as the Experimental 

Programme in Political Arts (SPEAP), launched by anthropologist Bruno Latour in 2010 at the 

School of Public Affairs in Paris to “test practical solutions to real-world issues.”16 They inform 

the pedagogical plan of art schools such as the Geneva University of Art and Design (HEAD), 

which, according to Charlotte Laubard, former Chair of Visual Arts at HEAD, seeks to develop 

the ability “to use or invent specific and unique working methodologies in response to a context 

of intervention.”17 Site-specific practices, in turn, nurture a market, which is not based on the 

commodification of art objects, but on projects—a market that relies on project-based 

institutions such as art residencies, public art programs, research institutes and festivals as much 

as on calls for projects and funding schemes. We can call this market a project economy, which 

stands in parallel with an artwork economy, the latter existing in coherence with the art market 

that relies on galleries, fairs and museums.  

 

From within the artistic field the development of a project economy has been favoured by site-

specific practices; from without, it has been shaped by the rise of post-Fordism and 

neoliberalism. Way beyond the idea of cultural tourism epitomised by the Guggenheim Bilbao 

Museum, this conjuncture has had a deep impact on the art world through the development of 

a politics of innovation, which has been implemented in response to globalization, 

deindustrialization, deregulation, and privatization. Set up by the OCDE, the European 

Commission, and national agencies since the 1990s, this politics has made individual creativity 

a key resource for solving economic, political, and social problems—thereby putting artists in 

the front line of “social innovation,” which is defined as follows by The Open Book of Social 

Innovation (2010), published by the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts 

in UK:  

  
 

16 Experimental Programme in Political Arts [website], https://www.sciencespo.fr/public/en/academics/master-arts-
politics.html (accessed 10 mars 2021). With this program Bruno Latour sought to bring together “architects, designers, 
academics, public servants, managers, researchers, administrators, activists and artists” who want to “co-develop and test 
practical solutions to real-world issues.” 
17 In Benoît Antille, Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet: Enquête sur une révolution silencieuse, 40-41. 
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[Social innovation is about] the many ways in which people are creating new and 
more effective answers to the biggest challenges of our times: how to cut our carbon 
footprint; how to keep people healthy; and how to end poverty. It describes the 
methods and tools for innovation being used across the world and across different 
sectors—the public and private sectors, civil society and the household—in the 
overlapping fields of the social economy, social entrepreneurship and social 
enterprise.18 

 

Implemented to boost the tertiary sector on which Western economies rely for a great part and 

to compensate for the dismantling of public services now managed on an entrepreneurial basis, 

this politics of innovation has established the project as a quasi-universal standard of action—

one which makes it possible to capture and control creativity while putting individuals in 

competition. After having long been considered as an autonomous field whose independence 

was to be guaranteed by a policy of subsidies, the art world began, in this context, to be 

perceived as a profitable sector, a breeding ground for creative workers and a lever for solving 

concrete problems. Thus, a new conception of art has emerged at the economic and political 

level too, embodied in the figure of the ‘artist-entrepreneur,’ promoted by experts such as 

professor of strategic management at KEDGE Business School Anne Gombault, who stated:  

 
Artists may refuse to cooperate because they remain in a romantic posture. [This 
type of artist] does not want to be exploited and is not at the service of economic 
and social development]. But [this figure] has almost disappeared, because, in 
reality, the contemporary artist is like an artist from the Middle Ages who works 
cooperatively, in a network, and is entrepreneurial. We can clearly see that these 
are the successful artists. We have returned to that thanks to the cultural industries.19 

 

Informed by discourses on creative industries, the creative economy and the knowledge 

economy, this conception of art has been favoured by a new wave of cultural policies that 

emerged in the 1990s under the aegis of figures such as Minister of Culture Jack Lang in France 

and Prime Minister Tony Blair in the United Kingdom. It is a conception that considers art as 

useful for the economy and other sectors, thus breaking with the idea of art’s purposelessness 

at the political level too (as is the case with some socially engaged artists). This conception has 

structured the project economy by making project funding a means of governance that makes 

it possible to control artistic production from above and orient this production towards specific 

 
18 Robin Murray, Julie Caulier-Grice, Geoff Mulgan, The Open Book of Social Innovation (Young Foundation & NESTA, 
2010) : 2, https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/The-Open-Book-of-Social-Innovationg.pdf (accessed 3 
October 2025).  
19 This quote stems from a talk given by Anne Gombault, which took place in the context of Creative Villages, a research and 
curatorial project that I realized through EDHEA (see p.13). Titled “The New Products of the Land: Contemporary Culture, 
Tourism and Local Communities,” this talk has been organized in collaboration with and Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia, in 
the village of Leytron on September 14th, 2017. Translation mine.  
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objectives, through resorting to management tools such as calls for projects, reports and 

budgets. Among many others, a governmental report titled “Understanding the Value of Arts 

& Culture” (2016) promotes five categories of benefits:  

 
1) The reflective individual (cultural engagement and self-development, cultural 
engagement and the other, culture and international influence); 2) the engaged 
citizen: civic agency & civic engagement (preconditions for political engagement, 
civic space and civic engagement, creative challenge: cultural industries, digging 
and climate change); 3) communities, regeneration and space (place, identity and 
public art, urban regeneration, creative places, creative quarters, community arts, 
arts, culture and rural communities); 4) economy: impact, innovation and ecology; 
5) health, ageing and wellbeing.20 

 

What is being described here, is a phenomenon of convergence between the artistic field and 

other sectors, between politically engaged practices and social engineering, which has shaped 

the project economy as we know it today. Such a phenomenon is at the core of Artificial Hells: 

Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (2012), which art historian and critic Claire 

Bishop wrote in response to “a profound ambivalence about the instrumentalization of 

participatory art as it has developed in European cultural policy in tandem with the dismantling 

of the welfare state.”21 According to Bishop, under these conditions, “participation, creativity 

and community no longer occupy a subversive, anti-authoritarian force, but have become a 

cornerstone of post-industrial economic policy.”22 Consequently, artistic projects that “seek to 

facilitate creativity end up sounding identical to government cultural policy geared towards the 

twin mantras of social inclusion and creative cities.”23 This explains why, in a mock report titled 

“European Cultural Policies 2015: A Report with Scenarios on the Future of Public Funding 

for Contemporary Art in Europe,” curator, writer and educator Maria Lind and cultural 

researcher and media scientist Raimund Minichbauer provocatively argued that “art is almost 

completely instrumentalised—regardless of whether its financing is private or public.”24 On 

another level, the phenomenon of convergence addressed here raises an issue that one can 

describe as existential.  

 

 

 
20 Geoffrey Crossick and Patrycja Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture (Arts and Humanities Research 
Council, 2016) :2, https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/AHRC-291121-UnderstandingTheValueOfArts-
CulturalValueProjectReport.pdf (accessed 3 October 2025). 
21 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (Verso, 2012): 5. 
22 Idem, 14. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Maria Lind and Raimund Minichbauer (eds.), “European Cultural Policies 2015: A Report with Scenarios on the Future of 
Public Funding for Contemporary Art in Europe” (Iaspis—International Artists Studio Programme, 2015): 5. 
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Art Beyond the Boundaries of Art 

 

When it blurs the lines with other social spheres and embraces a means-end logic, is there a 

limit beyond which art loses its specificity? This possibility has been implicitly addressed by 

Jacques Rancière who theorized an “aesthetic regime” in the 2000s, precisely defining what it 

is that makes art specific. For the philosopher, this regime is characterized by “a disconnection, 

[…] a rupture of the relation between the production of artistic know-how and defined social 

objectives,” so that artistic productions lose “their functionality”; they leave “the network of 

connections which gave them an objective by anticipating their effects.”25 Accordingly, “the 

singularity of art is linked to the identification of its autonomous forms with forms of life and 

with political possibilities. These possibilities are never fully implemented except at the 

expense of abolishing the singularity of art.”26 Quite logically, then, artistic projects by 

collectives and artists like WochenKlausur and Tania Bruguera, who seek to solve concrete 

problems through art, or Gregory Sholette, who argued that “in a world all but totally subjugated 

by the commodity form and the spectacle it generates, the only remaining theatre of action is 

direct engagement with the forces of production,” do cross a line beyond which art might lose 

its specificity.27 As Sholette suggests, art enters the field of action, which is ruled by a means-

end logic criticized by Rancière.  

 

In an essay titled “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents” (2006), Claire Bishop 

critically addressed a phenomenon that can be taken as symptomatic of this move: the 

appearance of ethical criteria to evaluate the work of socially engaged artists. According to her, 

these artists are increasingly judged by “the degree to which they supply good or bad models 

of collaboration”28 Now, this fact betrays the intrusion, in the artistic field, of values that belong 

to action, not as an aesthetics (such as action art), but as a field in itself, distinct from art, 

traditionally theorized by disciplines like economics, psychology or sociology—a field which 

has to do with goal-oriented activities that take place in the social sphere (the realm of the real, 

the everyday). Critically addressing the means-end logic of socially engaged practices in 

Artificial Hells (2012), Bishop concluded this book with a section titled “The End of 

 
25 In Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and The Politics of Art (Columbia University Press, 2014): 169. Le spectateur émancipé 
(La Fabrique Editions, 2008): 67 (my translation) Some sections in Rancière’s English translations do not fully reflect the 
French version. Some parts have even been rewritten. In such cases, I translated from French to English myself. Regardless of 
the source, I made it clear when this was the case. 
26 In Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and The Politics of Art, 171. 
27 Cited in Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 11. 
28 Claire Bishop, “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents,” Artforum (February 2006): 180. 
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Participation,” in which she went on to suggest that socially engaged practices, have, to some 

extent, betrayed art in the name of engagement:  

 
Since the 1990s, participatory art has often asserted a connection between user- 
generated content and democracy, but the frequent predictability of its results seem 
to be the consequence of lacking both a social and an artistic target; in other words, 
participatory art today stands without a relation to an existing political project […] 
and presents itself as oppositional to visual art by trying to side-step the question of 
visuality. […] That the ‘political’ and ‘critical’ have become shibboleths of 
advanced art signals a lack of faith both in the intrinsic value of art as a de- 
alienating human endeavour […] and in democratic political processes.29 

  

If Bishop, like Rancière, argues that art loses its specificity when it blurs the boundaries with 

other social spheres and emphasises “the aesthetic in the sense of […] an autonomous regime 

of experience that is not reducible to logic, reason or morality,” other authors sought to establish 

an aesthetics at the heart of action.30 This is the case of Grant Kester, professor of art history and 

the founding editor of FIELD: A Journal of Socially Engaged Art Criticism, who, in his latest 

book on socially engaged practices, explains that his goal is “to examine the ways in which 

these practices have transformed the notion of aesthetic autonomy […], and to offer an 

alternative aesthetic paradigm” tailored for these practices.31 Such an approach, however, might 

have underestimated the depth of changes that happened in the artistic field with the conjoint 

development of site-specific practices and a project economy. That is why this dissertation 

proposes a third way.   

 

I argue that site-specific practices have crossed a threshold, which has settled artistic production 

in an ambiguous position, between two different spheres that are ruled by different, and 

sometimes antagonistic, principles: that of art and that of action. Site-specific practices have 

thus created the conditions of emergence of a new regime in the artistic field. By regime, I mean 

a specific conception of art, specific practices, methodologies, values, institutions, networks 

and a market. To build this argument, I will focus on a notion which has rarely been addressed 

by the field while it is omnipresent in the preceding paragraphs; one which is associated with 

social change, collaboration, interdisciplinarity, operativity and efficiency: the project as a 

specific mode of action based on individual creativity and as a concept that belongs to a specific 

conception of knowledge in and for action—an epistemology that I shall call the technological. 

 
29 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 283-4. 
30 Idem, 18. 
31 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art (Duke 
University Press, 2024): 2-3. 
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This is why, this regime, which acknowledges art’s move towards the sphere of action, will be 

called the technological regime of the project (or, to simplify, the technological regime or the 

regime of the project). Cohabiting with the aesthetic regime, this new regime stems from the 

convergence of two factors: the development of site-specific practices from the 1960s onwards 

and the rise of a project economy from the late 1980s onwards. 

 

Reclaiming the Project 

 

The idea of a technological regime of the project stems from my experience of project-making. 

Since I began my professional life in the artistic field, my work has involved mainly doing 

projects or dealing with the projects of others. As a curator in a cultural centre in the Swiss 

Alps, I developed a program based on site-specific projects. The goal was to lower shipping 

costs and increase the visibility of the institution through commissioning projects produced on-

site, that could not be seen anywhere else. Later, I worked as an independent curator for several 

years. As such, each exhibition that I did was tied to the specific conditions of host institutions 

and to the expectations of commissioners and partners. To fund these projects, it was necessary 

to become familiar with cultural policies before applying to the appropriate schemes. In the 

same period, I also started working for an art school as teacher and researcher. This led me to 

undertake research projects. Most of them reflected my own field of interest, others, the agenda 

of the institution. During these years, as coordinator of residency programs, jury, and expert in 

various commissions, I have been reading and evaluating hundredths of projects imagined by 

others, many of which have never been realized. From this perspective, I could have made mine 

the statement by art critic, media theorist and philosopher Boris Groys, that “the formulation 

of diverse projects has now become the major preoccupation of contemporary man.”32 In the 

artistic field, indeed, as in the academic field, and in many others, the project has become a 

primary working modality; but more, it has almost become a worldview and a lifestyle on its 

own, which betrays a will to shape the world we live in.  

 

As researcher at EDHEA-The Valais School of Art, in Sierre (Switzerland), I realized three 

research projects that laid the ground for the idea of a technological regime of the project. Titled 

Ars Contemporaneus Alpinus: A Critical Approach to Site-Specific Practices in the Natural 

Environment (2013-2015),33 the first research responded to the inauguration, in the summer of 

 
32 Boris Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project,” in Going Public (Sternberg Press, 2010): 78. 
33 Ars Contemporaneus Alpinus [website] https://edhea.ch/en/projets/ars-contemporaneus-alpinus/ (accessed 8 October 2025). 
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2012, of Michael Heizer’s Tangential Circular Negative Line 1968-2012, a spectacular 

sculpture consisting of three tangent rings, that restaged the design of Circular Surface Planar 

Displacement Drawing (1970). This new piece, however, was not an ephemeral drawing 

realized with a motorbike but a monumental sculpture casted in weathering steel; it was not 

produced in the Mojave desert but in the Swiss Alps, on an area which had to be artificially 

flattened to recreate the conditions of the desert; and it was not planned by the artist, but 

commissioned by a foundation that resorted to the argument of cultural tourism to fund 

spectacular, site-specific works by well-known artists. Triggered by this compelling example, 

Ars Contemporaneus Alpinus critically addressed the use of site-specific practices as a means 

of territorial development, in rural and mountainous areas. This research drew attention to the 

project economy and called for investigation of the ways in which cultural policies and the 

creative economy have shaped this market. At that time, my position was straightforward: in 

line with Claire Bishop, Maria Lind and Raimund Minichbauer, I argued that artists doing site-

specific projects were being instrumentalized by the project economy.  

 

Titled Creative Villages: A Contemporary Art Program in the Village of Leytron (2015-2017),34 

the next project is emblematic of the dynamics at play in the project economy. Initiated to 

address the development of socially engaged practices in rural areas, Creative Villages took a 

different trajectory when a local politician in charge of culture, economy and tourism asked me 

to develop an artistic project for his home village. At the same time, a visual art officer for the 

Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia suggested me to respond to a call for projects titled: “Cultural 

Diversity in the Regions,” which was designed to dynamize the rural territory through culture. 

In turn, the research on socially engaged practices became a curatorial project too. Taking 

advantage of this situation, Creative Villages sought to address the expectations and criteria of 

actors involved in the project economy such as local politicians, representatives of local 

communities, visual art officers, curators and artists. In parallel with the curatorial programme, 

several events were dedicated to this issue, including a workshop organized in collaboration 

with the LAPS-Research Institute for Art and Public Space in Amsterdam. This workshop, in 

particular, called into question the idea that artists would be instrumentalized by the project 

economy and impelled me to complexify my approach to site-specific practices. Slowly an 

alternative took shape, which developed through a third research project realized for EDHEA 

and through this dissertation, initiated in 2017 in the continuation of Creative Villages.  

 
34 Creative Villages: A Contemporary Art Program in the Village of Leytron [website] https://edhea.ch/projets/creative-villages 
(accessed 8 October 2025). 



 14 

Titled The New Products of the Land: Contemporary Art Practices at the Test of the Rural 

Territory (2018-2019, 2023-2025), this third project focused on the conception of art, practices 

and strategies of socially engaged artists operating on the rural territory.35 Interviews with 

Adam Sutherland (director of Grizedale Arts), Kathrin Böhm and Antje Schiffer (founding 

members of the collective Myvillages), Carlo Schmidt and Pascal Seiler (founding members of 

the enterprise Unternehmen 1½) and Curdin Tones (founder of Somalgors 74), drew attention 

to practices (such as mapping the terrain, problem-solving and collaborating across sectors), to 

a semantic field (that includes verbs such as: ‘to connect,’ ‘to function,’ and ‘to operate’) and 

to values (such as effectiveness and operativity), which all belong to the sphere of action rather 

than art. Carried out on the field, this research helped to bypass the aporia of 

instrumentalization, because it brought to light the idea that the project can be a medium for 

artists—by which I mean that its use is self-conscious and self-critical, so that project-making 

can be addressed and legitimated from an artistic perspective. This idea repurposed this 

dissertation: initially meant to propose a critique of the project economy that was to address the 

impact of the logic of project management on the artistic field, this dissertation now seeks to 

establish the rise of a technological regime of the project in order to provide artists, curators 

and scholars with tools to best appropriate the project and its economy for their own purpose. 

Now, to construct this idea, we need to go deeper into the notion of the project.  

 

The Project Seen from the Art World36 
 
 
Contradicting philosopher, media theorist and critic Boris Groys, who argued that “the art 

project—in lieu of the work of art—has without question moved to centre stage in the art 

world’s attention,” 37 I shall reiterate the observation made in 2005 by the two editors of The 

Art of the Project, Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham, according to whom: 

 

At a time when writers and artists have never been more inclined to describe their 
work as constituting or arising from ‘projects,’ remarkably little critical attention 
has been paid to the idea of the ‘project’ as such, despite its many implications for 
the reception and analysis of practices so described.38  

 

 
35 The New Products of the Land: Contemporary Art Practices at the Test of the Rural Territory [website] 
https://edhea.ch/projets/approches-bottom-up-de-leconomie-de-projet-dans-le-contexte-rural (accessed 8 October 2025). 
36 Some parts of this section have been published in Benoît Antille, Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet: Enquête sur 
une révolution silencieuse, 19-67. 
37 Boris Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project,” 78. 
38 Johnnie Gratton, and Michael Sheringham (eds.), The Art of the Project: Projects and Experiments in Modern French Culture 
(Berghahn Books, 2005): 1. 
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To confirm this statement, it would suffice to name the small number of books, essays and 

chapters dedicated to the project in the artistic field. Most of the publications embrace the 

instrumental approach and address the project as a means to capture and control the work of 

artists in the wake of post-Fordism and neoliberalism. Among them, we must mention a series 

of texts written by Andrea Fraser in the 1990s, in the context of The Conditions and Relations 

of Service Provision in Contemporary Project Oriented Artistic Practice (an art project realized 

between 1994 and 1997 that the will be addressed further below), Bojana Kunst’s Artist at 

Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism (2015) and writer, researcher and curator Kuba 

Szreder’s The ABS of the Projectariat: Living and Working in a Precarious World (2021). 

Another approach consists in addressing the project from an aesthetic perspective. This is the 

case of Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham’s The Art of the Project: Projects and 

Experiments in Modern French Culture (2015) and—to some extent—Claire Bishop’s 

Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (2012). Proposing other 

approaches, Boris Groy suggests retreating to the project as a way of escaping a world saturated 

by visual contents, communication, and social connexions in “The Loneliness of the Project” 

(2010), while freelance researcher, writer and creative producer Simon Bayly warns of the 

danger of a projective temporality that postpones direct action in the face of issues such as 

climate change in “The End of the Project: Futurity in the Culture of Catastrophe” (2013). These 

few references are the most influential ones regarding the project in the artistic field.  

 

One reason that may explain the relative lack of interest raised by the notion of the project in 

the artistic field might be the term project itself, which has become so banal and overused 

nowadays, that it can seem meaningless. In our “project society”—as philosopher Anders Fogh 

Jensen calls it, any endeavour, be it holidays, a divorce or an artwork, has become a project.39 

In the artistic field, people talk about an art project rather than an artwork as if these notions 

were interchangeable. But they define two specific types of production and economies. 

Associated with the art market that developed with Bourgeois culture, the economy which is 

based on artworks—let us call it the artwork economy—basically consists in exhibiting and 

selling art objects, often produced upstream in a studio. Within the framework of modern art, it 

is conventionally accepted that such a production should not be conditioned by external 

determinations. The project, on the contrary, has to do with a production to come. In a project 

economy, therefore, the transaction begins upstream, so allowing the different parties involved 

 
39 Anders Fogh Jensen, The Project Society (Aarhus University Press, 2012).  
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in the project (artists, curators, commissioners, experts, etc.) to influence the entire production 

process. In this sense artistic production is subjected to negotiations and adaptations. From this 

perspective, artists may operate like service providers, exactly like architects or designers. 

While in the artwork economy art objects circulate through networks that go from the studio to 

the museum via galleries and fairs to enhance their symbolic and exchange value, within the 

project economy it is the artists who circulate from one place to another, from one project to 

another, their value residing in their ability to develop projects tailored for the context where 

they work. As the authors of a governmental report titled “Disseminating and Promoting 

Contemporary Art Regionally” explained, the challenge here is not to sell a work but to get the 

project funded.40 This is why the project economy depends on public and private funders who 

play an active role in artistic production.  

 

But let us push the logic of the art object and that of the project beyond the economic 

perspective. What conceptions of creation do these notions suggest? For scholars such as 

Nathalie Heinich and Fredric Jameson, modern art reflects the interiority of an artist.41 From 

this point of view, the studio serves as a refuge: it is a private space, cut off from the world, in 

the intimacy of which the act of creation is carried out. Sharing with the reader a privileged 

moment that he spent with Rodin in the artist’s studio, Stefan Zweig depicted such an act as 

follows in The World of Yesterday:  

 
In that hour, I had seen opened up to me the eternal secret of all great art, indeed of 
every earthly achievement, every artist’s concentration, the unification of all a 
man’s powers and senses, a state of being outside of himself, outside of the world.42  

 

The project responds to a diametrically opposed logic that de-privatizes, externalizes and 

socializes the creative process the better to integrate it into the real. To this end, it embraces, 

rather than rejects, external determinations that influence the creative process. The art object 

and the project thus respond to two different logics that do not overlap, although they intersect 

in the careers of contemporary artists. Many contemporary artists, indeed, build their career 

between the artwork and project economies, between a studio practice and commissions, calls 

for projects, etc.  

 
40 Muriel de Vrièse, Bénédicte Martin, Corinne Melin, Nathalie Moureau and Dominique Sagot-Duvauroux, Diffusion et 
valorisation de l’art actuel en région : Une étude des agglomérations du Havre, de Lyon, de Montpellier, Nantes et Rouen, 
(Département des études, de la prospective et des statistiques) Cultures études no.1 (2011): 1-16. 
41 Nathalie Heinich, Pour en finir avec la querelle de l’art contemporain (L’Echoppe, 2000): 14-15. Fredric Jameson, 
“Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review, no. 146 (July-August 1984): 61, 59. 
42 Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday. Memoirs of a European (Pushkin Press Classics, 2024): 171. 
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The notion of the project entered the artistic field in the 1960s, at a time when the art object, 

represented by modernist painting and sculpture, was being challenged by a new generation of 

artists who critically questioned their means of production and politicized their practice in the 

wake of the social and political ferment that was taking place in the United States and in Europe 

(the civil rights movement, the women’s right movement, protests against the Vietnam War, 

May 68, etc.). Indeed, while Clement Greenberg, the prominent advocate of modernism, never 

resorted to the notion of the project to designate artistic production (the art critic refers to 

“works of art” or to “paintings” and “sculptures”), artists affiliated with the neo-avant-garde 

regularly defined their work as such.43 The term appears 74 times in Robert Smithson’s 

Collected Writings (first published in 1979), and 101 times in Lucy R. Lippard’s Six Years: The 

Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 (1973), including one in inverted 

commas, to signify the introduction of a new concept.44  

 

In this context, the project has been associated with various strategies the challenged high 

modernism, such as the dematerialization of art through conceptual art and the 

recontextualization of art through site-specific practices. As I will show in the third chapter, the 

technological regime of the project arose precisely in opposition to the canon of high 

modernism, which—for critics such as Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried—implied 

medium-specificity, placelessness, and timelessness. Now, if it has become common to define 

artistic production as a project since the 1960s, this notion was not questioned by the field itself 

until the 1990s, when it started to be seen as problematic. I shall now address the two main 

approach to the project in the artistic field: the instrumentalization thesis developed by Fraser, 

Kunst and Szreder and the aesthetic approach to the project developed by Gratton, Sheringham 

and Bishop.  

 
a. The Instrumentalization Thesis  

 
The issue of the project emerged in 1993, following a series of exhibitions (including Projet 

Unité in Firmeny-FR, Culture in Action in Chicago; Sonsbeek 93 in Arnhem; On Taking a 

 
43 See for instance Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6 (Fall 1939): 34-39; Clement Greenberg, 
Art and Culture (Beacon Press, 1961); Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison 
(eds.), Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology (Harper & Tow, 1982): 5-10. 
44 According to Lucy R. Lippard, “as younger American artists were invited to Europe, younger European artists began to show 
up in New York independently, making contact with their peers, cooking up inexpensive but expansive international ‘projects’ 
unaffiliated with the commercial gallery system.” Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 
1966 to 1972 (University of California Press, 1997): xix. 



 18 

Normal Situation in Antwerp; Kontext Kunst in Graz; the Whitney Biennial in New York and 

the Venice Biennale), which drew international attention to site-specific practices, 

demonstrated their operativity in different contexts, and shed light on the emergence of a true 

project economy. In the same year, artist Andrea Fraser “began meeting with Michael Clegg, 

Mark Dion and Julia Scher in New York to discuss the problems that [they] and artists [they] 

knew encountered while participating in these exhibitions. These problems ranged from the 

very practical problem of getting paid to experiences of censorship and concerns over the loss 

of autonomy,” that the artist defines as “a relative freedom from the functionalization of 

[artistic] activity—that is, from its rationalization in the service of specific interests defined by 

the individuals or organizations with which [they] work.”45 Ultimately, these artists faced an 

issue that was to be addressed the following year through a project initiated by Fraser and art 

historian and curator Helmut Draxler: procedures proper to site-specific practice would have 

turned artists into service providers. As Fraser stated:  

 
The practices currently characterized as ‘project work’ do not necessarily share a 
thematic, ideological or procedural basis. What they do seem to share is the fact 
that they all involve expending an amount of labor which is either in excess of, or 
independent of, any specific material production and which cannot be transacted as 
or along with a product. This labor, which in economic terms would be called 
service provision […] may include: the work of the interpretation or analysis of 
sites both in and outside of cultural institutions [i.e., mapping the terrain]; the work 
of presentation and installation; the work of public education both in and outside of 
cultural institutions; advocacy and other community based work, including 
organizing, education, documentary production and the creation of alternative 
structures.46 

 

In response to these issues, Fraser and Draxler initiated Services: The Conditions and Relations 

of Service Provision in Contemporary Project Oriented Artistic Practice (1994-7), which took 

the form of group discussions and a traveling exhibition (made of an archive on the working 

conditions specific to project work) hosted in institutions intended for an art audience, including 

the Kunstraum of Luneburg University, the Kunstlerhaus in Stuttgart, the Kunstverein in 

München and Sous-sol at the Ecole supérieure d’art visuel in Geneva. The point here is not to 

address in detail what Services was about and how it was organized, but to focus on what it 

represents as a threshold. When Fraser and Draxler initiated Services, site-specific practices 

were not new. But the project economy was a new phenomenon. As Fraser argued, in these 

 
45 Andrea Fraser, “Services: A Working-Group Exhibition,” in Beatrice von Bismarck, Diethelm Stoller, Ulf Wuggenig (eds.), 
Games, Fights, Collaboration. Das Spiel von Grenze und Überschreitung (Cantz, 1996): 211.  
46 Andrea Fraser, “How to Provide an Artistic Service: An Introduction,” presented at: The Depot, Vienna, October 1994 
[website], http://artarchives.net/artarchives/frasertexts.html (accessed 13 July 2025). 
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years, “critical acceptance had created a demand for projects within cultural organizations that 

was clearly not a demand for particular individual artists,” but for any artist able “to undertake 

projects in response to particular sites, situations and subject matters, under conditions 

explicitly defined by others.”47 Such a functionalization of art, which builds on the operativity 

of site-specific practices, provides us with a terminus post quem to locate the rise of a 

technological regime of the project. The figure of the artist as service provider, indeed, betrays 

the phenomenon of convergence mentioned above, between the artistic field and other sectors, 

within a project economy.  

 

If Fraser and Draxler understood that the dematerialization of the art object initiated with 

conceptual art and site-specific practices was dangerously converging with the 

dematerialization of the economy, critical tools to address this phenomenon were not yet 

available at the time of Services. A few years later, however, when Bojana Kunst questioned 

the impact of the project on artistic production in Artist at Work: Proximity of Art and 

Capitalism (2015), and when Kuba Szreder scrutinized the working conditions of project artists 

in The ABC of the Projectariat: Living and Working in a Precarious World (2021), they 

benefited from a wide range of critical tools, starting with Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s 

The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999), which established the project as central working modality 

of neoliberalism and post-Fordism, and addressed the values of project management (i.e., 

creativity, autonomy, flexibility, etc.) as a new system of justification called “projective city,” 

which made it possible to regenerate capitalism from within after the crisis of the 1960s.  

 

Beside this key reference, we should also mention Italian workerist theories of immaterial 

labour developed by Antonio Negri, Paolo Virno or Maurizio Lazzarato, Pierre-Michel 

Menger’s sociology of creative work, and a series of publications dedicated to the figure of the 

artist-as-entrepreneur, that include the work of economists, lawyers, political scientists, etc.48 

Closer to the artistic field, several authors developed a critique of creativity and addressed the 

collusion of art and capitalism. Among many other examples, one can mention Gerald Raunig, 

Gene Ray and Ulf Wuggenig’s Critique of Creativity: Precarity, Subjectivity and Resistance in 

the ‘Creative Industries’ (2011), Raunig’s Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity 

(2013) or Pascal Gielen’s Creativity and Other Fundamentalisms (2013). 

 
47 Ibid. 
48 See: Norbert Hillaire (ed.), L’artiste et l’entrepreneur (Editions de la Cité du design, 2008); Bureau d'études de SmartBe 
(eds.), L'artiste, un entrepreneur ? (Les Impressions nouvelles, col. “Les Métiers de la Création,” 2011); Xavier Greffe, 
L’artiste-entreprise (Dalloz, 2012). 
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Beyond their differences in methods and purposes, all of these approaches agree on the 

following argument: that, to quote Menger’s words, artistic creation does not represent “the 

other of labour anymore but its most advanced iteration.”49 Expressing a common view, Claire 

Bishop argues that “the virtuosic contemporary artist has become the role model for the flexible, 

mobile, and non-specialised labourer […] connected to a decentered and heterogeneous net that 

composes post-Fordist social cooperation”—the project being the matrix of these connections 

by which employment hangs.50 As Boltanski and Chiapello indeed argued, “the project is the 

occasion and reason for the connection. It temporarily assembles a very disparate group of 

people” who represent a key-resource for present and future projects—so emphasizing the 

connectionist nature of the project.51 Under these conditions, as sociologist Sarah De Heusch, 

economist Anne Dujardin and demographer Héléna Rajabaly explain, “entrepreneur-artists," 

whose work consists in realizing projects, must “multiply one-off commitments on multiple 

projects to ensure the continuity of their artistic activity”; they must constantly juggle multiple 

skills to successfully complete their projects,” and “develop networks […] to increase their 

visibility.”52 Depicting the everyday reality of these entrepreneurs who have come to build a 

new proletariat that he calls a “projectariat,” Kuba Szreder argues:  

 
Millions of freelancers around the world waste endless hours on applying [for a 
project]. Networked labourers spend sleepless nights on their laptops, browsing 
databases in search of new opportunities, writing applications, filling in forms, 
waiting for results. A projectarian applies to everything. For relief funds. For 
residencies. For grants. For commissions. For participation in conferences. For 
scholarships. For research visits. For a job.53  

 

On the theoretical foundations mentioned above, Bojana Kunst et Kuba Szreder developed a 

critique of the project as a means to instrumentalize the work of artists. According to Kunst, 

when “the project becomes the ultimate horizon of creation,” artists are forced to be “constantly 

 
49 Pierre-Michel Menger, Portrait de l’artiste en travailleur : Métamorphoses du capitalisme (Le Seuil, 2002): 8. 
50 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 12. As the Unesco’s 2006 Roadmap for 
Art Education indeed states: “21st Century societies are increasingly demanding workforces that are creative, flexible, 
adaptable and innovative and education systems need to evolve with these shifting conditions. Arts Education equips learners 
with these skills, enabling them to express themselves, critically evaluate the world around them, and actively engage in the 
various aspects of human existence.” See: Road Map for Arts Education (The World Conference on Arts Education: Building 
Creative Capacities for the 21st Century, Lisbon, 6–9 March 2006). Unesco website [Internet] 
https://www.unesco.org/sites/default/files/medias/fichiers/2022/12/Lisbon_Roadmap.pdf (accessed 7 December 2025).  
51 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (Verso, 2012): 104. 
52 Sarah De Heusch, Anne Dujardin and Héléna Rajabaly, “L’artiste entrepreneur, un travailleur au project,” in Bureau d'études 
de SmartBe (ed.), L'artiste, un entrepreneur ? (Les Impressions nouvelles, col. “Les Métiers de la Création,” 2011): 17-28 (my 
translation). 
53 Kuba Szreder, The ABS of the Projectariat: Living and Working in a Precarious World (Manchester University Press, 2021): 
10-11.  
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engaged in projects, often several at once, and to move between the implementation of one 

project and the completion of another.”54 In doing one project after another, they subjugate 

themselves to an activity that blurs the line between private and professional lives, and 

colonializes all their available time. A project, indeed, “takes over the whole being,” as Simon 

Bayly underlines.55 For Kunst as for Fraser, the main problem, with such a “labour of love”—

as Szreder ironically calls it, is a matter of autonomy.56 According to Kunst, the project 

economy “shifts the authorship and the creative gesture of the artist elsewhere.”57  

 
When making projects, we no longer work as author, but delegate our authorship to 
a multitude of evaluative, managerial and organisational processes that projective 
temporality needs to be constantly subordinated to. Furthermore, we can no longer 
talk about the function of the author because the commonality of creativity and the 
discursive network of various proposals are at the centre of production.58 

 

Fraser, Kunst and Szreder’s critical approach to the project perfectly reflects the critique of 

creativity and immaterial labour by Antonio Negri, Paolo Virno, Maurizio Lazzarato, Gerald 

Raunig and Pascal Gielen, among many others, according to whom neoliberalism and post-

Fordism have transformed the globalized art scene into “a production unit for economic 

exploitation.”59 But this is precisely the vision that this dissertation seeks to bypass; not to deny 

this obvious fact, but to look for ways to work around the conditions of the project economy. 

Before pursuing this idea, let us address another approach to the project. 

 

b. The Aesthetic Approach 

 

In 2005, Michael Gratton and Johnnie Sheringham edited The Art of the Project: Projects and 

Experiments in Modern French Culture, which is one of the rare books fully dedicated to the 

project in the artistic field. As the title suggests, this publication seeks to lay the foundation for 

a specific conception of art consistent with the project. According to the editors this book 

“suggests a framework for evaluating the project in the light of various modernist and 

postmodernist cultural practices that raise its status to that of an ‘art’ in its own right.”60 Gratton 

and Sheringham’s Art of the Project stems from the following observation:  

 
 

54 Bojan Kunst, Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism (Zero Books, 2015): 157. 
55 Simon Bayly, “The End of the Project: futurity in the culture of catastrophe,” Angelaki, 18:2 (2013): 165. 
56 Kuba Szreder, The ABS of the Projectariat: Living and Working in a Precarious World, 146. 
57 Bojan Kunst, Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism, 174. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Pascal Gielen, The Murmuring of the Artistic Multitude: Global Art, Memory and Post-Fordism (Valiz, 2009): 49-54.  
60 Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham, The Art of the Project: Projects and Experiments in Modern French Culture, 2. 
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Rather than responding to the stirrings of inspiration, or meeting the demands of a 
finished product, contemporary cultural practices often involve setting up 
experiments, taking soundings, carrying out sets of instructions or sticking to 
carefully elaborated programmes. The ‘work’ made available to the reader/viewer 
is then very often an account of the conduct of the project or experiment, the record 
or trace of its success or failure, its consistency with or deviation from its initial 
premises. […] The outcome of the project, its final product (if any) may be less 
important than the procedures that enable it to get underway.61  

 

Starting from there, the two scholars identified three main characteristics that build their art of 

the project: First, “the time and space of the project,” which implies a phenomenological 

experience (the works stems from the confrontation of an artist with her/his environment) and 

temporal projection (for the project suggests “engagement in a process that not only takes time 

but offers creative ways of using, experiencing, structuring and reappropriating time”).62 

Second, the “ground rules of the project,” i.e., the project as a creative process structured by 

rules, protocols, and procedures. And third, the project as “an art of inter-in-disciplinarity,” i.e., 

the project as a means of knowledge production that provides “an alternative to strictly 

scientific or abstract modes of understanding.”63 Here the authors refer to the appropriation of 

scientific methodologies by project artists, taken from fields such as anthropology, sociology 

or ethnology—a phenomenon addressed in Hal Foster’s “The Artist as Ethnographer” (1996) 

and Carole Talon-Hugon’s L’artiste en habits de chercheur (The Artist Dressed as a 

Researcher, 2021).64 

 

While these features do reflect characteristics of the project that will be addressed here, the use 

which is being made of them turns out to be problematic in its open-endedness. Going back to 

the 19th century, Gratton and Sheringham’s art of the project refers to a heterogeneous selection 

of examples that include the emergence of travel photography, the “Heliographic Mission” 

(brought together under the aegis of the French Administration for Fine Arts to produce a 

photographic record of the state of important architectural sites throughout France), 

photographer Eugène Atget’s documentation of Paris, Impressionism, the work of Marcel 

Duchamp and conceptual art, among others—all brought together for their “tendency to be 

driven by documentary or quasi-documentary motives.”65 Such a formal approach to an “art of 

 
61 Idem, 1. 
62 Idem, 17. 
63 Idem, 9. 
64 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” in Hal Foster The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 
(The MIT Press, 1996): 171-205. Carole Talon-Hugon, L’artiste en habits de chercheur (Presses Universitaires de France, 
2021). 
65 Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham, The Art of the Project: Projects and Experiments in Modern French Culture, 5. 
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the project” does not only de-historicizes and depoliticizes the notion of the project, it also faces 

a fundamental issue that may contradict Gratton and Sheringham’s attempt to establish an art 

of the project: since the 1960s, the project has been used by artists who precisely sought to 

bypass the very idea of an aesthetic experience “made available to the reader/viewer,” in favour 

of political forms of engagement that operated a move towards action. As stated earlier, this 

move is embodied by the work of socially engaged artists which has been addressed by Claire 

Bishop since the 2000s onwards. 

 

In a chapter of Artificial Hells titled “Former West: Art as Project in the Early 1990s,” the art 

historian and critic seeks to “provide a counter-narrative to the mainstream commercial and 

institutional history of art since 1990” by focusing on the two specific forms of participatory 

practices which are the book’s subject: socially engaged art and experimental curating (this 

include exhibitions such as Projet Unité, Sonsbeek 93 and Culture in Action, which prompted 

Fraser and Draxler to organize Services).66 In this chapter, Bishop tracks “the way in which a 

certain impulse of leftist thinking visibly migrated into Western European artistic production 

after the collapse of ‘grand narrative’ politics in 1989,” consistent with the fall of “really 

existing socialism,” the dismantling of the welfare state, and the globalization of capitalism.67 

For Bishop, “one of the main ways this [impulse] became manifest was in the rise of a particular 

term to describe art in the 1990s: the ‘project.’”68 The key point here is to acknowledge the fact 

that the term “arrives at a moment when there is a conspicuous lack of what we could call a 

social project.”69 Contrary to Gratton and Sheringham, Bishop, thus, politicizes and historicizes 

the notion of project.  

 

While this notion is a secondary topic for her, subsumed into participatory art and its politics 

of spectatorship, Bishop addresses aspects which I consider emblematic of the technological 

regime of the project, consistent with art’s move towards the sphere of action. As already 

mentioned, she takes as her main point of reference Jacques Rancière’s aesthetic regime, to 

address a threshold beyond which art would lose its singularity and merge with other social 

spheres. As a symptom of this turning point, she mentions recurrent attacks on aesthetics from 

socially engaged artists, and the problematic call for an alternative evaluation framework that 

does not belong to art as such but to action: a framework based on ethical criteria. Responding 

 
66 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 194. 
67 Ibid, 193-4. 
68 Idem. 
69 Ibid, 194. 
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to this tension at the heart of site-specific practices, Bishop seeks to prevent art from crossing 

this threshold, through developing aesthetics criteria tailored for participatory art. 

 

Contrary to Gratton and Sheringham’s Art of the Project, the conception of art addressed by 

Bishop perfectly matches with artistic practices described in the first lines of this dissertation, 

as the art historian and critic focuses on “aesthetic refusals” that precisely emanate from artists 

who do not seek “artistic goals,” but “problem solving, concrete outcomes.”70 To illustrate her 

point, she refers to projects such as Liisa Robert’s What’s the Time in Vyborg? (initiated in 

2000), the goal of which—as critic Reinaldo Laddaga explains—“wasn’t simply to offer an 

aesthetic or intellectual experience to an outside public but to facilitate the creation of a 

temporary community engaged in the process of solving a series of practical problems”—a 

project that “aspired to have a real efficacy in the site in which it came to happen.”71 From this 

perspective, as Bishop explains, “participatory art is perceived to channel art’s symbolic capital 

towards constructive social change.”72 It is precisely such a constructive logic that justifies the 

use of ethical criteria. Judged through the lens of action rather than art, participatory projects 

are evaluated for the effectiveness of the solutions provided, as bad or good models of 

collaboration, and for the level of satisfaction manifested by participants.  

 

For Bishop, such a means-end logic calls into question the autonomy of art consistent with the 

aesthetic regime, which, as she explains, “is predicated precisely on a tension and confusion 

between autonomy (the desire for art to be at one remove from means–ends relationships) and 

heteronomy (that is, the blurring of art and life).”73 When art engages with the forces of 

production, it indeed runs a risk of appropriation by other social spheres. Against this 

problematic convergence, Bishop advocates an oppositional attitude that she considers specific 

to the aesthetics regime. According to her:  

 
Artistic practice has an element of critical negation and an ability to sustain 
contradiction that cannot be reconciled with the quantifiable imperatives of 
positivist economics. Artists and works of art can operate in a space of antagonism 
or negation vis-à-vis society.74 

 

Bishop’s main goal, ultimately, is “not to define a new tendency,” but to elaborate a discourse 

 
70 Idem, 19. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Idem, 13. 
73 Idem, 27. 
74 Idem, 16. 
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on socially engaged practices able to maintain these practices in the aesthetic regime.75 In the 

face of a project economy that blurs the boundaries between art, politics and economics, one of 

Artificial Hells’ aims “is to emphasise the aesthetic in the sense of […] an autonomous regime 

of experience that is not reducible to logic, reason or morality.”76 Bishop thus, advocates an 

externality that art must preserve in order to best perform its political function. Exploring a path 

opposite to Bishop’s, I propose to acknowledge a paradigm shift that occurred between the 

1960s and 1990s: I argue that the development of site-specific practices has progressively 

repositioned art on the terrain of action. To put it differently, the artistic field has been 

transformed from within by the logic of the project, which is essentially a means of action and 

a concept shaped by and for action. But to demonstrate this argument, it is necessary to further 

address the notion of project.  

 

The Project at the Heart of an Operativistic Revolution77  

 

Confronted with the necessity to define the project, the artistic field worked around the problem 

by resorting to the expedient of the list. Andrea Fraser, Claire Bishop, Johnnie Gratton, Michael 

Sheringham and Bojana Kunst have all associated the project with site-specific, post-studio or 

documentary practices, with activism, institutional critique, participatory art, public art, etc. 

Although Fraser asserted that project-based practices “do not necessarily share a thematic, 

ideological or procedural basis,” these lists however tell us something about the project.78 Most 

of these practices fall into the category of political art, seek direct engagement with the real, 

and have been developed since the 1960s onwards. In its renunciation of elaborating a clear 

definition, however, the artistic field has not given itself the means to understand the stakes of 

the project, which, according to Boris Groys, has “moved to centre stage in the art world’s 

attention.”79 Far from being “a wide umbrella term [that] seems so neutral that it becomes 

endlessly usable”—as Bojana Kunst argued, the project has a long history that can be traced 

back to the Renaissance, and specific functions, which have been constructed through different 

disciplines and times.80  

 

 
75 Idem, 194. 
76 Idem,18. 
77 Some parts of this section have been published in Benoît Antille, Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet: Enquête sur 
une révolution silencieuse, 19-67. 
78 Andrea Fraser, “How to Provide an Artistic Service: An Introduction,” 1. 
79 Boris Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project,” 78. 
80 Bojana Kunst, Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism, 154. 
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Etymologically, the noun ‘project’ stems from the Latin projectum, which comes from the verb 

proicere, meaning to stretch out, to throw forth (combining the prefix pro-, forward, and iacere, 

to throw.) In Latin, Projectum had a spatial or architectural meaning; it referred to constructions 

that are ‘projected’ into the space, such as balconies or terraces. A technical term since its 

inception, the word migrated to Old French in the form of pourget or prouget, which, according 

to philosopher and historian of technology Hélène Vérin, meant military reconnaissance or 

scouting before laying the siege of a city—in other words, “mapping the terrain,” as artists 

realizing site-specific projects do nowadays.81 For the historian and philosopher of technology, 

this is the first meaning of the project. As Vérin further explains, this technical term has been 

associated with the figure of the engineer since the 12th century, as the one able to “anticipate 

the course of military action” and to find the best “tricks to deceive the enemy.”82 The engineer, 

indeed, was an elite artisan characterized by his ability to solve concrete problems in 

unprecedented situations. Exactly like site-specific artists nowadays, this practitioner was able 

to porpenser (in Old French), that is to say to anticipate, to conceive of a project, to open up 

the field of possibility before doing anything.83 This ability to anticipate in order to best control 

an action, to find innovative solutions in response to a specific context, has shaped common 

definitions of the project. 

 

In common language, the project refers at the same time to a plan that one assigns to oneself—

a mental conception, an idea or a design—and to the means to realize it. According to the French 

dictionary Le Robert, Dictionnaire alphabétique et analogique de la langue française and to 

The Oxford English Dictionary, this definition goes back to the 14th century in Western 

European context.84 In a more specific way, the Cambridge Dictionary defines the project as 

“a piece of planned work or an activity that is finished over a period of time and intended to 

achieve a particular purpose”—so underlining the means-end logic at play in project-making.85 

As for professor in innovation management Andrew Davies, the author of Projects: A Very 

Short Introduction, a project is “a combination of people and other resources brought together 

in a temporary organization and process to achieve a specific goal.”86 In line with Boltanski 

and Chiapello, Davis, thus, emphasizes the connectionist nature of the project, embodied by 

 
81 Hélène Vérin, “Le mot: ingénieur,” Culture et Technique, no.12 (1984): 20 (my translation).  
82 Ibid. 
83 Idem, 21. 
84 In the French language, however, the noun ‘projet’ embraces both the means and the end of an action, while the English and 
German languages distinguish the ‘purpose’/‘Entwurf’, which embodies the goal, from the ‘project’/‘Projekt’, which refers to 
the means of action as a whole plan or draft.  
85 Cambridge Dictionary [website] https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/project (accessed 3 October 2025). 
86 Andrew Davies, Projects: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2017): 2. 
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Adam Sutherland’s conception of art. As Davis further explains, “what distinguishes projects 

from all other organizational activities […] is that a project is finite in duration […]. Unlike 

manufacturing or service firms, which are presumed to be permanent, a project organization is 

temporary and disposable by design.”87 The project thus implies a specific temporality but also 

a specific context: projects always respond to particular situations or issues; they are site-

specific. 

 

Psychologist Jean-Pierre Boutinet, who has dedicated a great part of his career to this topic, 

defines the project as the “operative anticipation of a desired future”; it is at the same time an 

anticipation and the “operative norm” leading to the desired goal.” 88 As the scholar further 

explains, however, the project is just one of the various forms of anticipation.89 He names four 

of these: adaptive (foresight or prevision), cognitive (divination, prophecy, prospective, 

futurology), imaginary (utopia, science-fiction), and operative. The project belongs to this last 

category, which includes four subcategories: rational/determinist (plan or objective), formal 

(wish or promise), defensive (precaution or prevention) and partly determined, of which the 

project is the sole instance.90  

 

As a partly determined, operative anticipation, the project “is never fully realized, always to be 

started again; it always orients the action towards what is to come.”91 The project is thus not to 

be confused with the plan, as tends to be done in common parlance. In its determinism, the plan 

separates phases of conception and realization, according to a division of labour associated with 

a hierarchical order. The plan, indeed, is often developed upstream by decision-makers, before 

being implemented by subalterns in the field. The project, on the contrary, involves an iterative 

process that functions like a feedback loop: it implies constant motion back and forth, between 

conception and realization, that only an actor in charge of the entire process can achieve. Unlike 

the plan, the project places the individuals carrying out a project at the centre of the action, so 

that she/he becomes the author of this action: an actor.  

 

As such, the project embodies a proactive way of being in the world; it is about agency and 

creativity. The project is a means of action that allows an actor to operate within the texture of 

 
87 Ibid. 
88 Jean- Pierre Boutinet, Anthropologie du projet (PUF, 1990): 70, 18 (my translation). 
89 Idem, 1 (my translation). 
90 Idem, 62 (my translation). 
91 Idem, 69 (my translation). 
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the real and to approach it as a kind of ‘medium’: it allows them to organize the real, to 

configure or order it according to an action to take, through creating operative connections 

between constituencies, people and resources. This is the very meaning of the interdisciplinarity 

associated with the notion of project—which operationally connects different disciplines as 

resources at the service of action—and of horizontality (as opposed to hierarchical 

organizations)—which proved the most efficient order for innovation, because it puts all 

available resources at the disposal of agents involved in a project. 

 

This formidable operativity explains why the project has been used as mode of action and 

concept by fields and disciplines that created as many cultures of the project, which were first 

addressed as a complete phenomenon by Jean-Pierre Boutinet in his 1990 Anthropology of the 

Project. Since the Renaissance onwards, the project allowed architects to become authors of 

their production by controlling the phases of development and realization of a building; in the 

Enlightenment, it allowed philosophers to envision a better society, one that would put an end 

to the constant wars in Europe;92 in the 19th and 20th centuries, it helped philosophers and 

scientists to problematize the processes of individuation and adaptation of human beings, cells, 

and computing machines; in the 20th century, it allowed management to effectively control and 

optimize complex production process by developing management tools tailored for project-

making (such as budgeting, reporting, monitoring, etc.), which came to be applied to the project 

economy that developed in the artistic field—thereby generating an administrative burden that 

many contemporary artists find overwhelming.93 This last aspect pleads in favour of the 

instrumental approach. But the project embodies an anthropological dimension, which makes 

it possible to bypass the aporia of instrumentalization.  

 

 
92 See for instance the Abbé de Saint-Pierre’s Project for Perpetual Peace in Europe (1713, 1717), Rousseau’s essay “A Lasting 
Peace Through the Federation of Europe” (mid 1750s) and Kant’s Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Project (1795). 
93 According to the report Parcours des artistes en Suisse romande, “Artists frequently mobilize a wide range of skills beyond 
their creative expertise. A majority of them draw on skills in project management (66.32%), interpersonal skills (65.93%), 
marketing and communication (57.76%), financial management (54.22%), writing applications (50.09%), and team 
management (49.46%). This versatility reflects the entrepreneurial nature of contemporary artistic work, where it is necessary 
to manage one’s career like a business, facing the risks, uncertainty, and competition inherent in the artistic environment. [...] 
Project management occupies a significant part of respondents’ schedules: nearly 82% devote at least 5 hours per week to it, 
and 41.76% more than 10 hours, and 23.07% more than 20 hours. This significant burden is accentuated by the predominance 
of project-based funding: 64.03% of artists who received financial support obtained it in connection with a specific project, 
requiring rigorous planning. Time constraints have repercussions on other aspects: 53% of respondents identify the lack of time 
to develop their professional network as a major obstacle to their recognition. The administrative management of projects also 
suffers from these time limitations. [...] Administrative procedures (canvassing, grant applications, contracts, social security, 
accounting, among others) constitute a major challenge for artists, regardless of their level of experience or their artistic field.” 
Catherine Kohler, Parcours des artistes en Suisse romande: ressources et étapes clés (Observatoire Romand de la Culture, 
2024) 5-6 (my translation). 
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As Jean-Pierre Boutinet has demonstrated, the project has to do with “objects in becoming”; it 

has to do with production and change in all their forms: be it construction, innovation, 

individuation, social change, praxis, etc.94 This is why the project always has a positive 

connotation: it tends to embody change for the better.95 From this perspective, according to the 

psychologist, the project expresses a human desire to act upon her/his environment, to change 

it or transform it. Belonging to “a culture made simultaneously of voluntarism and 

anticipation,” the project is “the individual and collective avatar of a primal desire for 

appropriation.”96 Accordingly, the future must be open to change and change within the reach 

of individuals. When time is cyclical—as in traditional cultures, or when human agency is 

limited by religion, the project exists in restricted form, suspended between fatalism and 

destiny. This is why the project is intrinsically linked with modernity, which has been described 

by philosopher Jürgen Habermas as the epoque that “opens itself to the future,” and as an 

“unfinished project” in itself.97 Modernity witnessed the development of a culture of change, 

of becoming, which has placed individuals at the centre, and allowed them to act upon the world 

through their projects. It is precisely this thinking of change that defines the technological, 

which I shall address in the second chapter. 

 

In Western culture, such a demiurgical conception of knowledge, embodied by the figure of 

Prometheus and that of the homo faber, stands in opposition to another conception, which is 

not made for becoming, but for being. A conception that postulates fixity rather than change, in 

the form of truth, fixed laws and causality; one which considers the world as given in a way 

that restricts or denies agency; one embodied by religion, metaphysics, and positivism. 

Following philosopher Gilbert Hottois, we can call this conception of knowledge the 

ontological, because it postulates essences: being.98 Now, according to philosopher Peter 

Sloterdijk, modernity has witnessed the growing importance of the technological at the expense 

of the ontological, through a process which marks “the triumph of constructivism.”99 As 

Sloterdijk stated at the turn of the 2000s, “we begin to look upon the Modern Age as a period 

in which monstrous things are achieved by human perpetrators—entrepreneurs, technicians, 

 
94 Jean- Pierre Boutinet, Anthropologie du projet, 7 (my translation). 
95 Idem, 4 (my translation). 
96 Idem, 7 (my translation). 
97 Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (Polity, 1987): 7. Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity: An 
Unfinished Project,” in Maurizio Passerin d’Entrèves and Seyla Benhabib (eds.), Habermas and the Unfinished Project of 
Modernity: Critical Essays on the Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (The MIT Press, 1997).  
98 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique (Aubier Montaigne, 1984): 73. 
99 Peter Sloterdijk, “The Time of the Crime of the Monstruous: On the Philosophical Justification of the Artificial,” in Not 
Saved: Essays After Heidegger (Polity, 2017): 244. 
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artists, and consumers. […] The monstrous […] is a work of art but far more than a work of art; 

it is great politics, but far more than great politics; it is technology, but far more than 

technology; it is illness, but far more than illness; it is crime, but far more than crime. It is a 

project.”100 Under these conditions, as Sloterdijk further argued:  

 
It is obvious that ‘thought’ per se, as a correlate to beings, is becoming a merely 
partial function of the culture of will and projects. The shepherds of Being—trapped 
in the beautiful dream of pure extra-technological existentiality and a purely 
obedient reflection—move toward the sidelines; in fact, Being itself, as the realm 
of past freedom, now seems like a narrow ontological province—it has been pushed 
to the periphery of the nothing-based empire of will, creations and projects.101  

 

Such a shift in Western epistemology, from being to becoming, from the ontological to the 

technological, which marks the beginning of an era dominated by the figure of the project, has 

been addressed by Sloterdijk as an “operativistic revolution.”102 As far as the artistic field is 

concerned, such a revolution is consistent with the ethos of the avant-gardes and with site-

specific practices, which developed from the 1960s onwards in opposition to high modernism, 

as one of the many forms taken by the ontological. As this dissertation seeks to demonstrate, 

these practices created the conditions of emergence of a technological regime of the project 

which now cohabits with the aesthetic regime, to which high modernism as well as various 

forms of contemporary art belong. The project, thus, is far from being “a wide umbrella term 

[that] seems so neutral that it becomes endlessly usable”—as Bojana Kunst has argued.”103 

When working through the project, one—consciously or not—embraces its technological logic, 

which consists in ways of doing and thinking, of being in the world and acting upon it, that falls 

back on individual agency and creativity.  

 

The idea of a technological conception of art has already been developed by anthropologist 

Alfred Gell in “The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology” (1992) 

and in Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (1998).104 If some principles of his approach 

are close to the one developed here (mainly the concept of agency, which implies—as Michèle 

Coquet explains, “the idea of a system of interactions,” with the artwork as “the nodal point” 
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of this system), Gell’s take on the technological is however fundamentally different.105 The 

scholar sought to establish an anthropological approach to aesthetics in order to bypass the 

cultural determinism of the Western tradition, through focusing on the agency of (art) objects. 

Here, we will focus on the agency of artists who are ready to trade the very idea of an aesthetic 

experience for action. But what is the purpose of the new regime that this dissertation seeks to 

establish? 

 

The main objective of this dissertation is to raise awareness about the project at a time when it 

has become a primary working modality for the artworld. But more, in order to bypass the 

instrumentalization thesis, which addresses the project as a means of domination, this 

dissertation seeks to reclaim the project by developing a conception of the project tailored to 

artistic issues—thereby laying foundations that can help us think of the project as a medium. 

Just as art history and art criticism frame painting, sculpture and drawing, and other media, such 

as conceptual art, video art or installation art (once analysed as the “post-medium condition” 

by Rosalind Krauss, to effectively establish these techniques as a new media), so this 

dissertation proposes historical, theoretical and critical insights to frame the use of the project 

in the artistic field.106 In so doing, it seeks to favour the rise of a culture of the project at the 

service of artistic production to better resist the logic of project management that now rules the 

project economy. On another level, this dissertation will provide a coherent picture of 

reconfigurations observed in the field since the 1960s, with the conjoint development of site-

specific practices and of a project economy—one able to describe the conditions of emergence, 

the structure and function of the regime of the project, characterized by a phenomenon of 

convergence between the artistic field and other disciplines and sectors, and to provide 

historical and critical tools tailored for this regime. Despite their antagonisms, indeed, art, 

politics and economics came to share a similar vision of art (as a means to act upon the real and 

to produce tangible outcomes), a same working modality (the project), and a same resource 

(creativity), thereby creating a link of continuity between the figure of the politically engaged 

artist and that of the entrepreneur, between activism and social engineering, emancipation and 

deregulation. Under these conditions, it seems urgent to provide the artistic field with a 

discourse on the project and its economy that empowers cultural producers, rather than denying 

their agency, as the instrumentalization thesis does.  

 
105 Michèle Coquet, “Alfred Gell, Art and Agency. An Anthropological Theory,” L’Homme 157 (2001): 262, 
https://doi.org/10.4000/lhomme.5658 (my translation). 
106 Rosalind Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition (Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2005). 
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The Path Towards a Technological Regime of the Project: Methodological Insights  

 

As stated earlier, this dissertation is based on years of experience as project leader. These have 

been as rewarding as they have been frustrating and disappointing, due essentially to the 

conditions and dynamics of the project economy. The idea of a technological regime of the 

project took shape in the process of realizing this dissertation but also through previous research 

projects realized for EDHEA-The Valais School of Art. These projects made it possible to build 

a critical approach tailored to the project economy that combines an analysis of site-specific 

practices, the creative economy and cultural policies—one that focuses on the role of the actors 

involved in the project economy, in the spirit of Howard S. Becker’s symbolic interactionism 

and Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT). This approach has been discussed with the 

actors of this economy and readjusted over the years in accordance with their feedback. But 

this dissertation seeks to go one step further, beyond criticism, by acknowledging the rise of a 

new regime shaped by the project and its economy—the technological regime of the project—

that establishes the project as a sort of medium for artists, curators and researchers.  

 

To construct the idea of a technological regime of the project, which positions art on the terrain 

of action, this dissertation proposes a methodological twist: for heuristic ends, we will consider 

art from the perspective of action, through the lens of the project, rather than addressing the 

project through the lens of art, as Gratton and Sheringham have done. Accordingly, we shall 

apply to site-specific practices discourses and tools which have been shaped to address 

technology, action and the project. Building on an interdisciplinary approach that combines art 

history, art criticism and social sciences with other disciplines, such as action theory, science 

and technology studies and organization studies, the approach proposed here has been 

developed on four different levels: on an epistemological level, it seeks to demonstrate that the 

project has allowed the artistic field to adapt to a major shift in Western epistemology, from the 

ontological to the technological; on a historical level, it seeks to provide elements for an 

alternative art history, written through the lens of the project; on the critical level, it seeks to 

highlight specific issues that belong to the project and ways to address them; on a pragmatic 

level, it seeks to provide the cultural sector with tools to better understand the dynamics of the 

project economy and best operate within it. Such a holistic approach might seem outmoded or 

overambitious, but it is necessary if we are to construct the idea of a change of regime. 

Moreover, considering the small number of publications dedicated to the project in the artistic 

field, it seemed more productive to map a large territory, across disciplinary boundaries, and 
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join up as many dots as possible so as to explore different ways of thinking about the project, 

at the risk of simplifying and taking side roads. This explains why the reader might find that 

there are a lot of quotes in some sections of the dissertation. Beside the fact that the idea of a 

technological regime of the project stems precisely from the terminology used by scholars and 

artists, these are also a way to guarantee the legitimacy of my arguments when entering new 

fields.  

 

The first chapter builds the argument of a regime change, the terminus post quem of which is 

provided by Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler’s Services (1994-7). Having shown that 

Rancière’s aesthetic regime—which serves as a milestone for scholars such as Claire Bishop 

and Grant Kester—does not frame the development of site-specific practices and the rise of a 

project economy, I will turn to the field of the sciences to find an alternative regime that can be 

used to address changes that happened in the artworld in the 1990s from a different perspective. 

Indeed, in response to changes that they observed in the scientific field in the 1990s, Michael 

Gibbons et al., the authors of The New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and 

Research in Contemporary (1994), established a new regime that they call ‘Mode 2,’ which 

applies to the reconfigurations that occurred in the artistic field in the same period. By 

demonstrating this point, we will at the same time build the argument of a regime change and 

lay the ground for the dissertation main ‘case study:’ that is to say, the development of site-

specific practices in the artistic field. This chapter focuses on the 1990s, when traces of a regime 

change were observed in this field (by Fraser and Draxler’s Services) and in the sciences (by 

the authors of The New Production of Knowledge).  

  

Further addressing the structure of the aesthetic regime and that of Mode 2, we will shed light 

on dynamics, which play a central role in this dissertation: while the aesthetic regime stems 

from a process of differentiation reflecting a will to order the world consistent with an 

ontological worldview (that of a world considered as given and fixed), Mode 2 stems from a 

process of convergence, betraying a will to create operative connections consistent with a 

technological worldview (that of a world in constant change). From an epistemological 

perspective, this explains why, in the first case, knowledge has an ontological function—that 

of telling the being, and, in the second, a technological function—that of informing processes 

of becoming. What is at stake in the first case is knowledge for its own sake or wisdom, and, in 

the second, operativity. This distinction will be key to addressing dynamics of regime changes. 

As this dissertation, indeed, seeks to demonstrate, the ontological and the technological are 
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dialectically connected in Western culture: one antagonistically mirrors the other, and when 

one recedes the other comes to the fore. This dialectical link will help to problematize the rise 

of site-specific practices (as a form of the technological), in opposition to high modernism in 

the 1960s (as a form of the ontological): as we shall see, in order to act most effectively upon 

the real, artists operatively reconnected that which had been differentiated (separated) by the 

aesthetic regime. 

 

The goal of the second chapter is to lay foundations for the technological. After having 

addressed the three main approaches to technology—the anthropological, instrumental and 

constructivist—I propose an alternative, which addresses the technological as a ‘complex’ that 

includes a specific worldview, conception of knowledge and social order, thereby creating the 

lens through which site-specific practice will be re-evaluated in the third chapter.107 This 

chapter is pivotal in the structure of the dissertation, because it will provide the theoretical tools 

on which the idea of the technological regime of the project relies. In this regard, we may 

already mention concepts that will play a key role in this dissertation, such as the 

‘phenomenological hypothesis’ (according to which knowledge is produced in and for action 

by subjects interacting with the real, both being mutually produced in the process), and 

technological interventions (in the form of representations, apparatuses and actions) that allow 

individuals to act upon the world they live in. One of the aims of this chapter is to lay the 

common ground on which different fields and sectors, such as art, sciences, politics and 

economics, managed to converge, all of them sharing a similar epistemology (knowledge in 

action), means of action (the project), resource (individual creativity), and values (such as 

operativity and effectiveness) that constitute the technological.  

 

In the third chapter, these theoretical elements will be used to address four cultures of the project 

that will help construct the idea of the project as a medium for the artistic field. The first 

‘culture’ of the project to be addressed, that of metis in Ancient Greece, should in fact not be 

designated as such, because the idea of social change was limited by religious thinking at that 

time, and because the project had not been formalized and theorized before the dawn of 

modernity, in the Renaissance. That being said, we will briefly introduce this anthropological 

form of the contemporary notion of creativity, because the concept of metis has been used by 

contemporary scholars who addressed diverse forms of agencies and develop theories of action 

 
107 ‘Complex’ as “a group or system of things that are connected with each other in a complex way.” Collins Dictionary 
[website] https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/complex (accessed 4 October 2025). 
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that stand against the ontological. As this section may demonstrate, however, the logic of the 

project was already present in the metis of Ancient Greek culture.   

 

The second culture of the project to be addressed—which is the first true culture of the project 

to be developed in Western societies—is the disegno developed by Renaissance architects and 

artists to control complex processes of production. Elaborated at a time when the process of 

differentiation—which scholars like Max Weber and Jürgen Habermas hold to be characteristic 

of modernity—had just started to operate, the analysis of disegno sheds light on two different 

conceptions of art that were not mutually exclusive but complementary at that time: a 

technological conception destined to act upon the world, and an ontological conception destined 

to unveil metaphysical realities. As will be demonstrated, the process of differentiation that 

developed from the 17th century onwards favoured the latter at the expense of the former, thus 

paving the way for the emergence of an aesthetic regime in the 19th century.  

 

The third culture developed across the fields of philosophy, social sciences and sciences to 

problematize processes of becoming such as social change, adaptation, individuation, etc. Here, 

we will introduce two forms of praxis that informed the artistic field when it operated its move 

towards the technological: one which relies on criticism (that betrays an ontological conception 

of action), the other on individual creativity (that embodies a technological conception of 

action). This section is key to demonstrating art’s move towards the sphere of action, because 

it sheds light on philosophical systems, theories, concepts and arguments, which are well-

known in disciplines that deal with action (such as the philosophy of action, sociology, 

psychology or organization theory) but less so in the artistic field. These are the epistemological 

foundations on which technological conceptions of art rests. As such, this section builds a 

bridge between chapter two, which establishes the technological, and the following section, 

which seeks to demonstrate the rise of technological forms of art through the development of 

site-specific practices.   

 

The fourth and last culture of the project to be addressed belongs to the artistic field. Here we 

will revisit the narrative of site-specific practices, through the lens of the technological. This 

section will demonstrate how art has been transformed from within by the logic of the project, 

at the level of practices and discourses, and driven towards more operativity, in contact with 

the real, by its move towards the sphere of action. After addressing minimalism (which 

introduced the phenomenological hypothesis in the field), conceptual art (which betrays a 
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technological vision of the world) and land art (which restaged the foundational gesture of 

project-making: the architectural gesture), we will address two forms of praxis informed by 

technological disciplines addressed in the previous section: institutional critique (that takes 

criticism as a form of praxis) and socially engaged practices (that take creativity as a form of 

praxis). As this section sets out to demonstrate, while the technological regime of the project 

gestated within the three first forms of site-specific practice (minimalism, conceptual art and 

land art), this regime came into existence with two subsequent developments (institutional 

critique and socially engaged practices). This argument is based on the notion of operativity 

which is integral to the technological. As we will see, while the three first forms of site-specific 

practices ‘run on idle’ because they respond to issues which are internal to the field, the latter 

two later are indexed on social realities and seek concrete effects or outcomes.  

 

Through addressing these four cultures of the project, we will have built a history of the project 

tailored for the artistic field, that sheds light on different forms of action, that belong to different 

types of subjects, embodying different understanding of change: disegno takes God’s 

demiurgical power as the model for operations within a world governed by religious thinking; 

criticism was shaped by engaged intellectuals and artists who sought to produce new forms of 

subjectivities at the service of a better society to come; and, as for creativity, it applies to all 

sorts of individuals (be it a cell, an animal, a computing machine or a human being), who seek 

to operate with maximum effectiveness within their milieu.  

 

Regarding this chapter, two important remarks must be made. First, it does not claim to offer 

an in-depth analysis of the different topics addressed (i.e., metis, disegno, praxis and site-

specific practices). The primary goal of these four sections is to test the idea of the technological 

by applying concepts and arguments developed in the second chapter to concrete cases. In this 

regard, these sections focus on practices (such as problem-solving and mapping) as much as on 

discourses and values (such as effectiveness and operativity), which are integral to the 

technological. Second, this chapter does not only seek to demonstrate the presence of the 

technological in different domains but also to identify dynamics of regime changes. In this 

regard, the three main sections that build this chapter (on disegno, praxis and site-specific 

practices) are structured along the same lines. These sections address the technological in 

relation to its antagonistic other; they seek to demonstrate how the technological came into 

being against the ontological, through focusing on dynamics, which are characteristics of these 

two complexes: to operate most effectively within the real, the technological reconnects that 
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which had been differentiated by the technological, according to a phenomenon of convergence, 

which is at the core of this dissertation.  

 

Having problematized the need of a new regime and the dynamics of regime changes in the 

first chapter, then having laid foundations of the technological in the second chapter, and after 

addressing four cultures of the projects that inform artistic practices in the third chapter, we will 

not only have established the technological regime of the project but also provided the 

historical, epistemological and critical insights needed to build the idea of the project as an 

artistic medium, which is the question that will be addressed in the conclusion.  
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1. BUILDING THE IDEA OF A REGIME CHANGE 
  

The very idea of a new regime implies that existing categories do not frame the conception of 

art addressed in the beginning of the introduction (i.e., forms of art that seek to have tangible 

effects upon society or solve concrete problems in the real world), or that these categories do 

so only partially. Between the 1960s and the 1990s, different categories were used, such as the 

concept of ‘postmodernism,’ later replaced by that of the ‘contemporary.’ But for philosopher 

Jacques Rancière, none of those concepts are “very enlightening when it comes to thinking 

about the new forms of art that have emerged since the [19th] century.”108 Responding to “a 

long-term project that aims at re-establishing a debate’s conditions of intelligibility […] of what 

is designated by the term aesthetics,”109 the philosopher has developed his own typology, which 

implies three regimes: the ‘ethical regime of images,’ the ‘poetic’ or ‘representative regime,’ 

and the ‘aesthetic regime, which, for Claire Bishop, embodies “the system of art as we have 

understood it since the Enlightenment.”110 Because, this third regime has been used as a 

milestone by authors such as Claire Bishop and Grant Kester to problematize the convergence 

of socially engaged practices with other social spheres, we will take it as a starting point for 

building the idea of a new regime, defined as the technological regime of the project in this 

dissertation.  

 

1.1. Jacques Rancière’s Regimes 

 

Jacques Rancière defines a “regime” as “a mode of articulation between ways of doing and 

making, their corresponding forms of visibility, and possible ways of thinking about their 

relationships.”111 Informed by Michel Foucault’s concept of episteme, which addresses the 

conditions of possibility of a given epistemology at a specific moment of history, a regime 

defines the specific ways in which a given epoch conceives of the nature and logic of artistic 

representation. For Rancière, there are three artistic regimes, starting with the “ethical regime 

of images.” In this regime, art “is subsumed under the question of images. As a specific type of 

entity, images are the object of a twofold question: the question of their origin (and 

consequently their truth content) and the question of their end or purpose, the uses they are put 

to and the effects they result in.”112 As Rancière further explains, in this regime, which is 

 
108 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” in The Politics of Aesthetics (Continuum, 2004): 20. 
109 Idem, 10. 
110 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 27. 
111 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 10.  
112 Idem, 20. 
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associated with the figure of Plato, “it is a matter of knowing in what way images’ mode of 

being affects the ethos, the mode of being of individuals and communities.”113 Shaped by 

metaphysical thinking, this regime evaluates artistic representations according to their 

ontological veracity, that is, the truthfulness with which they accurately represent archetypes or 

essences.114 This ontological veracity, however, is significant not only in terms of knowledge 

and truth, but also from a political perspective: for Plato, untruthful representations represent a 

threat to social order. The ethical regime, thus, is the one in which representations are judged 

according to their moral and political worth. To illustrate this point, Rancière gives examples 

such as “the question of images of the divine and the right to produce such images.”115 Now, 

from his point of view, this regime “prevents ‘art’ from individualizing itself as such,” because 

it is subsumed to political functions and to philosophical discourse.116 In this regard, it is 

important to specify that the representations which are being produced in the framework of this 

regime belong to a society—that of Plato—within which the religious, the political, the social 

and the artistic were as yet undifferentiated; all these spheres are interconnected.   

 

The second regime, which Rancière calls “poetic or representative […], identifies the substance 

of art—or rather of the arts—in the couple poieis/mimesis. The mimetic principle […] is first 

of all a pragmatic principle that isolates, within the general domain of the arts (ways of doing 

and making), certain particular forms of art that produce specific entities called imitations.”117 

Rancière calls this regime poetic “in the sense that it identifies the arts within a classification 

of ways of doing and making. [The philosopher] calls it representative insofar as it is the notion 

of representation or mimesis that organizes these ways of doing, making, seeing, and 

judging.”118 Within this regime, art is still not individualized as such, but subsumed within the 

general domain of ways of doing associated with notions of craftsmanship and technique 

 
113 Idem, 21. 
114 As Claire Bishop explains, the ethical regime of images is “governed by the twofold question of the truth-content of images 
and the uses to which they are put—in other words, their effects and ends.” (Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art 
and the Politics of Spectatorship, 28-29.) As we are going to discover in this dissertation, to some extent, these two aspects—
the truth-content and the means-end logic—are also constitutive of the technological regime of the project, but from a totally 
different perspective. The political dimension of the ethical regime of images associated with Plato is metaphysical. According 
to Thierry Alcoloumbre, in Plato’s Republic, “the model of the philosopher-king is closely linked to the theory of Ideas: the 
philosopher contemplates immutable truths, recognizes in them the principles of the universe and human conduct, and knows 
how to root the direction of the city in them.” (Thierry Alcoloumbre, “Politique et vérité de Platon à Maïmonide,” Les Études 
philosophiques, no. (1995): 298.) The political dimension of the technological regime of the project is not rooted in the universal 
but in the particular. Technological representations, as we are going to see, are indexed on the particularities of specific 
situations. They do not represent external realities for the sake of wisdom or pure knowledge (episteme) but are tools at the 
service of action.   
115 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 20. 
116 Idem, 21. 
117 Idem, 21. 
118 Idem, 22. 
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(technè in Greek, ars in Latin, and the ‘arts’ in its plural form in English). What is at stake, 

from this perspective, is to provide artistic production with rules and criteria that define “the 

conditions according to which imitations [can be assessed] as good or bad, adequate or 

inadequate.”119 Here again, art is subsumed to norms (professional, social and aesthetic norms 

such as the imitation of nature, i.e. mimesis), which are imposed to artistic production and frame 

it from outside. Between the 17th and the 19th centuries, these norms were defined by 

academies, which were subsumed to the courts.  

  

The third regime, which Rancière calls the “aesthetic regime,” marks a decisive break with the 

two others. Within this regime, “the identification of art […] is based on distinguishing a 

sensible mode of being specific to artistic products.”120 As the philosopher further explains, 

“aesthetics,” in this context, “does not refer to a theory of sensibility, taste, and pleasure for art 

amateurs. It refers strictly to the specific mode of being of whatever falls within the domain of 

art, to the mode of being of the objects of art.”121 To best differentiate art from technique (the 

‘arts’ in plural form), the philosopher underlines that this regime “strictly identifies art in the 

singular and frees it from any specific rule, from any hierarchy of the arts, subject matter, and 

genres.”122 The aesthetic regime, ultimately, “asserts the absolute singularity of art […]. It 

simultaneously establishes the autonomy of art and the identity of its forms with the forms that 

life uses to shape itself.”123 In other words, the aesthetic regime establishes art as an autonomous 

social sphere, which is no more subsumed to religious, political, philosophical or professional 

norms. As the very notion of ‘autonomy’ implies, art can now define its own norms. 

 

Addressing the issue of art’s autonomy, Rancière explains that he does not consider art as 

separated from the real. For the philosopher, “there is no real world that functions as the outside 

of art.”124 That is why, to him, the historical avant-garde’s idea of bringing art back to ‘real life’ 

is not relevant. For Rancière, art is intrinsically part of the real, it is a “fold” in the real, that he 

prefers to call the “sensible”; it is a regime of visibility among others, that is constitutive of the 

world we live in—a world made of representations that he calls “fictions.”125 As Rancière 

further explains: Instead of a ‘real world,’ “there are definite configurations of what is given as 

 
119 Idem, 22.  
120 Idem, 22. 
121 Ibid. 
122 Idem, 23. 
123 Ibid. 
124 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics (Continuum, 2010): 148  
125 Ibid. 
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our real, as the object of our perceptions and the field of our interventions. The real always is a 

matter of construction, a matter of ‘fiction.’”126 Let us assume that a fiction can be an ideology 

that is constitutive of the world we live in, but it can also be an aesthetic experience that operates 

within the texture of the real, which he calls the “distribution of the sensible.”127 That is why, 

for Rancière, art is always political and politics always aesthetic: these are two different forms 

of practice among others, which shape the real. In this regard, the aesthetic regime is 

characterized by “a singular form of efficacy,” made possible by art’s autonomy: the aesthetic 

regime provides the freedom to produce fictions/representations that are not normalized or ruled 

by external determinations.128 As such, it allows individuals to change the distribution of the 

sensible through ‘dissensus,’ which debates the given and contests hierarchies. As philosopher 

Joseph J. Tanke explains:  

 
Aesthetic practices are political because they contest, impact, and alter what can be 
seen and said. These aesthetic practices are, for Rancière, one of the primary means 
of creating dissensus [which] are moments in which the supposed obviousness of 
the distribution of bodies, voices, and capacities, breaks down. Aesthetic art 
troubles traditional patterns of assigning meaning to that which appears to our 
senses, and, more generally, cultivates the separation of sense or meaning [sens] 
from sense [sens]. Aesthetic art is a rejection of the idea that things have a single 
and definitive meaning. It is therefore one of the means by which the meanings of 
an object, a body, a policy or a group of people can be contested.129 

 

On the one hand, ultimately, the aesthetic regime establishes art as a language on its own; one 

that allows dissensus. According to professor of philosophy Jean-Philippe Deranty, within the 

aesthetic regime, “language is no longer seen as a medium in which a truth external to it comes 

to be represented, as a means to an end [or a set of preestablished norms]. Expression itself is 

the end now.”130 On the other hand, the aesthetic regime establishes a politics of spectatorship, 

in line with Kantian aesthetics. The freedom made possible by the aesthetic regime, indeed, is 

not so much that of an artist as that of a spectator who produces their own representations. In 

this sense it implies a politics of reception. As Rancière makes clear in The Emancipated 

Spectator, what changes the distribution of the sensible “is not this or that artwork, but the 

forms of gazes that correspond to new ways of exhibiting artworks, to their mode if existence,” 

that he describes as “separated.”131 The aesthetic regime “did not begin with decisions to initiate 

 
126 Ibid. 
127 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible.” 
128 In Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and The Politics of Art (Columbia University Press, 2014): 169. 
129 Joseph J. Tanke, “What is the Aesthetic Regime,” in Parrhesia 12 (2011): 73.  
130 In Jean-Philippe Deranty, Jacques Rancière: Key Concepts (Routledge, 2010): 127. 
131 Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 69 (my translation).  
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an artistic rupture. It began with decisions to reinterpret what makes art or what art makes.”132 

(To illustrate this point, Rancière refers to Vico discovering the ‘true Homer, Winckelmann’s 

interpretation of the Belvedere Torso and to Schiller’s interpretation of the Juno Ludovisi.133) 

As the philosopher further argues, “aesthetic efficacy is the efficacy of a distance and a 

neutralization;” it is “the suspension of a determinable relation between the artist’s intention, a 

performance in some place reserved for art, and the spectator’s gaze and state of the 

community.”134 In other words, the aesthetic regime breaks with the means-end logic proper to 

the spheres of action and production, to which politics and technology belong: there must be 

no cause and effect relationship, no “determinable effect,” but a state of “indeterminacy,” an 

“empty word to be filled in,” made possible by “a neutralized space-time.”135 Therein lies the 

political efficacy of Rancière’s aesthetic regime. 

 

Such a space-time, as Rancière explicitly argues, is embodied by the “the neutral space of the 

museum [which allows] the artworks’ loss of destination and their indifferent availability, the 

overlapping of heterogeneous temporalities, the equality of the subjects represented and the 

anonymity of those to whom the works are addressed.”136 In a way, which is antagonistic to the 

ethos of site-specific practices, the philosopher, thus, is implicitly advocating the 

decontextualization of art, as critically addressed by Antoine Quatremère de Quincy in the 18th 

century (in his famous Letters to Miranda, 1796), and in the 1960s-70s by artists such as Robert 

Smithson, who argued that:  

 
Museums, like asylums and jails, have wards and cells—in other words, neutral 
rooms called “galleries.” A work of art when placed in a gallery […] becomes a 
portable object or surface disengaged from the outside world.137  

 

Anchored in a tradition that goes back to the 19th century (for Rancière, Schiller’s “aesthetic 

state” is the aesthetic regime’s “first [and unsurpassable] manifesto”), the aesthetic regime is 

characterized by “a disconnection, […] a rupture of the relation between the production of 

artistic know-how and defined social objectives, between sensible forms, the meanings that can 

be read in them, and the effects that they can produce” so that artistic productions lose “their 

 
132 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 25. 
133 Idem, 25. Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 63-64. 
134 Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 62 (my translation). Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, 
137. 
135 Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 72-73 (my translation). Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator (Verso, 
2009): 73. Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 67 (my translation) 
136 Idem, 69, 71 (my translation). 
137 Robert Smithson, “Cultural Confinement” (1972), in Jack Flam (ed.), Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings (University 
of California Press, 1996): 154.  
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functionality;” they leave “the network of connections which gave them an objective by 

anticipating their effects.”138 Inoperativity is thus foundational for the aesthetic regime. As 

such, this regime stands in opposition to site-specific practices such as participatory art and 

socially engaged practices that seek, precisely, to operate at the heart of the social fabric, 

according to a means-ends logic; to produce concrete changes. Now, if Rancière’s aesthetic 

regime does not reflect these practices, we need to find or define another regime. In this regard, 

we might learn from another field.  

 

In the scientific field, a group of scholars identified the rise of a new regime in the 1990s, 

which—as will be demonstrated in the coming section—applies to site-specific practices. Such 

a transposition, from the scientific field to the artistic field, could be put into question, because 

these two fields are not ruled by the same principles. But the very idea of a technological regime 

of the project justifies this juxtaposition. Since the 1990s, indeed, art and science have been 

following a similar path: both have witnessed the rise of a project economy and both have been 

pushed to look beyond disciplinary boundaries in order to solve concrete problems more 

effectively, according to a logic which is not that of art or science (in singular form—as 

Rancière puts it), but that of action.139 From this perspective (that of action), both science and 

art are subsumed to the technological as a specific conception of knowledge for and in action. 

As we will see throughout the dissertation, ultimately, such a convergence, between art and 

science, is integral to the technological regime of the project. 

 

1.2. Learning from the Scientific Field: An Alternative Regime for Site-Specific Practices 

 

The creation of Services by Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler in 1994, serves as a terminus 

post quem for identifying the rise of a project economy and, by extension, that of a technological 

regime of the project in the artistic field. That same year Michael Gibbons, Camille Limoges, 

Helga Nowotny, Simon Schwartzman, Peter Scott and Martin Trow published The New 

Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary Societies, 

which “explores changes in the mode of knowledge production in contemporary society, [which 

broad scope is] concerned with the social sciences and the humanities, as well as with science 

 
138 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 24. In Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and The Politics of Art 
(Columbia University Press, 2014): 169. Le spectateur émancipé (La Fabrique Editions, 2008): 67 (my translation). 
139 See Émilien Schultz, “Le temps d’un projet: Les temporalités du financement sur projet dans un laboratoire de biophysique,” 
in Temporalités 18 (2013). https://doi.org/10.4000/temporalites.2563. 
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and technology.”140 In this book, which also serves as terminus post quem, but in the scientific 

field, the authors addressed the emergence of a new regime that they called “Mode 2,” which 

has come to dominate Western societies at the expense of a so-called “Mode 1,” that they 

describe as follows:  

 
Mode 1 refers to a form of knowledge production—a complex of ideas, methods, 
values, norms—that has grown up to control the diffusion of the Newtonian model 
to more and more fields of enquiry and ensure its compliance with what is 
considered sound scientific practice. […] For many, Mode 1 is identical with what 
is meant by science. Its cognitive and social norms determine what shall count as 
significant problems, who shall be allowed to practice science and what constitutes 
good science. Forms of practice which adhere to these rules are by definition 
scientific while those that violate them are not.141  

 

In a way that resonates with Rancière’s aesthetic regime, Mode 1, in other words, describes 

science as an autonomous social sphere, with its own practitioners, methodologies, institutions 

and system of evaluation. There lies the main point of comparison between Mode 1 and the 

aesthetic regime: Rancière explicitly advocates art as an autonomous sphere, with its own 

institutions (the philosopher underlines the role of the museum), and criteria to evaluate artistic 

production (aesthetic criteria).  

 

Contrasting with Mode 1, which is “characterized by the hegemony of the theoretical or 

experimental science; by an internally-driven taxonomy of disciplines; and by the autonomy of 

scientists and their host institutions,” Mode 2 implies five attributes that reflect the development 

of site-specific practices and the rise of a project economy on which the idea of a technological 

regime of the project is predicated: 1) social accountability and reflexivity, 2) site-specificity, 

3) transdisciplinarity, 4) diversity of organizations, and 5) quality control.142 To put this idea to 

the test, we may apply these attributes to the artistic field, by focusing on the literature on site-

specific practices published in the 1990s, the decade that saw the rise of a technological regime 

of the project and Mode 2. 

 

 

 

 
140 Michael Gibbons, Camille Limoges, Helga Nowotny, Simon Schwartzman, Peter Scott and Martin Trow, The New 
Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary (SAGE Publishing, 1994): 1. 
141 Idem, 2-3. 
142 Michael Gibbons, Helga Nowotny and Peter Scott, “‘Mode 2’ Revisited: The New Production of Knowledge,” Minerva, 
vol. 41, no.3 (2003): 179. 
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1.2.1. Social Accountability and Reflexivity  

 

As Gibbons et al explain, “in recent years, growing public concern about issues to do with the 

environment, health, communications, privacy and procreation and so forth, have had the effect 

of stimulating the growth of knowledge production in Mode 2. Growing awareness about the 

variety of ways in which advances in science and technology can affect the public intertest has 

increased the number of groups that wish to influence the outcome of the research process.”143 

In other words, the whole of society is concerned with knowledge production. As the authors 

explain, this is reflected in the composition of research teams which involve the collaboration 

of a great diversity of agents (social scientists work alongside natural scientists, engineers, 

lawyers, and businesspeople because the nature of the problem requires it). But it is also visible 

in the research policy, that is, “in the definition of the problem and the setting of research 

priorities.”144 According to the authors, “an expanding number of interests, and so-called 

concerned, groups are demanding representation in the setting of policy agenda as well as in 

the subsequent decision making process.”145 The idea, in this context, is no longer to find 

application to ‘pure’ knowledge, but to produce useful knowledge according to an agenda 

defined in collaboration with civil society, in a way which makes science more reflexive. 

Ultimately, science is no longer conceived of as autonomous but is instead indexed on social 

issues, exactly like socially engaged practices.  

 

Transposed to the artistic field, this attribute relates to social and political engagement, which, 

in this field, is not new. As Claire Bishop stresses, engagement has long been “synonymous 

with political upheaval and movements for social change.”146 She mentions the historic avant-

garde in Europe circa 1917 and the neo-avant-garde leading to 1968,147 but we could go back 

to Goya’s engagement in the context of the Napoleonic Wars in Spain or to Courbet’s 

engagement with the Paris Commune in 1871. In contrast with these periods, however, the 

1980s-90s were characterized by a phenomenon of depoliticization. As Luc Boltanski and Eve 

Chiapello argued in The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999):  

 

This book, the idea for which was conceived at the beginning of 1995, was born out 
of the perplexity, shared by numerous observers, created by the coexistence of a 

 
143 Michael Gibbons et al., The New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary, 7. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 3. 
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deterioration in the economic and social position of a growing number of people 
and a booming, profoundly restructured capitalism. This perplexity was increased 
by the state of social critique, to which sociology, as a kindred discourse, is rarely 
indifferent. For social critique has not seemed so helpless for a century as it has 
been during the last fifteen years.148  

 

To explain the weakness of the social critique (that “draws upon two sources of indignation: 

“the egoism of private interests in bourgeois society and the growing poverty of the popular 

classes in a society of unprecedented wealth”), Boltanski and Chiapello elaborated the 

following explanation, which is the core argument of The New Spirit of Capitalism.149 

According to them, after the crises of the 1960s, which culminated with May 1968 in France, 

capitalism regenerated itself from within by absorbing the other historical form of criticism that 

they call the “artistic critique” (that draws upon two sources of indignation: “on the one hand 

the disenchantment and inauthenticity, and the other the oppression, which characterize the 

bourgeois world associated with the rise of capitalism”).150 For the sociologists, this critique, 

which addressed alienating working conditions specific to Fordism, characterized by assembly-

line manufacturing and vertical bureaucracies, has been neutralized through post-Fordist 

working conditions and values, that rely on autonomy, flexibility, and creativity. It is in this 

context that the project has become the key-working modality of neoliberalism, subsumed to 

the ethos of project management.  

 

Beside Boltanski and Chiapello, other voices called for a return of political engagement in the 

1990s, among them art historian and critic Benjamin Buchloh, who addressed a phenomenon 

of depoliticization and “demarxization” consistent with the “end of left-wing utopias” after the 

fall of the Berlin Wall generated a globalized world order ruled by neoliberalism.151 Following 

the way paved by Daniel Bell, who announced “the end of ideology” in 1960, another 

neoconservative scholar, Francis Fukuyama, indeed, announced the “end of history” in 1989, 

arguing that neoliberalism would “constitute the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution 

and the final form of human government.”152 Neoliberalism, in other words, would mark the 

completion of a historical process, which implicitly undermined the raison d’être of criticism 

as a form of praxis shaped by the philosophy of history and historical materialism. As Buchloh 

 
148 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, xxxvi. 
149 Idem, 38.  
150 Ibid. 
151 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Perestroïka dans l’art,” in Catherine Chevalier et Andreas Fohr (eds.), Une anthologie de la 
revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998 (JRP Ringier & Les Presses du reel, 2010): 100-101 (my translation).  
152 Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?,” The National Interest, No. 16 (Summer 1989): 4. This article will lead to the 
publication of Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man (Free Press, 1992). 



 47 

however underlined in an essay published in 1991, such theories hide other realities: “What 

does a society freed from all ideologies looks like?”—wonders the art historian and critic: it is 

consistent with illiteracy, homelessness, marginalization, ghettoization, the failure of social 

protection and education, and so on; all betraying “systematically planned social abandonment 

strategies” and the “the continuation of colonial policy by other means” through undeclared 

labour and delocalization.153 Such issues, according to Boltanski and Chiapello, prompted a 

paradigm shift from “social class” to “exclusion” that has been one of the centres of attention 

of politically engaged artists ever since the 1990s.154  

 

In the 1980s and the 1990s, depoliticization was favoured by technological metaphors such as 

that of the ‘network’ and that of ‘autopoietic systems,’ shaped by cybernetics and information 

theory. Such metaphors served to naturalize neoliberalism and scientifically justify the 

dismantling of the welfare state. Cybernetics, indeed, demonstrated how complex systems, be 

they organic or artificial, fight against natural entropy and adapt by themselves to their 

environment through a constant exchange of information called the feedback loop, which, as 

we have seen, is consistent with the iterative process at stake in the project. Popularized since 

the late 1970s, through governmental reports (such as Alain Minc and Simon Nora’s 

L’informatisation de la société, published in France in 1978), these technological metaphors, 

according to historian François Cusset, legitimized and promoted “a new balance between State 

authority and the free play of society.”155 Basically, the responsibility for the pervasive effects 

of neoliberalism shifted from the State to individuals who constitute the cells or the bricks of a 

society conceived of as an autopoietic system. As Cusset explains, in this context, citizens, 

activists, scientists and artists alike started to be described as ‘entrepreneurs,’ to best signify 

that they operate as individuals, without the framework of social institutions, which, as 

Zygmunt Bauman argues in Liquid Modernity (1999), have been ‘melted,’ i.e., weakened or 

dismantled.156  

 

In this context, two crises, which directly impacted the artistic field, played a key role as triggers 

for political engagement: first, the AIDS epidemic, which, as art historian and critic Douglas 

Crimp explained in 1987, “ravages the bodies of our friends, our lovers, and ourselves,” and 

second, the recession and market crisis that happened after the first Gulf War, which, in the 

 
153 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Perestroïka dans l’art,” 100-101 (my translation).  
154 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, xii. 
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United States, fuelled a culture war led by neoconservatism and affected the art market, after 

the golden age of the 1980s.157 Curator Elisabeth Sussman explains that, when she started at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art in 1991, she felt they “were ‘under siege.’ It was impossible 

to work in an art museum and ignore what was happening around you. The conservative 

Republican campaign to defund the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), which was really 

a thinly veiled effort to censor American artists, was in full swing.”158 As for curator James 

Meyer, he argued that in those days “the dominant topic in the ‘New York art world’ has been 

its collapse. […] With the recession, and the reduction of arts funding by a besieged NEA, the 

material support for visual culture contracted. Every month it seemed brought word of another 

gallery closing, yet another magazine folding.” These two crises shaped the trajectory of 

political art in the 1990s: if the AIDS crisis pushed politically engaged artists towards activism, 

on the model of grassroot political groups such as ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), 

the economic crisis proved instrumental in the development of site-specific practices by 

fostering solidarity among a group of artists across the United States and Europe. According to 

curator Yves Aupetitallot:  

 
Affected by the market crisis and the abandonment of different public programs, 
these artists, Renée Green, Mark Dion, Andrea Fraser and others, pursued their 
careers under European auspices which seemed more favourable. Among them, 
[artist and curator and author] Fareed Armaly played a major role in putting that 
scene together.159  

 

The context described above shaped the agenda of engaged artists in the 1990s. In an essay 

published by Suzanne Lacy in Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (1995), that she 

edited after her participation in Mary Jane Jacob’s Culture in Action, Lacy enumerates four 

main factors that “called artists to action:” 1) “Increased racial discrimination and violence”; 2) 

“the political conservatism of the eighties and early nineties [that attempted] to circumscribe 

the gains women had made during the previous decades”; 3) “cultural censorship [from] 

politicians in league with conservative fundamentalists [who targeted] women, ethnic, and 

homosexual artists”; 4) “deepening health and ecological crises [that raised concerns] about 

AIDS, pollution, and environmental destruction.”160 At a time when—according to Boltanski 
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and Chiapello—neoliberalism prompted a paradigm shift from social class to exclusion, 

politically engaged artists, thus took over the field of social critique, which—as the sociologists 

argued—seemed helpless.161  

 

1.2.2. Site-Specificity  

 

As the authors of The New Production of Knowledge explain, “the relevant contrast [with this 

second attribute] is between problem solving which is carried out following the codes of 

practice relevant to a particular discipline and problem solving which is organized around a 

particular application,” or in response to a specific issue anchored in a given place.162 While in 

Mode 1, knowledge is produced in an academic context before being applied in another context, 

the “context of application” describes a “total environment in which scientific problems arise, 

methodologies are developed, outcomes are disseminated, and uses are defined.”163 

Knowledge, in other words, is produced site-specifically. Such a contextual logic of production, 

as the authors argue, “is intended to be useful to someone whether industry or government, or 

society more generally and this imperative is present since the beginning.”164 Transposed into 

the artistic field, such an attribute matches with site-specific practices, which, by definition, are 

“produced in a context of application.”165 

 
The 1990s were in many respects the decade of site-specific practices. This was the period when 

these practices received international attention as a result of large-scale exhibitions such as the 

ones mentioned in the introduction, all organized in 1993, that led Andrea Fraser and Helmut 

Draxler to initiate Services. Some of these exhibitions, such as Projet Unité (curated by Yves 

Aupetitallot in Firmeny, France), Culture in Action (curated by Mary Jane Jacob in the 

framework of Sculpture Chicago), Sonsbeek 93 (curated by Valérie Smith in Arnhem) and On 

Taking a Normal Situation (curated by Iwona Blazwick, Yves Aupetitallot and Carolyn 

Christov-Bakargiev in the framework of Antwerp 93) demonstrated the operative potential of 

site-specific art in an urban context. But they also shed light on the close links that were being 

established between artistic production and urban policies. On another level, Projet Unité, 

Kontext Kunst (curated by Peter Weibel at the Neue Galerie in Graz), What Happened to the 
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Institutional Critique? (curated by James Meyer at Colin de Land’s American Fine Arts in New 

York) and Parallax View: New York – Köln (at PS1 in New York) were to establish site-specific 

practices as “the avant-garde of the 1990s,” as Aupetitallot argued, with Projet Unité as the 

“manifesto of [this] movement.”166  

 

These exhibitions shed light on a core group of curators—such as James Meyer, Yves 

Aupetitallot, Mary Jane Jacob and Peter Weibel—and artists associated with the second 

generation of institutional critique—including Fareed Armaly, Gregg Bordowitz, Tom Burr, 

Michael Clegg, Mark Dion, Andrea Fraser, Renée Green, Christian Philipp Müller, Julia 

Scher—some of whom took part in Services. Beside this group of artists, Projet Unité also 

included artists associated with Nicolas Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics—among whom 

Philippe Parreno, Liam Gillick, Carsten Höller, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, while the 

projects realized for Culture in Action—by artists such as Marc Dion, Suzanne Lacy, Iñigo 

Manglano-Ovalle, Daniel Joseph Martinez Kate Witte Ericson and Mel Ziegler—fall into 

categories of socially engaged art and the new genre of public art.  

 

In the 1990s, site-specific practices were supported by a group of galleries that included Colin 

de Land’s American Fine Arts in New York and Galerie Nagel in Cologne. They were being 

shaped and promoted by academies, such as the Whitney Independent Study Program and the 

School of Visual Arts in New York and framed by journals like October and Texte zur Kunst 

that provided them with a critical discourse and historical context. As Nicolas Heimendinger 

explained in an essay titled “The Grand Narrative of Institutional Critique” (2016), the 

canonical genealogy of site-specific practices (that goes from minimalism to socially engaged 

practices, passing through land art and institutional critique) was established at that time by art 

historians and critics involved in October.167 As the professor in aesthetics and art history also 

demonstrated, the idea of a first generation of institutional critique (that includes figures such 

as Michael Asher, Marcel Broodthaers, Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke and Mierle Laderman 

Ukeles) also took shape in these years to legitimize the work of Armaly, Bordowitz, Burr, 

Clegg, Dion, Fraser, Green, Philipp Müller, Scher, etc., retroactively established as the second 

generation.  
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Three main approaches to site-specific practices developed in these years, which betray a 

progressive move outside of the aesthetic regime. As we shall see, indeed, while—according to 

Jacques Rancière—this regime “frees [art] from any […] subject matter,” and implies “a 

disconnection, a rupture between artistic production and predefined social ends,” artists doing 

site-specific projects indexed art on subject matters and reconnected with a means-end logic, 

thereby effecting a move towards action.168 This shift happened progressively, through three 

different approaches to site-specific practices.  

 

a. Self-Criticism and The Logic of the Avant-Garde 

 

Criticism had long been associated with modernity, modernism, and the avant-garde. As 

Clement Greenberg argued in 1965: “I identify Modernism with the intensification, almost the 

exacerbation, of this self-critical tendency that began with the philosopher Kant. Because he 

was the first to criticize the means itself of criticism, I conceive of Kant as the first real 

Modernist.”169 For Greenberg, however, the stakes of criticism were primarily formal. 

Consistent with the idea of “medium specificity,” it was the process through which “each art 

would be rendered ‘pure.’”170 From the perspective of political art, however, criticism plays a 

different role: that of preventing reification, alienation and instrumentalization, in the spirit of 

Marxian immanent critique.171 A famous example of this approach lies in Walter Benjamin’s 

“The Author as Producer” (1934), in which the philosopher and cultural critic argued that 

“revolutionary intellectuals,” or artists, should not “supply the bourgeois apparatus of 

production,” but “adapt this apparatus” to their political goal, if they do not want to be 

“possessed” by this very apparatus (by which he means the medium, such as writing, and the 

genre, such as the novel).172 Responding to the aestheticization of politics by fascism, this call 

to critically question artists’ means of production from a Marxist/productivist perspective was 

to be informed, between the 1960s and the 1990s, by other schools of thought such as 
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linguistics, psychoanalysis, critical theory, feminism, poststructuralism, postcolonialism, etc., 

which informed the critique of representation embodied by the journal October.173 

 

With the development of site-specific practices, however, the centre of gravity of criticism 

moved from the means of production to the context of reception—therefore focusing on art’s 

social dimension. This perspective was not new. It is intrinsic to the strategy of the ready-made, 

from the beginning of the 20th century, when Duchamp invented the genre, to 1964, when 

Arthur Danto coined the term “artworld” to problematize Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes.174 In 

both ways, however, the stakes were ontological: ready-mades challenged the definition of art. 

Between the 1960s and the 1990s, however, when the cultural field started to be addressed as a 

site of domination and as a sector of economy among others (framed by a discourse on the 

creative industries that is promotional and no longer critical—as the concept of the ‘cultural 

industry’ developed by the Frankfurt School used to be), and when the structure of the field 

was increasingly being scrutinized by the sociology of art, the stakes of art’s social dimension 

became much more critical: on the one hand, instrumentalization was no longer threatening the 

means of production but instead the entire field-as-sector; on the other, the field was on the 

verge of being reified by sociology as an object of study.  

 

This period thus witnessed the rise of an alternate form of criticism, in the form of institutional 

critique, which explores the dynamics of domination and instrumentalization located at the 

heart of art institutions, such as the museum and the white cube. Shaped by critical sociology, 

institutional critique was informed by the publication of Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-

Garde (published in German in 1974, translated into English in 1984), wherein the author 

argues that “the European avant-garde movements are defined as an attack on the status of art 

in bourgeois society”; being specified that “what is negated is not an earlier form of art 

[consistent with Benjamin’s apparatus], but art as an institution that is unassociated with the 

life praxis of men” (i.e., autonomous).175 Beside Bürger, who helped introduce the Frankfurt 

School into the artistic field in the 1980s, artists were also influenced by other approaches, such 

as Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, which informed the work of Andrea Fraser.176 Ultimately, 
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however, institutional critique was not meant to undermine art as an institution, but to reaffirm 

it. As Fraser argued in 2005:  

 
If, as Bürger put it, the self-criticism of the historical avant-garde intended ‘the 
abolition of autonomous art’ and its integration ‘into the praxis of life,’ it failed in 
both its aims and its strategies. However, the very institutionalization that marked 
this failure became the condition of institutional critique. Recognizing that failure 
and its consequences, institutional critique turned from the increasingly bad-faith 
efforts of neo-avant-gardes at dismantling or escaping the institution of art and 
aimed instead to defend the very institution that the institutionalization of the avant-
garde’s ‘self-criticism’ had created the potential for: an institution of critique.177 

 

In the 1990s the form of self-criticism developed by the second generation of institutional 

critique was theorized by the art historians and critics involved in October, who did not break 

with modernism, but sought to establish a link of continuity between modernism and the neo-

avant-gardes. As Noortje de Leij argued in a dissertation titled The Terms of Critique On Art 

as Critique in October Journal (2025), figures such as Rosalind Krauss and Annette Michelson 

“did not move away from Greenberg’s formalism but aimed instead to reconfigure it by 

imbuing the formalist self-critical investigations of the work of art with socio-political 

significance. Central to this move was the poststructuralist-inspired coupling of the critique of 

representation with ideology critique.”178 From this perspective, as the art historian further 

explains, “the October editors sought to reinterpret and broaden Greenberg’s constrained 

offspring of modernism by foregrounding art that investigated and performed the politico-

ideological valance of aesthetic representation and perception itself,” though developing a 

politics of representation.179 If, such a politics kept art within the sphere of the aesthetic regime, 

other approaches to site-specific practices started to challenge its boundaries. 

 

b. Social Criticism: A Radical Repositioning  

 

From within institutional critique, another approach emerged, which was addressed by James 

Meyer in the context of the exhibition “What Happened to the Institutional Critique?” which 

he curated at Colin de Land’s American Fine Arts in 1993. Raised by the artist Gregg Bordowitz 
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in 1989, before becoming an exhibition title, this question refers to the desire of artists from the 

second generation of the institutional critique to move outside of the museum and the white 

cube.180 In the essay that he wrote for the exhibition booklet, Meyer proposed the concept of 

“expanded critique” to address this move (thus echoing Rosalind Krauss’ 1979 essay “Sculpture 

in the Expanded Field,” where she addressed the beginnings of land art).181 As Meyer observed, 

“the gallery has become one of many sites of investigation, a site positioned at the intersection 

of discursive fields, an institution among institutions. Indeed, [the artists of institutional 

critique] analyse institutionality itself: classificatory systems and their modes of presentation 

and the knowledges, identities, and relations these systems produce.”182 Further developing this 

idea in an essay that he published in 1995, Meyer argued:  

 
Today, much practice explores an expanded site, enlarging its scope of inquiry into 
contingent spheres of interest, contingent locations. This expanded institutional 
critique is as much at home in natural history and anthropological collections, in 
zoos, parks, housing projects, and public bathrooms as in the art gallery or 
museums; it may engage several sites, institutions, and collaborators at once.183 

 

In this other essay, Meyer developed the concept of the “functional site” to address the move 

outside art institutions, which he defined as “a process, an operation occurring between sites, a 

mapping of institutional and discursive filiations and the bodies that move between them (the 

artist’s above all). It is an informational site, a locus of overlap of text, photographs and video 

recordings, physical places and things. […] It is a temporary thing; a movement; a chain of 

meanings devoid of a particular focus.”184 Here again, Meyer highlighted the discursive nature 

of the work of artists like Mark Dion, who addressed the discourse concerning cultural 

representations of nature and the global environmental crisis, or that of Lothar Baumgarten, 

Renée Green, Jimmie Durham, and Fred Wilson, who addressed the legacies of colonialism, 

slavery, racism, and the ethnographic tradition as they impact on identity politics—so indexing 

art to subject matters in a way that is incompatible with Rancière’s aesthetic regime.185  
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Following Meyer, Miwon Kwon too characterized the way out of art institutions that stemmed 

from the institutional critique as discursive in an essay published in 1997. According to the 

curator and art historian, “the distinguishing characteristic of today’s site-oriented art is the way 

in which both the art work’s relationship to the actuality of a location (as site) and the social 

conditions of the institutional frame (as site) are subordinate to a discursively determined site 

that is delineated as a field of knowledge, intellectual exchange, or cultural debate.”186 And in 

2014 once again, this exact same term was used by Helmut Draxler in an essay that reflected 

on Culture in Action, wherein the author argued that the notion of discursivity is “more useful 

in understanding the specific transformations of practice in the late 1980s and early 90s than 

more commonly discussed concepts […] such as ‘site specificity’ or ‘institutional critique.’” 

According to him:  

 
The discursive is concerned with a way of speaking: language within the social 
arena, indicating the performative aspect of language itself. Discourse is also how 
theory has established itself as a major symbolic form since the 80s, when theory 
became understood not as the only way of ‘truth speaking,’ as in Adorno, but as 
performing precisely the absence of that possibility. Discourse always already 
implies a plurality of theoretical positions.187  

 

In my point of view, neither the concept of ‘discursivity’ (which suggests a critique of ideology) 

nor the explanations provided by Meyer, Kwon and Draxler, acknowledge the fundamental shift 

that happened at the heart of site-specific practices in the 1990s—a shift that did not simply 

consist in expanding the scope of critique, but in radically repositioning it. After having 

borrowed theoretical tools from other fields (such as social sciences and anthropology) to 

critically address their means of production and their own field, artists now started to apply this 

expertise outside of the artworld, in the social sphere, thus reproducing visually the same type 

of approach that the scholars whose ideas informed their practices produced textually. In the 

process, they put themselves in the positions of social scientists or experts.188 This shift was 

perceived by Meyer, who established a comparison between these artists (Armaly, Bordowitz, 

Burr, Clegg, Dion, Fraser, Green, Philipp Müller, Scher, etc.) and the figure of the engaged 

intellectual, defined by Michel Foucault as the “specific intellectual,” who, contrary to the 
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“universal intellectual,” works site-specifically, within a given context.189 In a way which 

resonates with the work of the artists considered here and with scientists who work within Mode 

2 conditions, the philosopher argued:  

 
For a long time the ‘left’ intellectual spoke and was acknowledged to have the right 
of speaking in the capacity of master of truth and justice. He was heard, or purported 
to make himself heard, as the representative of the universal. [But] for some time 
now, the intellectual has no longer been called upon to play this role. A new mode 
of ‘connection between theory and practice’ has been established. Intellectuals have 
become accustomed to working […] in specific sectors, at precise points where they 
are situated either by their professional conditions of work or their conditions of 
life (housing, the hospital, the asylum, the laboratory, the university, familial and 
sexual relations). Through this they have undoubtedly gained a much more concrete 
awareness of struggles.190 

 

From an artistic perspective, under these conditions, criticism is no longer the means through 

which the specificity of the artistic field is reaffirmed but becomes a form of social praxis after 

the model of critical sociology. The repositioning of criticism is foundational for the 

technological regime of the project. With this shift, art connects with the social sphere in order 

to most effectively operate from within, through representations, which, exactly like tools, are 

meant to be operational, to function in a certain way (see the second and third chapters). This 

is a first step towards action whereby art becomes a resource of sorts, at the service of a specific 

purpose or project.  

 

c. Activism: Art’s Move Towards Action 

 

Artist Gregg Bordowitz’s own answer to the question he raised in 1989, What Happened to the 

Institutional Critique?, went in another direction than the discursivity addressed by James 

Meyer and others. Here was another way to expand the artistic field. With this question, 

Bordowitz sought to distance himself from preoccupation that he considered inward-looking, 

in favour of another form of engagement. As the artist argued: 

 
The notion of art having to embody an institutional critique was something that I 
dealt with when I was in art school. […] The kind of academic understanding I used 
to have about institutional critique led to a dead end. It ate its own tail in its 
formalism. What seems useful to me now is to go out and do work that is directly 
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engaged, that is productive—to produce work that enables people to see what they 
are doing, that enables them to criticize what they are doing, and moves on.191  

 
 
In 2023, Bordowitz explained in a panel organized by November magazine that this aim “was 

largely defined by the beginning of the AIDS crisis, [which impelled him to shift] from an 

understanding of the institutional critique, as it was largely modelled by Andrea [Fraser], 

toward activism.”192 Many other artists and critics, such as Douglas Crimp followed a similar 

path.193 As already mentioned, if AIDS crisis has been an trigger for the re-politicization of art 

in the 1990s, the primary model had been set up by ACT-UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash 

Power), an international, grassroots political group that was formed in March 1987, at the 

Lesbian and Gay Community Services Center in New York City. A few months later, Douglas 

Crimp published an essay titled “AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism” (1987) in which 

the critic and historian argued:  

 
Art does have the power to save lives, and it is this very power that must be 
recognized, fostered, and supported in every way possible. But if we are to do this, 
we will have to abandon the idealist conception of art. We don’t need a cultural 
renaissance; we need cultural practices actively participating in the struggle against 
AIDS. We don’t need to transcend the epidemic; we need to end it.194 

 

Crimp then went on to ask: “What might such a cultural practice be?” The answer, which was 

put into practice by ACT UP activists and artists, consisted mainly in AIDS education 

campaigns that took the form of “sophisticated graphics and explicit information, printed in 

English and Spanish,” providing information “about government inaction and repressive 

intentions in the context of shocking statistics” or “about how safe sex and clean works can 

protect people from contracting HIV.”195 Realized in art institutions first, such as the New 

Museum, and in art communities, these campaigns were “taken to the streets and subways” to 

reach “the poor and minority communities where AIDS is spreading much faster.”196 

Advocating a means-end logic to artistic production, Crimp stated that cultural activism 

“demands a total re-evaluation of the nature and purpose of cultural practices in conjunction 

with an understanding of the political goals of AIDS activism.”197 Such a move towards action, 
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blurred in a more decisive way the boundary between art and the social sphere. Defining his 

own conception of practice, Bordowitz explained:  

 
By ‘practice’ I mean an ensemble of activities unified by the goals of the 
practitioner. These goals are defined by her or his interests and are motivated by 
her or his direct experiences. The ensemble of activities constituting a practice can, 
and, I argue, must transgress the established divisions of cultural labor between the 
art world and the rest of society. Art is no longer, and perhaps never was, a 
categorically autonomous entity.198 

 

In the 1990s, the cultural activism advocated by figures such as Crimp and Bordowitz was just 

one aspect of a new approach to public art, which has been addressed in publications such as 

Art in the Public Interest (1989), edited by feminist art historian Arlene Raven, and Mapping 

the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (1995), edited by artist Suzanne Lacy. Variously known as 

community-based art, social practice, socially engaged practices or participatory art, all of these 

practices were, according to Lacy, “based on engagement”; they refer to forms of art “that use 

both traditional and nontraditional media to communicate and interact with a broad and 

diversified audience about issues directly relevant to their lives.”199 As the artist argued: 

“implicit or explicit in the artists’ references to a larger social agenda [be it toxic waste, race 

relations, homelessness, aging, gang warfare or cultural identity] is their desire for a more 

connected role for artists.”200 Developed by artists who chose to directly act within the social 

sphere, this “activist view of culture,” however, did not build a consensus in the 1990s.201 As 

Lacy explains:  

 
Appropriated, performative, conceptual, transient, and even interactive art all are 
accepted by art world critics as long as there appears to be no real possibility of 
social change. The underlying aversion to art that claims to ‘do’ something, that 
does not subordinate function to craft, presents a resonant dilemma for new genre 
public artists. That their work intends to affect and transform is taken by its 
detractors as evidence that it is not art.202  

 

As this quote shows, the revendication of a means-end logic on behalf of socially engaged 

artists, which has long been considered as antagonistic to the aesthetic regime, opened a 

discussion among artists, critics and historians that prefigured current debates on socially 

engaged practices. Through pointing out a limit beyond which art would cease to be art, this 
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quote reinforces the idea that a major shift happened at the heart of site-specific, which led to 

the emergence of a new regime.  

 

1.2.3. Transdisciplinarity  

 

According to the authors of The New Production of Knowledge, Mode 2 assembles “a diverse 

range of specialists to work in teams on problems in a complex applications-oriented 

environment.”203 As the authors explained, it is about “the mobilization of a range of theoretical 

perspectives and practical methodologies to solve problems.”204 Mode 2 was thus characterized 

by a shift away from the search for universal principles in favour of contextualized results.205 

From this perspective, transdisciplinarity does not appear as a specific methodology, but as the 

most efficient way to reach a goal. As the authors further argued, transdisciplinarity involves 

creativity.206 According to them, “the creative act lies just as much in the capacity to mobilize 

and manage [theoretical] perspectives and methodologies […] as in the development of new 

theories or conceptualizations, or the refinement of research methods.”207 Consequently, the 

diffusion of knowledge “occurs primarily as the original practitioners move to new problem 

contexts rather than through reporting results in professional journals or at conferences.” [It 

follows that] “problem contexts are transient, and problem solvers highly mobile”208 Mode 2 

thus relies on flexible and nomadic practitioners whose role is to bring useful knowledge to the 

contexts of application where it is needed. Applied in the artistic field, this attribute has to do 

with artists’ skills and methodologies. How do they operate when site-specific practices are 

involved?  

 

Transdisciplinarity is an expansion of the multimedia approach that developed in the 1960s in 

opposition to Greenberg’s medium specificity, an approach advocated in Dick Higgins’ 1966 

“Statement on Intermedia.”209 It stems from the dematerialization of the art object documented 

in Lucy Lippard’s eponymous 1973 book, which, by reducing the art object to the state of 

concept, de facto transformed this object into a project.210 It has to do with the rise of conceptual 
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art, which generated new practices, such as mapping, documenting and archiving, thereby 

building a new types of representations described by Benjamin Buchloh as an “aesthetic of 

administration.”211 In 1981, conceptual artist Ian Burn addressed these practices as a 

“deskilling.”212 According to him, conceptual art “was marked by a tendency to shift significant 

decision-making away from the process of production to the conception, planning, design and 

form of presentation. The physical execution often was not carried out by the artist who could 

adopt instead a supervisory role.”213 Here, however, I shall consider conception, planning and 

design as a ‘reskilling’ that reflects the rising importance of project-making in the artistic field; 

a time when artists like Michael Heizer, Nancy Holt and Robert Smithson became project 

managers worthy of the name (see chapter 3). 

 

As far as transdisciplinarity is concerned, conceptual artists resorted to schools of thought such 

as Marxism, semiotics and feminism in the 1960s-70s, to critically address their means of 

production. Against the formalism advocated by figures such as Greenberg and Fried, these 

approaches provided them with theoretical tools to address art in relation to its linguistic, social, 

economic or ideological determinations. But, in the 1980s-90s, when site-specific artists 

operated a radical shift through questioning the real rather than their own practices and 

institutions, they had to adapt their critical tools and methodologies to the situations that they 

encountered outside of the field. As art historian and critic Hal Foster has argued, site-specific 

practices “demands that artists and critics be familiar not only with the structure of each culture 

well enough to map it, but also with its history well enough to narrate it. Thus, if one wishes to 

work on AIDS, one must understand not only the discursive breadth but also the historical depth 

of AIDS representations.”214 Transdisciplinarity, from this perspective, reflects the complexity 

of the social and political issues addressed by artists, that require a multifactorial approach, 

beyond field boundaries. But it also betrays the growing influence of transdisciplinary 

approaches such as cultural studies and anthropology, which have been introduced in the artistic 

field, since the 1980s onwards.215  
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In terms of methodologies, site-specific require field methods that artist borrowed from other 

disciplines, such as sociology, ethnology and anthropology. In this regard, as the title of 

Suzanne Lacy’s 1995 book suggests, “mapping the terrain” has been identified as a key-feature 

of site-specific practices, but this is not the only one.216 Let us remember that the list of skills 

addressed by Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler in the context of Services includes: “the work 

of the interpretation or analysis of sites both in and outside of cultural institutions [i.e., mapping 

the terrain], the work of public education both in and outside of cultural institutions; advocacy 

and other community based work, including organizing, education, documentary production 

and the creation of alternative structures.”217 Now, these are precisely the skills that are sought 

and commodified by the project economy (called a service economy by Fraser and Draxler), 

which can turn them into mere procedures. Describing the working conditions of project artists, 

Miwon Kwon ironically argued:  

 
Typically, an artist (no longer a studio-bound object maker; primarily working now 
on call), is invited by an art institution to produce a work specifically configured 
for the framework provided by the institution […]. Subsequently, the artist enters 
into a contractual agreement with the host institution for the commission. There 
follow repeated visits to or extended stays at the site; research into the particularities 
of the institution and/or the city within which it is located (its history, constituency 
of the [art] audience, the installation space); consideration of the parameters of the 
exhibition itself (its thematic structure, social relevance, other artists in the show); 
and many meetings with curators, educators, and administrative support staff, who 
may all end up ‘collaborating’ with the artist to produce the work. The project will 
likely be time-consuming and in the end will have engaged the ‘site’ in a multitude 
of ways.218  

 

Exactly like Mode 2, such an approach “occurs primarily as the original practitioners move to 

new problem contexts,” from one project to another, from one place to another—as the title of 

Miwon Kwon’s 1997 essay suggests.219 Foster, indeed, argues that: when doing site-specific 

projects, “one selects a site, enters its culture and learns its language, conceives and presents a 

project, only to move to the next site where the cycle is repeated.”220 This nomadic lifestyle has 

been addressed by several scholars as integral to site-specific practices, including James Meyer, 
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Hal Foster and Miwon Kwon, according to whom “the increasing institutional interest in current 

site-oriented practices […] is demanding an intensive physical mobilization of the artist to 

create works in various cities throughout the cosmopolitan art world. […] Thus, if the artist is 

successful, he or she travels constantly as a freelancer, often working on more than one site-

specific project at a time, globetrotting as a guest, tourist, adventurer, temporary in-house critic, 

or pseudo-ethnographer to São Paulo, Paris, Munich, London, Chicago, Seoul, New York, 

Amsterdam, Los Angeles, and so on.”221 More recently, this travelling artist has become the 

main figure of Nicolas Bourriaud’s The Radicant (2009), in which the curator and writer argues 

that: “to be radicant means setting one’s roots in motion, staging them in heterogeneous 

contexts and formats, denying them the power to completely define one's identity, translating 

ideas, transcoding images, transplanting behaviors, exchanging rather than imposing.”222 The 

figure of the artist as a nomad, travelling from one project to another, gets us closer to the other 

side of the technological regime of the project: no more artistic practices themselves, but the 

project economy. This aspect is at the core of the next attribute, which sheds light on the 

networks of the project economy. 

 

1.2.4. Diversity of Organizations 

 

According to the authors of The New Production of Knowledge, Mode 2 is marked by “an 

increase in the number of potential sites where knowledge can be created,” no more primarily 

universities, but government agencies, industrial laboratories, think-tanks, multinational firms, 

consultancies, etc.223 Such an attribute, once again, reflects a will to effectiveness. It is a way 

to multiply human and cognitive resources, beyond questioning where, how, and why 

knowledge is being produced: be it in the private and the public sector, by scholars, experts, or 

even non-professionals. Accordingly, “Mode 2 is heterogeneous in terms of the skills and 

experiences people bring to it. The composition of a problem-solving team changes over time 

as requirements evolve.”224 This is why “new forms of organisation have emerged to 

accommodate the changing and transitory nature of the problems Mode 2 addresses. 

Characteristically, in Mode 2, research groups are less firmly institutionalized; people come 
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together in temporary work teams and networks which dissolve when a problem is solved or 

redefined. Members may then reassemble in different groups involving different people, often 

in different loci, around different problems.”225 As the authors further explain, skills and 

experiences gathered in this process create highly valued cognitive capital, which can be 

transferred to new contexts, according to the organizational logic characteristic of Mode 2.  

 

As previous sub-sections have already made clear, site-specific practices expanded the reach of 

artistic production and distribution way beyond the confines of the artworld. In 1979, when 

Daniel Buren wrote “The Function of the Studio,” he addressed the network of an object-based 

art market, which goes from studios to museums, passing by galleries and fairs.226 As Miwon 

Kwon noted, however, some fifteen years later, artists were increasingly developing artistic 

projects in “hotels, city streets, housing projects, prisons, schools, hospitals, churches, zoos, 

supermarkets [and] media spaces such as radio, newspapers, television, and the Internet.”227 So 

that Helmut Draxler later argued: “Today’s globalised contemporary art field might rather be 

described as a combination of multiple and highly diverse—if often overlapping—spheres of 

interest, uniting academic research and political activism with a world market based on project 

culture.”228 What is to be addressed here, is the reconfiguration of the artworld according to a 

project economy that build on the operativity of site-specific practices, each project being a 

node in an ecosystem or a force-field that connects together different types of constituencies 

and actors, from within and without the artworld.  

 

The series of exhibitions organized in 1993 is emblematic of this reconfiguration. If some of 

them have been curated in art institutions (such as Kontext Kunst at the Neue Galerie in Graz, 

What Happened to the Institution Critique? at American Fine Arts, Parallax View: New York 

– Köln at PS1, the Whitney Biennial at the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the Venice 

Biennale in the pavilions located in the Giardini), others took the urban or peri-urban 

environment as the context for site-specific projects that addressed the urban issues mentioned 

above (identity politics, homelessness, AIDS, marginalization, etc.). As Joshua Decter 

underlined, such a curatorial model compelled many artists “to reconsider what it means to 

situate art within public space, and to understand that the urban social space is a precarious 
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construct, formed out of an interpenetration of various constituencies and interest groups—the 

government, the private sector, citizens and publics—with disparate and sometimes competing 

understandings, misunderstandings and value systems.”229 In the following sub-sections, we 

will see what types of actors and constituencies have been identified by the field in the 1990s, 

as well as the expectations that guided their action. All together, these different elements depict 

the functioning of the project economy that emerged at the time and principles that rule it.  

 

a. Commissioners 

 

In a publication titled Commissioning Contemporary Art: A Handbook for Curators, Collectors 

and Artists (2012), Louisa Buck and Daniel McLean argued that “art commissioning is an age-

old activity. But as more and more works are being custom-made for greater and greater number 

of individuals, organizations and places, the practice is playing a more central role in the art 

world than at any time in the past.”230 Linked to the development of site-specific practices, this 

‘great return’ of art commissioning is consistent with the growing importance of the figure of 

the independent curator as producer, hired to organize temporary exhibitions in the wake of the 

biennale culture that has developed together with cultural tourism and globalization. Mary Jane 

Jacob, who embodies this figure, observes that:  

 
The organization of temporary exhibitions for museums and the administration of 
art for public spaces have become more closely aligned in recent years as both have 
adopted the practice of commissioning artists to create new works, installations, or 
projects for specific sites [such as] abandoned buildings, the subway, or the 
street.231  

 

Addressing the rising importance of the independent curator with a critical gaze in an essay 

explicitly titled “Parmi les vautours: L’art contextual dans son context” (Among Vultures: 

Context Art in Context, 1995), Stefan Germer complained that “they [the small group of artists 

and critics associated with the second generation of institutional critique] were not the only 

ones to cultivate an enthusiasm for specific sites practices.”232 Like Fraser, Germer witnessed 

the emergence of a project economy with suspicion. To him, site-specific practices “fulfilled 
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gallerists, critics and audiences desire for socially engaged practices. […] Such a form of art, 

which justified its own necessity [through addressing social issues], was particularly welcome 

in the face of the different crises that arose since in the 1980s.”233 As a result, according to 

Germer, “curators took command” and artistic production started to be controlled “from 

outside,” by curatorial agendas.234 To him, such a reversal was subsumed into a form of political 

correctness that allowed at the same time to boost the career of independent curators, build 

audiences and convince funders. 

 

Ultimately, for Germer, these changing dynamics have reconfigured the field by “dissolving 

traditional work relationships, professional networks and friendships” that used to build art 

scenes, grounded in specific cities and places.235 According to him, “before site-specific 

practices,” exhibitions highlighted groups of artists, genres or schools; they were indexed on 

artistic production. But, the exhibitions organized in 1993 have undermined the idea of a 

coherent “network of international artists.”236 Project Unité, in particular, which was to be the 

manifesto of a new avant-garde, embodied “the desegregation of a collective destiny into 

individual projects.”237 The same observation was made some years later by Isabelle Graw, who 

argued that “the ethos of the avant-garde” would have “faded away in a world within which 

one is forced to multiply contacts and networks,” a world subjugated to the “imperative of 

cooperation” consistent with “network-capitalism” theorized by Boltanski and Chiapello—in 

other words: a project society.238 To mitigate Germer’s and Graw’s analysis, however, one must 

add that the atomization of the artworld is not only due to the increasing development of art 

commissioning; as underlined earlier, nomadism is integral to site-specific practices 

themselves.  

 

Beside the independent curator, Germer also sheds light on the figure of the “consultant,” who 

operates between artists and galleries to find new clients. To him, these consultants have 

“corrupted the concept of site-specificity” in favour of a project-based market, which opened 

new fields of application, ranging from percent-for-art schemes to collaborations with 

enterprises and corporations. To stake his claim, Germer mentioned an art commission 
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managed by a consultant named Helge Aschenbach, who collaborated with different galleries 

during the 1994 Cologne Art Fair to decorate the television studios of Magic Media, a 

production company for RTL. For the art historian and critic, this collaboration turned out to 

be “a parody of contextual approach, [that simply] updated a tradition of art commissioning 

destined to flatter patrons.”239 But Germer also mentions a collaboration between Andrea Fraser 

and EA-Generali Foundation in Vienna, which proved much more relevant, for the artist staged 

and critically addressed her role as “service provider” in this commission, according to the ethos 

of institutional critique.240  

 

b. Art Institutions  

 

As Mary Jane Jacob explained, in the 1980s-90s art institutions saw their centre of gravity 

moving outside the field. According to her, “museums today are experiencing a new age of 

accountability and responsibility to audiences. They are facing demands from local 

communities and funding agencies to be audience-responsive, to increase accessibility, provide 

didactic materials and educational programming, and expand their role beyond that of keeper 

and exhibitor of culture.”241 As Foster argued, this is precisely why commissioning site-specific 

projects became so popular: “Just as appropriation art in the 1980s became an aesthetic genre, 

even a media spectacle, so new site-specific work often seems a museum event in which the 

institution imports critique, whether as a show of tolerance or for the purpose of inoculation, as 

a form of self-criticism.”242 To him, Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum (1992-93), which has 

been commissioned by a small institution, the Maryland Historical Society, is emblematic of 

this phenomenon that proved beneficial for institutions as much as for artists (see chapter 3).243 

 

Beside museums and art centres, the trend of commissioning site-specific projects was boosted 

by the rising importance of project-based art institutions, such as the Venice Biennale, the 

Whitney Biennial, Sonsbeek, Documenta in Kassel, Skulptur Projekte Münster, Manifesta and 

Chicago Sculpture, which was described by Eva M. Olson, who was its Executive Director in 

1993, as “a unique entity […] difficult to define in conventional institutional terms.”244 Such 
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project-based art institutions have been scrutinized by Joshua Decter who described Culture in 

Action as “a paradoxical undertaking, at once institutional (it had an organisational structure, 

funding apparatus and curatorial hierarchy) and somewhat post-institutional [because] it sought 

to entrench itself and dissipate its top-down institutional identity within the vernacular flows of 

the city by deploying artists to help facilitate the self-organised empowerment of particular 

urban residents.”245 From this perspective, Culture in Action can be described as a node 

connecting together administrations of the city, the art world, funding bodies and local 

communities.  

 

As far as the agenda of these project-based institutions is concerned, Germer and Foster 

identified a similar issue, which consists in taking advantage of the operational potential of site-

specific practices. In “The Documenta: An Anachronical Ritual” (1992), the former argued that: 

“Kassel curators are not independent, but employees of the State of Hesse tourist office, for 

which they have to invent a slogan, a catchword or a theme able to give to the audience a good 

reason to visit Kassel: 8.7 million marks is the sum that the sale of entrance tickets alone should 

generate.”246 In line with this argument, the latter argued that these institutions may use “site-

specific work for economic development, social outreach, and art tourism.”247 Taking Antwerp 

93 as example, Foster stated that: “impressive site-specific projects were turned into tourist 

sites, and situationist disruption was reconciled with cultural-political promotion.”248 Which 

brings us to the role played by funding bodies.  

 

c. Funding Bodies 

 

As a project economy took shape, public and private funding bodies came to play a key-role in 

artistic production. In “The Loneliness of the Project” (2002, 2010), Boris Groys stated that 

“these days, regardless of what one sets out to do in the economy, in politics, or in culture, one 

has first to formulate a project for official approval or funding from one or several public 

authorities.”249 The policy of funding bodies was analysed by several authors in the 1980s-90s, 

 
245 Joshua Decter, “Culture in Action: Exhibition as Social Redistribution,” 16. As Decter argued: “Yet ‘Culture in Action’ 
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including Suzanne Lacy, Mary Jane Jacob, Joshua Decter, Grant Kester and Miwon Kwon.250 

While these authors focused on the United States, where private funding plays a much more 

important role than in Western Europe, the situation that they described applies to both sides of 

the Atlantic. On both sides, funding bodies progressively broke with the idea of art’s autonomy 

(which depends on public fundings as much as on the market), in favour of a new conception 

of art, in tune with the development of site-specific practices. As artists started to index artistic 

production on issues external to the field, funders started to index art on touristic, economic, 

social or political issues. Such a convergence, which highlights a means-end logic at the heart 

of cultural policies, has been underlined by the authors mentioned above. 

 

In the 1980s-90s, in the United States, two important funding schemes were the Art-in-

Architecture program, set up by the General Services Administration (GSA) in 1963, and the 

Art-in-Public-Places Program, set up by the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in 1967. 

While the former, which is often referred to as “percent-for-art,” made it possible to dedicate a 

percentage of the total construction costs of publicly funded buildings to an art commission, the 

latter—as art historian Cher Krause Knight explains—“intended to reach the widest possible 

audience by responding to local requests” through providing “quality” art for “everybody.”251 

In their inception, these programs sought to integrate modernist aesthetics into the public 

sphere. However, as Kwon explains, since 1974, “in reaction to the glut of ornamental ‘plop 

art’ and the monumental ‘object-off-the-pedestal’ paradigm,” the NEA changed its guidelines 

to stipulate that public art works needed to be “appropriate to the immediate site.”252 In line 

with this sort of ‘site-specific turn’ in cultural policies, the NEA endorsed a “wide range of 

possibilities for art in public situations […] including earthworks, environmental art, and non-

traditional media, such as artificial lighting.”253 According to Kwon, however:  

 
The aim was not only to accommodate the changing artistic trends of the period but 
to align public art more with the production of public amenities and site-oriented 
projects. What this amounted to in essence was a mandate for public art to be more 
like architecture and environmental design.254  

 
250 See: Suzanne Lacy (ed.), Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art, Mary Jane Jacob and Sculpture Chicago (eds.), 
Culture in Action: A Public Art Program of Sculpture Chicago (Bay Press, 1995), Joshua Decter, “Culture in Action: Exhibition 
as Social Redistribution,” Grant H. Kester, “Aesthetic Evangelists: Conversion and Empowerment in Contemporary 
Community Art,” Afterimage 22 (6), (January 1995): 5-11, Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and 
Locational Identity (The MIT Press, 2002). 
251 Cher Krause Knight, Public Art: Theory, Practice and Populism (Wiley-Blackwell, 2008): 15. 
252 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 65. 
253 From the official Art-in-Public-Places grant application guidelines of the Visual Arts Program of the National Endowment 
for the Arts, as cited by Mary Jane Jacob in, “Outside the Loop,” in Michael Brenson, Eva M. Olson, Mary Jane Jacob and 
Sculpture Chicago (eds.), Culture in Action: A Public Art Program of Sculpture Chicago (Bay Press, 1995): 54. 
254 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 67. 
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Such an “integrationist goal”—as Kwon put it—was further strengthened when the NEA set up 

the Visual Art and Design programs in 1982, which sought to encourage “the interaction of 

visual artists and design professionals through the exploration and development of new 

collaborative models.”255 As a consequence—as Lacy observed: “collaboration with other 

professionals, research, and consultative interaction with civic groups and communities became 

more common, and teams of artists, architects, designers, and administrators were formed.”256 

In other words, the NEA was encouraging interdisciplinarity in a way which, according to 

Kwon, favoured the rise of a “functionalist ethos” among artists: 

 
Excited by the opportunity to pursue their work outside the confines of museums 
and galleries at an unprecedented scale and complexity […], many artists were 
eager to accept, or at least test, the design team directive. Ideally, they would now 
share responsibilities on an equal footing with architects and urban planners in 
making design decisions about public spaces. Adopted in the process was a 
functionalist ethos that prioritized public art’s use value over its aesthetic value. 
[…] This shift, predicated on the desire of many artists and public art agencies to 
reconcile the division between art and utility […] conflated the art work’s use value 
[…] with social responsibility.257 
 

 
In this regard, the public hearing that was held in 1985 after the installation of Richard Serra’s 

Tilted Arc (1981) in Foley Federal Plaza in Manhattan marks a threshold.258 As Kwon 

explained, before this controversy, community involvement was already in the agenda of 

funding bodies, but administrators were “primarily motivated by the need to forestall potentially 

hostile reception of certain public art works.” After Tilted Arc’s removal, in 1989, social 

accountability started to mean more: “at the bureaucratic level, it meant the expanded inclusion 

of nonart community representatives in the selection panels and review committees of public 

art commissions.”259 Such a shift in cultural policies, which happened exactly when the NEA 

was under attack from neoconservatism, is summed up by Mary Jane Jacob as follows: “In the 

1990s the role of public art has shifted from that of renewing the physical environment to that 

of improving society, from promoting aesthetic quality to contributing to the quality of life, 

from enriching lives to saving lives.”260 Particularly relevant from the perspective of ACT UP, 

 
255 In Mary Jane Jacob, “Outside the Loop,” 54-55. 
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260 Mary Jane Jacob, “Outside the Loop,” 55. 



 70 

this conception of art as a way to address concrete problems was also advocated by 

administrators such as Henry G. Cisneros, then secretary of the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development, who, in the context of Culture in Action, argued that:  

 
To replace housing that is presently highrise housing, in other neighborhoods and 
throughout the metropolitan area, requires a level of tolerance that is far greater 
than most metropolitan communities tolerate today […] It requires something more 
than we can communicate with the relatively sterile words of the policy 
pronouncements of public budgets. It requires real communications […] the arts 
can help fight the violence, and crime, and gang problems.261 

 

Such a shift did not only concern the public sector. As Kester underlined in an essay that 

addressed the rise of the new genre of public art, “there are a range of positions among private 

sector funders, from the Lannan Foundation in Los Angeles, which is shifting almost entirely 

from arts funding to funding for ‘social issues,’ to the MacArthur Foundation, which has re-

written its program guidelines to explicitly reject media ‘art’ in favour of ‘community based 

organizations that are working to promote social justice and democracy through media,’ to the 

Lila Wallace/Readers Digest Foundation, which has developed new programs to fund artists 

who work with ‘communities.’”262 This conception of art, as a means to address or solve 

concrete problems, however, did not build consensus. Critically addressing the responsibility 

shift that it betrays, from the State to individuals in civil society, curator Ute Meta Bauer argued, 

at the time of Services:  

 
If you do a big exhibition in Europe financed by public money at the moment, one 
is told that it has to be multicultural and socially conscious. […] What I’m talking 
about is the fact, for example, that the city of Stuttgart can’t deal with the problems 
of asylum seekers, but they’re asking an institution like the Künstlerhaus to do more 
socially conscious and multicultural work. This is a trap. The politicians should let 
those who are responsible for the cultural institution decide what one finds 
programmatically important and look after their own responsibilities as elected 
politicians. Instead, they are trying to solve political problems culturally.263 

 

Addressing the same phenomenon, curator and writer Joshua Decter stated that “today it seems 

that the liberal humanist, cultural-evangelical notion of art as an agent of urban social change 

may have been repurposed by closet neoliberals such as Richard Florida, who promotes the 

notion of a ‘creative class’ positively impacting the economic, cultural and social 
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redevelopment of cities”—so pointing out the dynamics that rule a project economy shaped by 

the creative and knowledge economies.264  

 

d. Local Communities  

 

We come, finally, to the locations themselves where artists have been developing site-specific 

projects and the related issues that they sought to address. I will mention different contexts 

involved in the series of exhibitions organized in 1993, starting with Project Unité, which, as 

curator Yves Aupetitallot explained, questioned “French cultural modernology.” This project 

took place in “a ruin” just a few miles away from St-Etienne, in France, where Le Corbusier’s 

left behind, as evidence of his “unfinished utopia,” a Unité d’Habitation (Le Corbusier’s name 

for a type of modernist residential housing which he developed), whose last remaining 

occupants were resisting the repeated attempts of the public authorities to destroy it.265 In doing 

so, Aupetitallot questioned the issue of the “banlieue” in France, i.e., peri-urban 

neighbourhoods where social housing is concentrated. He critically addressed how minorities 

and migrants were physically excluded through urban planning. Commenting on this site, 

Joshua Decter and Olivier Zahm explained in a review published in Artforum in 1993:  

 
Le Corbusier’s Unité d’ Habitation, a monumental block of low-income apartments 
awkwardly wedged into the hills surrounding the small city of Firminy in central 
France, may once have functioned as a beacon of hope; now it bears witness to a 
return of the repressed capitalism in crisis haunting the house of high Modernism.266 

 

In Antwerp, which had been designated Cultural Capital of Europe in 1993, the three curators 

of On Taking a Normal Situation, Iwona Blazwick, Yves Aupetitallot and Carolyn Christov 

Bakargiev, “were faced with the interesting but difficult problem of creating an interface 

between a number of different groups and agendas,” including the European Economic 

Community itself (“which clearly has an economic motive for promoting ideas about European 

Unity through culture”), the city of Antwerp and within it, “the Flemish and French 

communities.”267 As Blazwick further explained: 

 
In addition to addressing the art world, we also attempted to reflect the multiple 
communities which coexist in Antwerp, to try to represent them in a museum and 
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engage them in what we are doing. In order to do that, we invited three different 
bodies to represent themselves in the museum. One of these was the Geographical 
Department which had pioneered a form of avant-garde map-work, leisure, and 
culture, and the impact of gentrifying development on the social fabric of the city. 
Another were two neighborhood community groups formed to combat urban decay 
and promote a communal sense of cultural identity. A third was a pirate radio 
station.268  

 

In the framework of Culture in Action, Suzanne Lacy realized a work titled Full Circle with a 

group of Chicago women. The artist was particularly “interested in the repression of the history 

of women’s contributions to the American public agenda, how their role is not recognized, and 

how the cultural construction of femininity which operates so forcibly on individual identity 

has alternated between […] moments of empowerment and backlash.”269 Iñigo Manglano-

Ovalle made Tele-Vecindario, a collaborative work “whose organizational processes could 

bridge the social and cultural isolation” of young residents of his own West Town 

neighbourhood in Chicago (described as “a fearful environment” ruled by of gangs) and create 

a space for dialogue by producing video portraits for and with the community.270 The four 

members of the Chicago-based collaborative Haha (Richard House, Wendy Jacob, Laurie 

Palmer, and John Ploof) made Flood: A Volunteer Network for Active Participation in 

Healthcare that took the form of a community garden that would occupy a vacant lot behind a 

series of family-owned businesses. Robert Peters made Naming Others: Manufacturing 

Yourself to “look at the ways we form and respond to social classifications by directly enlisting 

participants in simple, everyday acts of ‘naming’ [in order] to reveal points of contact between 

cultures and within the multiplicity of a single society.”271 Mark Dion created The Chicago 

Urban Ecology Action Group, which consisted in a high-school rainforest study programme; 

an expedition with these students to Belize; and their re-formation as an urban ecology action 

group, redirecting their efforts to making a difference at home in Chicago. Grennan & 

Sperandio realized We Got It! The Workforce Makes the Candy of Their Dreams in 

collaboration with twelve members of Local 522 of The Bakery, Confectionery and Tobacco 

Workers’ International Union of America—a project which was “motivated by the desire to 

consider the person behind manufacturing, an anonymous mode of production dominated by 

the image of the task-oriented machine and the corporate logo.272 Kate Ericson and Mel Ziegler 
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made Eminent Domain with the Ogden Courts Apartments residents group to address the issue 

of public housing. Daniel J. Martinez and the West Side Three-Point Marchers, finally, realized 

Consequences of a Gesture and 100 Victories / 10,000 Tears, “to track the history of the 

American immigrant labor movement by identifying important events in Chicago for which no 

monument or marker exists.”273 

 

This enumeration of sites, communities and issues is symptomatic of the radical change that 

took place within the artworld through the development of artistic practices. Such a list 

demonstrates the variety of actors and constituencies involved in artistic projects. On a deeper 

level, it shows that art is no longer the primary stake in the case of a site-specific project, 

because artistic production is increasingly being indexed on issues that are to be found outside 

the field. This aspect changes the way artistic production is being evaluated. 

 

1.2.5. Quality Control 

 

The fifth and last characteristic has to do with quality control. While in Mode 1, quality is 

determined by the logic of the field, mostly by peer review, in Mode 2 “additional criteria are 

added through the context of application which now incorporates a diverse range of intellectual 

interests as well as social, economic or political ones.”274 Quality, in this context, “is determined 

by a wider set of criteria” which reflect the integration of agents coming from outside the field 

in the control and legitimation of the knowledge produced. Ultimately, since it is no longer 

limited strictly to the judgment of peers, “‘good science’ is more difficult to determine.”275 

Applied in the artistic context, this attribute has to do with the criteria through which artistic 

projects are being evaluated. As explained in the introduction, this issue became central in the 

2000s, with the development of socially engaged practices, which—according to Claire 

Bishop—traded aesthetic criteria for ethical criteria. In line with this criterion, the primary 

concern in the 1990s was that of effectiveness, reflecting art’s move towards the sphere of 

action.  

 

The effectiveness of site-specific practices was addressed in 1992 by Joshua Decter, who 

wondered: “what is the impact of such a politically engaged form avant-gardist production, 
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outside” of the artistic field.276 The curator and writer casts doubt on the ability of such practices 

“to migrate beyond the normative framework of cultural production in order to infiltrate another 

social sphere.”277 But this question was also at the centre of discussions organized in the context 

of Fraser and Draxler’s Services. Art historian and curator Susan Cahan wondered, “how do 

you execute [site-specific projects] without them turning into symbolic gestures and symbolic 

representations?”278 Artist Michael Clegg, for his part, argued that “the fact that such projects 

are absorbed easily [shows] that there is something faulty in the logic of disruption.279 Agreeing 

with this statement, curator and art critic Iwona Blazwick added that “the whole idea of 

subversion is impossible; it’s naive and I don’t even think it’s worth considering as a 

strategy.”280 From, this perspective, site-specific practices have confronted artists with a ‘reality 

check’ summed up by Clegg as follows: 

 
If you go to an area where people are really poor, where there are chronic problems, 
you need to take the process of justification really seriously. […] In many of the 
cases people don’t even take the most minimal steps of addressing the people who 
live in the immediate vicinity where the art is to be located. They don’t attempt to 
see who lives there, what they might want, what kind of uses they made of these 
sites. These kinds of questions are really just the most elementary aspects of the 
ethics of working in public space. There are so many projects that fail on this 
elementary level that anything beyond that is really a matter of speculation. […] I 
think there should be standards of accountability as to how money is spent on art. 
There’s just no place for frivolous adventures.281 

 

Some years later, in 2014, Decter further developed this concern in an essay on Culture in 

Action in which he argued that: “thorny issues over whether art can operate effectively as an 

agent of social change—and what sort of criteria we should use for such an evaluation—remain 

to be navigated.”282 Now, if, according to him, “it is probably misguided to imagine that art 

operates in the world and can be evaluated in the same way as, say, investigative journalism, 

political activism or hard science (or even theoretical science),” curators and artists such as 

Adam Sutherland—who claims that “failure is not a solution”—and Kathrin Böhm—who looks 
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for an “operational impact”—do embrace a means-end logic that belongs to the sphere of action, 

which informs the logic of the project.283 

 

1.2.6. Project Work 

 

To the five attributes identified above, we must add a sixth, which is not acknowledged by the 

authors of The New Production of Knowledge, while it is omnipresent in their discourse: Mode 

2 is project-based. This regime is said to assemble “a diverse range of specialists to work in 

teams on problems in a complex applications-oriented environment.”284 In Mode 2, “people 

come together in temporary work teams and networks which dissolve when a problem is solved 

or redefined. […] Knowledge is accumulated through the repeated configuration of human 

resources in flexible, essentially transient forms of organisation” that the authors designate as 

a “total environment in which scientific problems arise, methodologies are developed, 

outcomes are disseminated and uses are defined.”285 Why not simply call such a “transient 

forms of organisation” a “project”? Here, indeed, the authors not only fail to name the working 

modality, which is consistent with their regime, but they also fail to notice that all the criteria 

that they identify (problem-solving on the move, site-specificity, transdisciplinarity, 

intersectorality, purposefulness, etc.) belong to the logic of the project, which, in itself, 

embodies this regime.  

 

As already mentioned, in the 1990s, Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler addressed the project 

as a key-issue for artists involved with site-specific practices. To them, this working modality 

betrayed the rise of a project economy, which would have turned artists into service providers. 

From this perspective, they anticipated the publication of Boltanski and Chiapello’s The New 

Spirit of Capitalism which addressed the project as a working modality and value system 

consistent with neoliberalism. In the context of the 1990s, however, some scholars and artists 

proposed an alternative interpretation of the project.286 For the editors of the anthology of Texte 

zur Kunst, Catherine Chevalier and Andreas Fohr, the project culture that developed in the 

1990s stemmed from the convergence of artistic practices with alternative culture and activism. 
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According to them:  

 
In the early nineties in Cologne, in the face of the collapse of the art market and 
questioning of artistic, financial and political centres, due to the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, part of the artistic scene turned towards more political questions. This is why, 
at that time, initiatives emerged from the intersection of alternative and artistic 
practices, through the creation of a multitude of projects, places and independent 
fanzines. Many artists became organizers after the end of their studies and made 
experimental spaces called Projekträume [i.e., project space or artist-run space], 
non-commercial galleries, shops where they initiated publication projects.287 

 

One of the most iconic examples of a Projektraum was Stephan Dillemuth’s Friesenwall 120, 

which the artist opened in Cologne in 1990. As Dillemuth explained in the context of Fraser 

and Draxler’s Services, he “was looking for a studio, but when he found a storefront in the 

vicinity of the gallery district, he started using the space itself rather than continue to produce 

and show objects.” 288 In the beginning, the artist “played with possible definitions of this space, 

by inviting non-artistic entities, such as ‘Firestone’ and the Gray Panther organization, and 

generating projects which reflected on art phenomena.” But, when he began collaborating with 

the artists Josef Strau, Merlin Carpenter and Kiron Khosla, Friesenwall became “positioned—

and marginalized—as an alternative space” for the “the art community.” Ultimately, as 

Dillemuth underlined, “what seems to be important about all of these activities is the tendency 

to build up self-organized structures at the margins of the institutionalized field of art, in order 

to change it, as well as to dodge the disciplinary boundaries and mechanisms of control that 

define dominant culture and seem to be reproduced by and in the art market”—thereby 

emphasizing the organizational dimension of the project as a para-institution. 

 

In 2014, Draxler gave up the critique of the project developed around Service in favour of a 

similar approach. Discussing “two extraordinarily influential projects that arguably inaugurated 

the very format known today as the ‘project exhibition,’” Group Material’s Democracy (1988-

89) and Martha Rosler’s If you lived here (1989), both commissioned by Dia Art Foundation, 

the art historian and curator observed that these projects “were directed towards activist and 

alternative practices. Both involved so-called ‘town meetings’—open public discussions on 

issues such as homelessness or sexual politics in light of the AIDS crisis.”289 For Draxler, what 

was at stake in this exhibition model was “the social within the exhibitionary”; i.e., “assembling 
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revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998 (Les Presses du Réel, JRP|Ringier, 2010): 12 (my translation). 
288 Iwona Blazwick et al., “Serving Communities,” 140. 
289 Helmut Draxler, “The Turn from the Turns: An Avant-Garde Moving Out of the Centre (1986–1993),” 52.  
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artists and ‘neighbours,’ or just people more generally, in order to discuss social issues; 

providing those discussions with information beyond mainstream media and artistic practices; 

and arranging, designing, qualifying and performing that information.”290 As Draxler ultimately 

argued: “By gathering people, information and objects in defiance of the exclusionary and elitist 

logics of the established art world, the ‘project’ came into being as the defining exhibition 

category of the time”291—a new exhibition model addressed by Claire Bishop as “experimental 

curating,” associated with New Institutionalism and the educational turn.292  

 

Beside explicit references to the notion of the project, the logic of the project is also present in 

the skills, practices and terminology associated with site-specific practices. According to 

Miwon Kwon, indeed:  

 
The situation now demands a different set of verbs: to negotiate, to coordinate, to 
compromise, to research, to promote, to organize, to interview. […] Generally 
speaking, the artist used to be a maker of aesthetic objects; now he/she is a 
facilitator, educator, coordinator, and bureaucrat. Additionally, as artists have 
adopted managerial functions of art institutions (curatorial, educational, archival) 
as an integral part of their creative process, managers of art within art institutions 
(curators, educators, public program directors), who often take their cues from these 
artists, now see themselves as authorial figures in their own right.293  

 

As for Joshua Decter, he argued that “the research and social-outreach processes engaged in by 

the participating artists and their collaborators resulted in a rather diverse range of project-based 

works, wherein notions and strategies of sustainability, intervention, deep collaboration and 

cooperation, pedagogy and activism were reinvented and tested.294 As Decter ultimately 

suggested, “It could be argued that Culture in Action helped to both foment and facilitate a 

critical discussion around project-based art practices [that] call upon a skill set that requires 

effective conversation and negotiation with individuals and groups who are not necessarily 

versed in the discourses of contemporary art.” He was acknowledging the rise of a true culture 

of the project in the artistic field consistent with the rise of socially engaged practices.295 

 

 
290 Ibid. 
291 Ibid.  
292 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 193-219. As far as the New 
Institutionalism and the educational turn are concerned, see for instance, Alex Farquharson, “Bureau de change,” in Frieze 101 
(September 2006): 156-159. Sven Lütticken, “Once More on Publicness: A Postscript to Secret Publicity,” in Fillip 12 (Fall, 
2010): 86-91. Irit Rogoff, “Turning,” in e-Flux Journal, no.0, November [website], https://www.e-
flux.com/journal/00/68470/turning (accessed 8 December 2025]. 
293 Miwon Kwon, “One Place after Another: Notes on Site Specificity” 103. 
294 Joshua Decter, “Culture in Action: Exhibition as Social Redistribution,” 23. 
295 Idem, 31. 
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As this sixth and last attribute demonstrates, Mode 2 reflects reconfigurations that happened in 

the artistic field with the conjoint development of site-specific practices and a project economy, 

so demonstrating the rise of a new regime in the artistic field, called the technological regime 

of the project. Now, what can we learn from Mode 2 to further address these changes? 

 

1.3. The Aesthetic Regime and Mode 2 in Perspective  

 

Let us sum up what we have learnt from the two previous sections. According to Rancière, the 

aesthetic regime, which “identifies art in the singular and frees it from any specific rule, from 

any hierarchy of the arts, subject matter, and genres […], refers strictly to the specific mode of 

being of whatever falls within the domain of art.”296 In other words, this regime “establishes 

the autonomy of art”—i.e., art as an institution the functioning of which has been questioned 

by institutional critique.297 Accordingly, it implies “a disconnection between the production of 

artistic savoir-faire and social destination, between sensory forms, the significations that can be 

read on them and their possible effects”298 So that artistic productions lose “their functionality”; 

they leave “the network of connections which gave them a destination by anticipating their 

effects.”299 The aesthetic regime thus breaks with the means-end logic of action in the social 

sphere: there must be no “determinable effect,” no purpose or goal, but a state of 

“indeterminacy,” an “empty word to be filled in,” made possible by “a neutralized space-time” 

of the gallery and the museum 300 Inoperativity is thus key to Rancière’s aesthetic regime.  

 

This regime does not fit the work of artists like Tania Bruguera or the collective 

WochenKlausur, who seek to solve concrete problems in society. It does not fit the approach 

of artists like Gregory Sholette, who argue that “in a world all but totally subjugated by the 

commodity form and the spectacle it generates, the only remaining theatre of action is direct 

engagement with the forces of production.”301 And it does not fit the vision of Adam Sutherland, 

according to whom art must show itself to be functional, because “failure is not a solution.”302 

Mode 2, on the contrary, matches with these conceptions of art that emerged from site-specific 

practices, and with the project economy that has developed together with them, thereby 

 
296 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 23. 
297 Ibid. 
298 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, 139 
299 Jacques Rancière, Le spectateur émancipé, 67 (my translation). 
300 Idem, 72-73 (my translation). Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator (Verso, 2009): 73. Jacques Rancière, Le 
spectateur émancipé, 67 (my translation) 
301 Cited in Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 11. 
302 Interview Adam Sutherland, Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working Modalities of Project Artists (1:23:47). 
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confirming the rise of a new regime in the artistic field, that I call the technological regime of 

the project.  

 

At this point, we may wonder why not simply call ‘Mode 2’ the regime that developed in the 

artistic field? The main issue with this name is that it does not us tell anything about the regime 

that it describes. From a historical perspective, Mode 2 is misleading. As we are about to 

discover, indeed, its structure precedes that of Mode 1. Furthermore, as demonstrated in 2003, 

in a special issue dedicated to the reception of The New Production of Knowledge by the journal 

Minerva (which specialises in the study of ideas, traditions, cultures, and institutions in science, 

higher education, and research), Mode 2 does not problematize, contextualize and politicize the 

regime of knowledge production that it seeks to establish.303 The idea of a technological regime 

of the project (which applies to both art and science), on the contrary, does it by qualifying the 

conception of knowledge that it involves (the technological) and its main operator (the project). 

Ultimately, if Mode 2 is very helpful for thinking about changes that happened in the artistic 

field in the 1990s, this regime needs to be further addressed to better understand the nature of 

these changes.  

 

In the following sections, we will problematize the relation between Mode 1 and the aesthetic 

regime on the one hand, and Mode 2 and the technological regime of the project on the other. 

Based on the previous sections, it is striking to observe how diametrically opposed these two 

sets of regimes are. One is the exact opposite of the other: Beside the fact that all the attributes 

of Mode 2/the regime of the project stand in opposition to those of Mode 1/the aesthetic regime, 

the operativity and purposefulness of the former mirror the inoperativity and purposelessness 

of the latter. These regimes, indeed, betray the presence of two antagonistic logics: while Mode 

2 and the regime of the project embody a phenomenon of convergence characteristic of the 

technological, the aesthetic regime stems from a process of differentiation characteristic of the 

ontological.  

 

 

 

 
303 Helga Nowotny, Peter Scott and Michael Gibbons, “Introduction: ‘mode 2’ revisited: the new production of knowledge,” 
in Minerva, vol. 41, no. 3, in “Special Issue: Reflections on the New Production of Knowledge” (2003): 179-194. Olle Edqvist, 
“Layered Science and Science Policies” in Minerva, vol. 41, no. 3, in Special Issue: Reflections on the New Production of 
Knowledge (2003): 207-221. Dominique Pestre, “Regimes of Knowledge Production in Society: Towards a More Political and 
Social Reading,” in Minerva, vol. 41, no. 3, in “Special Issue: Reflections on the New Production of Knowledge” (2003): 245-
261. 
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1.3.1. Differentiation  

 

In the introduction of L’Autonomie de l’art en question : L’art en tant qu’art (The Art Autonomy 

in Question: Art as Art , 2008), art historian Patricia Esquível reminds us that the autonomy of 

art, which is foundational for the aesthetic regime, stems from a process of differentiation 

consistent with modernity, which has been theorized by thinkers such as Max Weber and Jürgen 

Habermas.304 Summing up Weber’s approach, Habermas explained that the sociologist and 

political economist characterize cultural modernity as “the separation of the substantive reason 

expressed in religion and metaphysics into three autonomous spheres. They are: science, 

morality and art. These came to be differentiated because the unified worldviews of religion 

and metaphysics fell apart.”305 Describing the establishment of science and art as autonomous 

fields (i.e., that of Mode 1 and the aesthetic regime) through Weber’s gaze, Habermas further 

explained:  

 
Since the 18th century, the problems inherited from [religion and metaphysics] 
could be arranged so as to fall under specific aspects of validity: truth, normative 
rightness, authenticity and beauty. They could then be handled as questions of 
knowledge, or of justice and morality, or of taste. Scientific discourse, theories of 
morality, jurisprudence, and the production and criticism of art could in turn be 
institutionalized. Each domain of culture could be made to correspond to cultural 
professions in which problems could be dealt with as the concern of special experts 
[i.e., science, morality and art].306  

 

As far as art is concerned, Habermas observes that “one can detect a trend towards greater 

autonomy” since the Renaissance, when the “category of beauty and the domain of beautiful 

objects were first constituted.”307 In a way which perfectly matches with Rancière’s aesthetic 

regime, however, the philosopher argues that “the autonomy of the aesthetic sphere [became] a 

deliberate project [in the 19th century when] the talented artist could lend authentic expression 

to those experiences he had in encountering his own decentered subjectivity, detached from the 

constraints of routinized cognition and everyday action.”308 For Habermas, as for Rancière, 

Bishop and many others, this autonomy is key to political art: engaged art must stay in a position 

 
304 Patricia Esquível, L’Autonomie de l’art en question : L’art en tant qu’art (L’Harmattan, 2008): 15 (my translation). 
305 Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity—An Incomplete Project,” in Hal Foster (ed.), The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern 
Culture (Bay Press, 1983): 7-8. 
306 Idem, 7-8. 
307 Idem, 8-9. 
308 Ibid.  
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of exteriority (from other social spheres); it must operate from within its own sphere and not 

merge with other social spheres.309 

 

In looking critically at the idea of challenging the boundaries of the aesthetic regime, a number 

of thinkers, at different times and from different perspectives, have warned that all attempts at 

bringing art back into the social are condemned to fail. In his 1974 Theory of the Avant-Garde, 

Peter Bürger argued that “an art no longer distinct from the praxis of life but wholly absorbed 

in it will lose the capacity to criticize it, along with its distance.”310 He was followed in 1980 

by Jürgen Habermas, who argued that: “all attempts to bridge the disjunction between art and 

life, fiction and praxis, illusion and reality [....], can be seen as nonsense experiments. 

[According to him, such attempts] only succeed, against their own intention, in illuminating 

even more sharply the very structures of art which they had intended to violate: the autonomous 

transcendence of the work […].311 For Habermas, ultimately, 

 
A rationalized everyday life, therefore, could hardly be saved from cultural 
impoverishment through breaking open a single cultural sphere—art—and so 
providing access to just one of the specialized knowledge complexes. To be sure, 
artistic production would dry up, if it were not carried out in the form of a 

 
309 Habermas and Rancière addressed the autonomy of art in positive terms, because it provided artists with a privileged position 
from which to question the world we live in or to propose alternative ways of being in the world. From a different perspective, 
we must mention a more critical approach to the process of differentiation, one that focuses on its the social implications. 
Sociologist Thomas F. Gieryn coined the term “boundary-work” to emphasise the ideological dimension at stake in the process 
of differentiation theorized by Weber and Habermas. According to Gieryn, “philosophers and sociologists of science have long 
struggled with the ‘problem of demarcation:’ how to identify unique and essential characteristics of science that distinguish it 
from other kinds of intellectual activities.” Philosopher and mathematician August Comte, for instance, distinguished positive 
science from theology and metaphysics. As Gieryn underlines, however, such demarcations are part of “ideological efforts by 
scientists to distinguish their work and its products from non-scientific activities,” in order to secure and legitimize a privileged 
position in society. As Gieryn states, the “construction of a boundary […] is useful for scientists’ pursuit of professional goals: 
acquisition of intellectual authority and career opportunities; denial of these resources to ‘pseudoscientists;’ and protection of 
the autonomy of scientific research from political interference.” Thomas F. Gieryn, “Boundary-Work and the Demarcation of 
Science from Non-Science: Strains and Interests in Professional Ideologies of Scientists,” American Sociological Review, vol. 
48, No. 6. (December 1983): 781-795. Where art is concerned, Patricia Esquível reminds us that it differentiated itself from 
craft in the Renaissance, from science in the 17th century, and from philosophy in the 19th century, doing so for a similar 
purpose: to claim a form “sovereignty” over other spheres. When it comes to political art, however, such a differentiation 
became a constraint that the avant-gardes sought to overcome in the 20th century, through the ideal of merging art and life. 
This was the project of the Arts and Crafts movement, Russian constructivism and the Bauhaus among others. Patricia Esquível, 
L’autonomie de l’art en question: L’art en tant qu’art, 89 (my translation). 
310 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 50. According to Bürger: “The European avant-garde movements can be defined 
as an attack on the status of art in bourgeois society. What is negated is not an earlier form of art (a style) but art as an institution 
that is unassociated with the life praxis of men.” Ibid. 49 
311 Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity: An Unfinished Project,” in Maurizio Passerin d’Entrèves and Seyla Benhabib (eds.), 
Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity: Critical Essays on the Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (The MIT 
Press, 1997): 49. As Bürger also argued: “Given the experience of the false sublation of autonomy, one will need to ask whether 
a sublation of the autonomy status can be desirable at all, whether the distance between art and the praxis of life is not requisite 
for that free space within which alternatives to what exists become conceivable.” Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 54. 
Another advocate of art’s autonomy, Jacques Rancière further claimed that “art does not become critical or political by ‘moving 
beyond itself,’ or ‘departing from itself,’ and intervening in the ‘real world.’ There is no ‘real world’ that functions as the 
outside of art. Instead, there is a multiplicity of folds in the sensory fabric of the common, folds in which outside and inside 
take on a multiplicity of shifting forms, in which the topography of what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’ are continually criss-crossed 
and displaced by the aesthetics of politics and the politics of aesthetics.” Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and 
Aesthetics (Continuum, 2010): 147. 
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specialized treatment of autonomous problems and if it were to cease to be the 
concern of experts who do not pay so much attention to exoteric questions.312 

 

As for Rancière, he states that “art does not become critical or political by ‘moving beyond 

itself,’ or ‘departing from itself,’ and intervening in the ‘real world.’”313 This is precisely why 

Bishop critically questioned the work of socially engaged artists who seek to directly operate 

within the real. For her, art must be “an autonomous regime of experience that is not reducible 

to logic, reason or morality.”314 Accordingly, art must stand in a position of exteriority, which 

has been performing different functions. Among other examples, Grant Kester mentions the 

“cultural exteriority” of the “artist as provocateur,” the “retreat into the protected enclave of the 

canvas” illustrated by “Greenberg and American artists during the early years of the Cold War” 

or the “tactical withdrawal into the protected field of the text” consistent with structuralism and 

post-structuralism, as a response to “the perceived failure of Mai 68.”315 But we must also 

mention Claire Bishop, who advocates an oppositional attitude for art. According to her:  

 
[The aesthetic regime] is predicated precisely on a tension and confusion between 
autonomy (the desire for art to be at one remove from means–ends relationships) 
and heteronomy (that is, the blurring of art and life). [From this perspective] artistic 
practice has an element of critical negation and an ability to sustain contradiction 
that cannot be reconciled with the quantifiable imperatives of positivist economics. 
Artists and works of art can operate in a space of antagonism or negation vis-à-vis 
society.316 

 

Despite these warnings from Bürger, Habermas, Rancière and Bishop, signs that the aesthetic 

regime has “broken open” were identified by Hal Foster in his 1996 book The Return of the 

Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, where the art historian and critic identified 

two different “axes” at play within the neo avant-gardes: a “vertical axis,” which implies that 

art is being evaluated according to its inner logic, through the history of the medium or the 

genre, and a “horizontal axis” anchored in the avant-garde desire to merge art and life, which 

seeks “to extend the area of artistic competence in the social.”317 For Foster, the “chief merit of 

the neo-avant-garde […] is that it sought to keep these two axes in critical coordination,” 

thereby building an equilibrium that he calls “parallax.”318 But, in the 1990s, this equilibrium 

 
312 Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity—An Incomplete project,” 10-12. 
313 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics (Continuum, 2010): 147. 
314 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 18. 
315 Grant H. Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context (Duke University Press, 
2011): 34, 43, 45. 
316 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 27, 16. 
317 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (The MIT Press, 1996): xi. 
318 Ibid. 
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was broken by artists doing site-specific projects related to social issues such as AIDS, 

homelessness, identity politics or environment. According to him, since then “the vertical lines 

sometimes appear to be lost.”319 Addressing this loss in the “The Artist as Ethnographer,” which 

scrutinizes the working procedures of site-specific artists, Foster identifies several assumptions 

which demonstrate that art is no longer ruled by its inner logic, but indexed on factors which 

are external to the field:  

 
First is the assumption that the site of political transformation is the site of artistic 
transformation as well, and that political vanguards locate artistic vanguards and, 
under certain circumstances, substitute for them. […] Second is the assumption that 
this site is always elsewhere, in the field of the other—in the producer model, with 
the social other, the exploited proletariat; in the ethnographer paradigm, with the 
cultural other, the oppressed postcolonial, subaltern, or subcultural […]. Third is 
the assumption that if the invoked artist is not perceived as socially and/or culturally 
other, he or she has but limited access to this transformative alterity, and that if he 
or she is perceived as other, he or she has automatic access to it.320 

 

As underlined earlier, some years later, in “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents,” 

Claire Bishop critically addressed the apparition of ethical criteria to evaluate artistic 

production, which I consider symptomatic of a regime change: ethical criteria indicate that art 

has merged with the social sphere; it is now operating in the sphere of action. This move betrays 

a phenomenon of convergence highlighted in the introduction, which is integral to Mode 2.  

 

1.3.2. Convergence  

 
In Les vertiges de la technoscience : Façonner le monde atome par atome (The Vertigo of 

Technoscience: Shaping the World Atom by Atom, 2009), which historicizes and problematizes 

Mode 2, philosopher and historian of science Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent identifies a 

phenomenon of convergence, which she holds for characteristic of this regime.321 In different 

ways, this convergence reconnects that which has been disconnected by the process of 

differentiation theorized by Weber and Habermas. As demonstrated in this chapter, where the 

attributes of Mode 2 have been applied to the artistic field, science and art connect with other 

social spheres and sectors (social accountability and reflexivity), with contexts of production 

and diffusion located beyond field boundaries (produced in context of application), with other 

 
319 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” 202. 
320 Ibid., 173. 
321 Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent, Les vertiges de la technoscience. Façonner le monde atome par atome (La Découverte, 
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constituencies and institutions (produced in a diversity of organizations), and disciplines 

(interdisciplinarity), in order to most effectively respond to issues that are no longer defined 

internally (according to art and science inner logic) but externally, according to the means-end 

logic of action. That is why science and art are evaluated according to criteria such as 

operativity, effectiveness.  

  

Consistent with the phenomenon of convergence, connections play an operational role: they are 

the means through which an actor operates, and a project functions—the project being the 

matrix or force-field through which all these connections are managed and regulated. As we are 

going to further see in the third chapter, such a connectionist ethos informed the development 

of socially engaged practices. In the introduction to Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public 

Art (1995), artist Suzanne Lacy argues: “Implicit or explicit in the artists’ references to a larger 

social agenda is their desire for a more connected role for artists.”322 Socially engaged practices, 

indeed, embody a “the transition from a model of individual authorship to one of collective 

relationship [that betrays a] desire for connection that is part of the creative endeavor in all its 

forms.”323 In this spirit, artist, art critic and professor Suzi Gablik laid foundations for a 

“connective aesthetics,” called a “dialogical aesthetics” by Grant Kester in the 2010s.324  

 

Now, if the process of convergence consistent with Mode 2 and with the technological regime 

of the project strengthens the comparison between these two regimes, we may wonder what we 

can learn from the former that could also inform the latter? What does this convergence stand 

for? Answers to this question played a key-role in this dissertation, because they put the issue 

of the technological and that of the project at the forefront, but from two interrelated 

perspectives: a technological order and a technological epistemology.  

 

a. A Technological Order  

 

The idea of a Technological Order can be broken down into three aspects. The first aspect has 

to do with the way knowledge production is being organized. Several scholars, such as 

philosopher Gilbert Hottois in the 1970s, professor of philosophy Alfred Nordmann and 

 
322 Suzanne Lacy, “Cultural Pilgrimages and Metaphoric Journeys,” 32. 
323 Idem, 36. 
324 Suzi Gablik, “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism,” in Suzanne Lacy, (eds.), Mapping the Terrain: New Genre 
Public Art (Bay Press, 1995): 74-88. Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art 
(University of California Press, 2004). 
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philosopher and historian of science Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent in the 2000s, have defined 

Mode 2 as “technoscience,” by which they mean a changing order in knowledge production, 

described by historian of science Paul Forman as “the primacy of technology over science.”325 

Breaking with the ‘linear model’ consistent with Mode 1, which implies that science is 

produced by scientists upstream, before being applied by technicians or engineers (according 

to a division of labour that mirrors an epistemological hierarchy between theory and practice), 

Mode 2 follows a technological logic: knowledge is produced on purpose, when and where it 

is needed, to perform a specific function.326  

 

As demonstrated by the paradigmatic Manhattan Project, which embodied it and promoted it 

after World War II, this technological order responds to an imperative of effectiveness and 

operativity: the Allies succeeded in producing the nuclear weapon before Nazi Germany by 

breaking hierarchies and disciplinary boundaries set up by the process of differentiation. 

Technological order, indeed, is made to innovate, to boost creativity, competitiveness and 

inventiveness through making all available resources (be they cognitive, financial, material, 

etc.) ready for use. Such an order is embodied by the project as a temporary form of organization 

that combines people and other resources, brought together to achieve a specific goal. 

 

The second aspect of the technological order has to do with the project economy that developed 

in the artistic field and in sciences in the wake of post-Fordism and neoliberalism. Mode 2 

betrays the politics of innovation and the knowledge economy set up by Western countries to 

boost economic competitiveness and respond to social, political or environmental issues that 

used to come within the responsibility of the State.327 In this regard, the organizational 

revolution implied by Mode 2 (which established the primacy of technology over science) is 

not meant just to boost innovation; such an order also speaks for the dismantling of artistic and 

scientific institutions, which started to be increasingly controlled by the laws of the market and 

 
325 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique (Aubier Montaigne, 1984), Alfred 
Nordmann, “Collapse of Distance: Epistemic Strategies of Science and Technoscience,” Danish Yearbook of Philosophy, 41 
(2006): 7-34. Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent, Les vertiges de la technoscience. Façonner le monde atome par atome.  
326 As Paul Forman argued in an essay suggestively titled “The Primacy of Science in Modernity, of Technology in 
Postmodernity, and of Ideology in the History of Technology” (2007), one of Mode 2’s key features is to reverse the logic of 
the “linear model” consistent with Mode 1 by placing technology first. Paul Forman, “The Primacy of Science in Modernity, 
of Technology in Postmodernity, and of Ideology in the History of Technology” History and Technology, vol. 23, No. 1/2, 
(March/June 2007): 1-152. 
327 Contrary to the artistic field, which has been playing the role of a counterpower within capitalism, and despite scientists’ 
call for autonomy, the finality of science has always been to be applied. Addressing science as “stored-up knowledge,” Max 
Horkheimer stated that “the technological advances of the bourgeois period are inseparably linked to […] the pursuit of science. 
On the one hand, it made the facts fruitful for the kind of scientific knowledge that would have practical application in the 
circumstances, and, on the other, it made possible the application of knowledge already possessed.” Max Horkheimer, 
“Traditional and Critical Theory,” in Max Horkheimer, Critical Theory: Selected Essays, (Continuum, 1975): 194. 
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by political agendas, and managed as enterprises competing for public and private funding. 

Now in this context, as research engineer in computational social sciences Émilien Schultz 

explains, “project funding became a governance tool intended to influence the orientation of 

research.”328 Politicizing Mode 2 from this perspective, professor of history of science 

Dominique Pestre argues:  

 
Mode 2 perhaps truly has the advantage of being ‘transdisciplinary,’ ‘broad’ and 
transient,’ ‘heterogeneous,’ ‘multicentred,’ ‘accountable,’ and ‘reflexive’—terms 
with strong positive connotations in the Anglo-American world. However, it could 
also be a sign of the generalisation and increasingly widespread acceptance of a 
new social and political order, that of economic neoliberalism. If we simply 
changed the vocabulary, Mode 2 could be said to be a ‘deregulated and untamed’ 
means of knowledge production, a regime which militates in favour of a ‘flexibility’ 
deemed necessary, which struggles against the ‘rigidity’ of hierarchies and ‘the 
corporatist vested interests’ of the workforce. This entails ‘disengagement of the 
protector state’, and so on. 329  

 

Addressed from a critical perspective by Dominique Pestre, the connection between science, 

politics and economics needs to be historicized. Therein lies the third aspect of technological 

order: As demonstrated by science and technology scholars such as Liliane Hilaire-Pérez, 

Pamela O. Long, Dominique Pestre, Eric Schatzber, J. B. Shank and Hélène Vérin, the ideology 

of Mode 1 (i.e., science as an autonomous institution ruled by its inner logic) has overshadowed 

another regime of knowledge production similar to Mode 2, which was predominant throughout 

the Ancient Regime in the culture of elite artisans and engineers, who contributed to the rise of 

modern science.330 Mode 2, thus, precedes Mode 1.  

 

Such a technological regime of knowledge production goes back to the culture of the 

Renaissance when elite artisans were engineers, architects, entrepreneurs and artists all at once; 

a time when—according to Vérin—these practitioners were “called upon to intervene in all 

situations where the need for financial and political control went together with the obligation 

[…] to innovate.”331 As Shank indeed explains, Renaissance rulers “had little reason to consider 

that scholastic science was useful in building a modern state, while the applied and empirical 

 
328 Émilien Schultz, “Le temps d’un projet: Les temporalités du financement sur projet dans un laboratoire de biophysique,” 
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New Production of Knowledge,” 170-171. 
330 These scholars followed the path traced in the beginning of the 20th century by Marxist scholars like physicist and 
philosopher Edgar Zilsel, physicist Boris Hessen, sociologist Franz Borkenau and Polish political economist Henryk 
Grossmann. 
331 Hélène Vérin, La gloire des ingénieurs. L’intelligence technique du XVIe au XVIIe siècle (Albin Michel, 1993), 10 (my 
translation). 
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mechanical arts could prove to be of great use.”332 That is why the expertise and creativity of 

elite artisans was required and marketed through a first project economy that resonates with the 

politics of innovation implemented in Western countries since the 1990s onwards.  

 

According to Hilaire-Pérez, elite artisans “were needed, on the one hand, to serve the 

centralization process of administrations and, on the other hand, to coordinate governmental 

action locally.”333 They were hired “to manage complex undertakings, such as fortifications, 

arsenals, equipment works, heavy enterprises and innovations like mining and metallurgy.”334 

Exactly like socially engaged artists nowadays, who consider themselves as problem-solvers, 

these experts produced “knowledge in action, at the service of the public or private good.”335 

Now, in the Renaissance, when the process of differentiation that led to Mode 1 and the 

aesthetic regime in the 19th century was just being initiated, the project appeared as the primary 

mode of action. 

 

As the historian of early modern Britain Koji Yamamoto argued, at that time, modern states 

“were not provided with a sufficiently developed bureaucracy to be in charge of complex 

concerns, such as assistance to the poor, commercial competition, and the royal finances.”336 

This is why entrepreneurs, be they engineers, architects or artists “who departed from the 

corporate framework” were given State privileges, such as patents, monopolies, commissions 

or offices, that temporarily provided them with “a space of action within the public sphere”—

the ‘project’ being the form taken by such a temporary space of action.337 At that time, in other 

words, the project compensated for the weakness or lack of institutions. This is why the 16th 

century witnessed the rise of a figure defined by historian of science and technology Frédéric 

Graber as one of the most “ambiguous” of modernity: that of the projector, also called scheme 

maker, Projektmacher or Proyectista, who operated through a project economy worthy of the 

name.338 

 

 
332 J. B. Shank, “Les figures du savant, de la Renaissance au Siècle des Lumières,” in Dominique Pestre (eds.), Histoire des 
sciences et des savoirs, t.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières (Editions du Seuil, 2015): 51 (my translation). 
333 Liliane Hilaire-Pérez, “Etat, science et entreprise dans l’Europe modern,” in Dominique Pestre (eds.), Histoire des sciences 
et des savoirs, t.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières (Editions du Seuil, 2015): 411 (my translation). 
334 Ibid. 
335 Ibid. 
336 Koji Yamamoto, “Projets des ‘Projectors’ (Angleterre, XVIe-XVIIe siècles),” in Frédéric Graber and Martin Giraudeau 
(eds.), Les projets: Une histoire politique (XVIe-XXIe siècles) (Presse des Mines, 2018): 43 (my translation).  
337 Liliane Hilaire-Pérez, “Etat, science et entreprise dans l’Europe moderne,” 412 (my translation). 
338 Frédéric Graber, “Du faiseur de projet au project régulier dans les travaux publics (XVIIIe-XIXe siècles): Pour une histoire 
des projets,” Revue d'histoire moderne et contemporaine, no. 58-3 (2011): 10 (my translation). 
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Embodied by Daniel Defoe (1660-1731), the author of Robinson Crusoe (1719) and An Essay 

Upon Projects (1697), but also a writer, trader, journalist, pamphleteer and spy, the projector, 

according to Graber, conveys the idea—consistent with the project—that the future is the place 

where a better world is to be created.339 But, in a more trivial sense, it refers to individuals “who 

promote a commercial or possibly administrative undertaking, which they claim to be 

innovative, financially interesting, and for which they seek to seduce a patron or convince an 

authority.”340 As Graber explains, the projector is an ambiguous figure because they combine a 

“quest for personal benefit with an open preoccupation for public good.”341 As demonstrated 

by Defoe’s essay and other best-sellers including Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), 

this figure became a topos of early modern literature, where—according to Yamamoto—it is 

depicted as “a crook who deceives others with improbable promises […] someone who 

monopolizes goods in order to obtain immoderate outcomes at the expense of others.”342 This 

is why, as Graber further explains, projectors favoured the development of “institutional forms 

of the project destined to respond to uncertainties and ambiguities” that they raised—thus 

paving the way for the project management to come.343 But this also incited modern states to 

progressively integrate the ecosystem of projectors into their institutions (including schools, 

ministries, offices, etc.) through the process of differentiation addressed above.344  

 

To conclude this section, we can establish a comparison between early modern projectors and 

contemporary scientists and artists: while the projector belongs to a time that precedes the 

differentiation of art and science as autonomous fields, the figures of the scientist and the artist 

as entrepreneurs belong to a time of de-differentiation consistent with neoliberalism—a “liquid 

modernity” as Zygmunt Bauman calls it.345 In the first case, the project economy compensated 

for the weakness of early modern states; in the second case, it compensates for their 

dismantlement. Now, if the three aspects of technological order addressed here nurture the 

 
339 Ibid. 
340 Idem, 9 (my translation). 
341 Ibid. 
342 Koji Yamamoto, “Projets des ‘Projectors’ (Angleterre, XVIe-XVIIe siècles),” 49 (my translation). 
343 Frédéric Graber, “Du faiseur de projet au project régulier dans les travaux publics (XVIIIe-XIXe siècles): Pour une histoire 
des projets,” 14 (my translation). 
344 According to Andrew Davies, “with the establishment of elite professional engineering bodies in France in the late 17th and 
18th century, engineers assumed responsibility for the design, specifications, and procurement of bridges, roads and other 
government projects and for defining the tasks performed by contractors during their execution. Professional civil engineers 
appeared later in the U.K. After the Institution of Civil Engineers was founded in 1818, the engineers that designed the roads, 
canals and railway, became organizationally and contractually separate from those that build them.” Andrew Davies, Projects: 
A Very Short Introduction, 10. 
345 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Polity, 2000). 
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instrumentalization thesis, the next perspective on Mode 2 might provide us with an alternative 

that will help bypass this aporia.  

 

b. A Technological Conception of Knowledge  

 

As Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent argued in Les vertiges de la technoscience, deregulations 

addressed by Pestre as consistent with Mode 2 have been favoured by epistemological changes 

in Western culture. As the scholar suggests, the project economy that developed in the field of 

sciences has been—to some extent—facilitated and legitimated by epistemological 

convergences that undermined boundaries set up throughout modernity by the process of 

differentiation. Among other examples, the scholar mentions Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle 

Stengers’ Order out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature (published in French in 1979), 

which reconnected sciences with the social sphere, Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto 

(1985), which builds on technology to elaborate a theory of human individuation freed from 

social and biological determinations, Philippe Descola’s Beyond Nature and Culture (published 

in French in 2005), which reconnects these two spheres via an anthropological gaze, and 

Michael Gibbons and others’ The New Production of Knowledge, which theorizes a regime of 

knowledge production that challenges the boundaries set up to establish science as an 

autonomous field.  

 

Beside these examples, several authors addressed the rise of a technological conception of 

knowledge that shed a different light on the convergence of science and technology. This 

argument is at the core of a report commissioned from philosopher Jean-François Lyotard by 

the Conseil des universités du Québec. Titled The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 

Knowledge (1979), this document analysed discourses of legitimation, or metanarratives—as 

the philosopher calls them—that have laid the foundations for different regimes of knowledge 

production in Western culture. Lyotard’s core argument is that a technological narrative has 

taken over previous narratives, such as “the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning or 

the emancipation of the rational or working subject,” in response to the growing importance of 

technological disciplines.346 The philosopher observes: 

 
It is fair to say that for the last forty years the ‘leading’ sciences and technologies 
have had to do with language: phonology and theories of linguistics, problems of 
communication and cybernetics, modern theories of algebra and informatics, 

 
346 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Manchester University Press, 1984): xxiv. 
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computers and their language, problems of information storage and data banks, 
telematics and the perfection of intelligent terminals, paradoxology. The facts speak 
for themselves. These technological transformations can be expected to have a 
considerable impact on knowledge.347  

 

As Lyotard further explained, the blossoming of techniques and technologies after the Second 

World War has “shifted emphasis from the ends of action to its means.” Under these conditions, 

the new regime does not pertain “to the true, the just, or the beautiful, etc., but to efficiency. [It 

follows that] scientists, technicians [and artists] are purchased […] to augment power.”348 As 

the philosopher further argues, since “the legitimation of that power is based on its optimizing 

the system’s performance efficiency […] the application of this criterion to all [fields] 

necessarily entails a certain level of terror, whether soft or hard: be operational or disappear.”349 

Such an operativity, however, is not addressed only as a threat by Lyotard, because it gave 

shape to a new form of praxis informed by game theory, and tailored for a society conceived as 

a self-regulated system, on the model of biology and cybernetics. According to him:  

 
A self does not amount to much, but no self is an island; each exists in a fabric of 
relations that is now more complex and mobile than ever before. Young or old, man 
or woman, rich or poor, a person is always located at ‘nodal points’ of specific 
communication circuits [i.e., a network], however tiny these may be.350 

 

From this perspective, “the best performativity” would consist in doing “new moves” or 

changing “the rules of the game,” through creatively “arranging the data in a new way” and 

creating new connections. As Lyotard even argues, “it may even be said that the system can 

and must encourage such movement to the extent that it combats its own entropy.”351 Such a 

praxis, indeed, does not operate from an exteriority, according to the logic of field autonomy, 

but from within the system, according to a technological logic. 

 

A few years later, philosopher Gilbert Hottois coined the term “technoscience” to analyse the 

same phenomenon (the convergence of technology and science) but through a different 

perspective. In Le signe et la technique: La philosophie à l’épreuve de la technique (Sign and 

Technology: Philosophy at the Test of Technology, 1984), the philosopher critically addressed 

“an inflation of language in contemporary philosophy,” seen as a “complex reaction to the 

 
347 Idem, 3-4. 
348 Idem, 44-46. 
349 Idem, xxiv. 
350 Idem, 15. 
351 Ibid. 
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techno-scientific universe in which philosophers are now called to live.”352 According to 

Hottois, this inflation reflects the rise of a “technological conception of language,” that has 

broken the fundamental link between language and the real.353 Targeting the linguistic turn and 

thinkers like Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, and Noam Chomsky, Hottois argues that 

this approach to language as a “tool” or an apparatus would condemn thinkers to “repeat again 

and again that the real is an interpretation,” so producing mere language games that would be 

mocked in the 1990s by the “Sokal Hoax.”354  

 

To Hottois such a technological conception of language is purely “operative”—a characteristic 

that he considers “the other of language.”355 This means that knowledge is no longer about 

“meaning, essence, or reference”; it is an “instrument for action [and] transformation […] meant 

to produce results: constructivist”—as he says.356 Building an unexpected link with art, Hottois 

further argues that “operativity is not told, but practiced; technoscience lies wholly within a 

time conceived of as creative duration.”357 To him, it follows that “technoscience induces an 

experience of the future which is infinitely more similar to that of art, than that of classical 

science: time turns out to be poiesis, and the experience of the future techno-poetic.”358 

Because, from this perspective, the future is “radically open to the possible.”359 In building a 

critique of operativity consistent with technological knowledge, Hottois indirectly evokes the 

rise of a temporality, which, according to Jürgen Habermas, is integral to modernity.360 Now, 

this is precisely this operative temporality, described by Peter Sloterdijk’s operativistic 

revolution, which allowed the rise of different cultures of the project through which actors shape 

the world they live in. 

  

More recently, philosopher Dieter Mersch has critically addressed the use of concepts such as 

“operation” and “operativity” in actor-network theory, cultural studies, media studies, and 

 
352 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique, 8 (my translation). 
353 Idem, 22 (my translation). 
354 Idem, 42 (my translation). As Hottois argued, through “repeating again and again that the real is an interpretation,” and 
language an apparatus, these scholars have emphasized on the “operativity” of language, which is “the other of language.” Ibid. 
The Sokal hoax was performed in 1996 by Alan Sokal, a physics professor at New York University and University College 
London. This hoax consisted in Sokal submitting an article to Social Text, an academic journal of cultural studies, to test the 
journal’s rigour. Sokal’s goal was to investigate whether a leading American journal of cultural studies would publish an article 
liberally salted with nonsense.  
355 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique, 37-38 (my translation). 
356 Idem, 62-63, 70 (my translation). 
357 Idem, 76, 87 (my translation). 
358 Idem, 88-89 (my translation). 
359 Ibid. 
360 Modernity, for Jürgen Habermas, is the epoch that “opens itself to the future.” Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity, 5-6. 
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technological studies. In “A Critique of Operativity: Notes on a Technological Imperative” 

(2017), the thinker argues that “whoever starts with the assumption of operativity […] in the 

context of cultural practices is already treading on the ground of the technical.”361 In this essay, 

Mersch does not address language, like Hottois, but a technological conception of praxis or 

action informed by a technological ethos. To him, concepts of “operation” and “operativity” 

betray a form of “reductionism,” that subsumes understanding to a logic of concatenation that 

is purely technological. Such a logic would consist in a succession of predetermined operations 

or sequences ruled by “the law of general connectivity,” that leave not much room for 

“autonomous thought,” “sudden leaps and cracks,” and the unforeseen. Action, from this 

perspective, turns out to be a teleological process akin to a “problem-solving chain” indexed on 

external goals, be they “economic or technological.” In its most radical form, as Mersch further 

argues, operativity is “freed of the burden of meaning, subjective praxis, and intention, as well 

as from any derivation from the instrumental.”362 Ultimately, the history of this “pervasiveness 

and thus of the universalization of the technological is also a history of loss. It is the loss of a 

site of critique and with it of the Other of the operative.”363 To sustain this argument, Mersch 

sketches out the main stages in this history by proposing an archaeology of the concepts of 

operation and operativity. 

 

After having explained that the verb ‘to operate’ means ‘to act,’ ‘to proceed,’ ‘to carry out,’ or 

‘to effect’ in Latin and in German, and that the prefix op- stems from the Indo-European ap-, 

which means at the same time ‘to work,’ ‘to bring forth’ or ‘to create’ and ‘to knot’ or ‘to bind,’ 

as in the Greek apere ‘to connect,’ the philosopher tracks the presence of the concepts of 

operation and operativity in Western epistemology.364 According to him, the origin of these 

concepts is to be found in John Locke’s empirical epistemology, in the work of German 

philosophers like Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Christian Wolff and Immanuel Kant, and in the 

Scottish school of Thomas Reid, Thomas Brown, and William Hamilton, who all laid the 

ground for modern psychology by bringing knowledge down to a subject at grip with the 

sensible world. But “the triumph of operationalism,” as Mersch argued, “begins with the split 

of philosophy and psychology and the founding of empirical psychology” in the late 19th 

century.”365 Such a differentiation betrays “the general academization of the concepts of acting 

 
361 Dieter Mersch, “A Critique of Operativity: Notes on a Technological Imperative,” in Markus Spöhrer and Beate Ochsner 
(eds.), Applying the Actor-Network Theory in Media Studies (Information Science Reference, IGI Global, 2016): 235. 
362 Idem, 244. 
363 Idem, 245. 
364 Idem, 236-237. 
365 Idem, 239. 
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and deciding” consistent with the concept of agency.366 Since then—according to him, 

operativity became a key-concept for psychologist Jean Piaget and for the Russian school of 

psychology (embodied by figures such as Lev Vygotsky and Alexei N. Leontiev), before 

reaching the cultural studies and the actor-network theory. Ultimately, Mersch’s main concern 

is the appearance of a new conception of praxis, which is not elaborated by philosophers but by 

scientists—a conception dominated by the field of psychology.  

 

While Hottois and Mersch strongly criticized technological epistemology, other scholars 

embraced it. Among them, we must mention philosopher, and media theorist Erich Hörl who, 

in an essay titled “The Technological Displacement of Sense” (2009), explains that the 

technological relates to a world in constant change, within which everything is interconnected, 

and where nothing is fixed, and therefore builds a “network of relations.”367 In this essay, Hörl, 

argued that:  

 
For a century, and in an ever more visible and urgent manner since the end of the 
Second World War, a new way of thinking about meaning has accompanied us. It 
has settled on the ruins of the traditional culture of meaning and has left behind it 
the ancient certainties about meaning, and in particular those about its mental, 
interior and subjective character […] Opposing and replacing this tradition, the new 
thought of meaning is a thought of openness, a thought of initial exteriority, of the 
original supplement and of constitutive posteriority. It is a thought of the outside, 
of spacing, of being-with, of participation and sharing, but also a thought of 
communication, a thought of indeterminacy.368 

 

As Hörl further argued in another article, “general cyberneticization has revolutionized our 

relations to things, to living entities, to non-human entities in general, to the earth, and lastly 

also to ourselves and others, in short: [it] has revolutionized the relations of subjectivity to its 

outside and supported concepts like […] ‘autopoiesis,’ ‘network’ and ‘management.’”369 From 

this perspective, one should not be surprised to find a section dedicated to technological 

epistemology in Christian Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism, which 

focuses, precisely, on the network-based, management culture specific to neocapitalism.  

 

In this section, the two scholars address the rise of a “network paradigm” in philosophy and 

social sciences, one “bound up in a very general way with a growing interest in relational 

 
366 Ibid.  
367 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” Rue Descartes, no.64 (2009/2): 50 (my translation). 
368 Idem, 50 (my translation). 
369 Erich Hörl, “The Technological Condition,” Parrhesia, no.22 (2015): 2. 
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properties, as opposed to properties substantially attached to entities they supposedly defined 

in themselves.” 370 Boltanski and Chiapello argue that “rather than assuming a world organized 

according to basic structures,” this paradigm presents a world where everything potentially 

reflects everything else: a world, often conceived as fluid, continuous, chaotic, where anything 

can be connected with anything else.”371 As the scholars further explain with reference to 

philosopher Michel Serres’ approach:  

 
[The reference to connection] is clearly associated from the outset with the project 
of replacing essentialist ontologies with open spaces, without borders, centres or 
fixed points, where entities are constituted by the relations they enter into and alter 
in line with the flows, transfers, exchanges, permutations, and displacements that 
are the relevant events in this space. In such a world, nothing is thus a priori 
reducible to anything else from a standpoint which would be that of an outside 
observer.372  

 

Now, if everything is connected, then: “How are [chains or sequences] linked? [as Mersch aptly 

asks.] To create a chain one needs a link, a rule, perhaps a further operator comprised of a 

formalization or a technical structure. […] In other words, in the language of the mathematical 

graph theory that informs the theories of networks and sequences, a node is needed that creates 

the link. [One that] takes on the form of an ‘and’ operator, which levels differences.”373 This 

answer lies at the core of Boltanski and Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism, where the 

project, precisely, performs this function: in a reticular world “the project is the occasion and 

reason for the connection”—so making of the project a key-concept for Western 

epistemology.374 There lies the alternative, which will make it possible to bypass the aporia of 

the instrumentalization thesis.  

 

Two interrelated perspectives have been addressed in this sub-section, which lead us back to 

the two sides of the technological regime of the project discussed in the introduction: Consistent 

with the instrumentalization thesis that this dissertation seeks to bypass, technological order 

has to do with the project economy; it has to do with the ways in which art and science are 

perceived from outside the field, and integrated within the social fabric. But, as we are going to 

see, technological epistemology, which embodies our alternative to the aporia of 

instrumentalization, informs site-specific practices. That precisely is the argument that this 

 
370 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 143. 
371 Idem, 144. 
372 Idem, 144-145. 
373 Dieter Mersch, “A Critique of Operativity: Notes on a Technological Imperative,” 243. 
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dissertation seeks to make in order to bypass the aporia of instrumentalization: the project as 

concept and mode of action betrays the presence of a “new way of thinking about meaning”—

as Erich Hörl puts it, described here as the technological, which “has settled on the ruins of the 

traditional culture of meaning,” described here as the ontological.375 From an epistemological 

perspective, site-specific practices thus betray a move from the ontological to the technological, 

which is at the heart of Western epistemology—which brings us back to Peter Sloterdijk’s 

operativistic revolution. 

 

Now, to demonstrate this argument, we must first define what exactly the technological is and 

implies in the framework of this dissertation. Beforehand, however, an important remark must 

be made. What is at stake, here, is not only theoretical but also practical; in a very concrete 

way, the technological and the ontological which are about to be defined have been shaping 

professions and institutions, and structured modes of action and creation. From this perspective, 

the explanatory system proposed in the next chapter must prove operational; it must help 

actors—be they artists, curators, visual art officers, commissioners, etc.—to position 

themselves effectively within a project society and think about the project in a new way, which 

emphasizes agency rather than instrumentalization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
375 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” 50 (my translation). 
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2. LAYING EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR THE TECHNOLOGICAL  
 

The idea that the technological represents a specific conception of knowledge was introduced 

in the previous chapter through the perspectives of Lyotard, Hottois, Mersch, Hörl, Boltanski 

& Chiapello. These thinkers embody different viewpoints: Hottois and Mersch critically 

address this conception of knowledge; Lyotard, Boltanski and Chiapello take a more nuanced 

position; as for Hörl, he advocates a paradigm shift in Western epistemology, which is 

described here as the technological, with a definite article, to give it the magnitude of a whole 

phenomenon: a complex that implies a specific epistemology, worldview and social order. Now 

the technological stands in opposition to another complex, described here as the ontological, 

which has long been predominant in Western culture. The purpose of this chapter is to define 

these two complexes, to see how they apply to the artistic field, and to problematize the 

transition from one to another. But, in order to construct the technological, we must first 

problematize this notion.  

 

2.1. Problematizing the Technological  

 

As a specific type of knowledge, the technological has long been overshadowed in Western 

culture. For historian of science and technology Eric Schatzberg, this “lack of attention to 

technology is all the more surprising when compared with the massive literature on other central 

concepts of modernity, such as art, science, culture, and politics.”376 As the scholar explains, 

there are two main reasons for this neglect. The first, lies “in the human propensity to take most 

technologies for granted.”377 The second has to do with the fact that “most scholarship is 

produced by intellectuals who experience technology primarily from outside.”378 Professor of 

science and technology Lissa Roberts and professor of history of science Simon Schaffer 

propose a third explanation. According to them, “in a society of orders, the steeply graded 

hierarchy of head and hand was vital do defining persons and their social places.”379 This, 

ultimately, explains a “historical amnesia” addressed by Schatzberg, which can be traced back 

to Ancient Greece, when technological knowledge was called metis (cunning intelligence), 

 
376 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept (The University of Chicago Press, 2018): 5. 
377 Ibid. 
378 Ibid.  
379 Lissa Roberts, Simon Schaffer and Peter Dear (eds.), The Mindful Hand: Inquiry and Invention from the Late Renaissance 
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personified by the goddess Metis.380 According to Hellenists and anthropologists Marcel 

Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant:  

 
Although metis holds an important position within the Greek system of values, it is 
never made manifest for what it is, it is never clearly revealed in a theoretical work 
that aims to define it. […] To this extent modern Greek scholars, who have 
neglected the importance of its role, its impact or even its existence, have remained 
faithful to a particular image Greek thought created of itself, in which metis is 
conspicuous by its absence. […] In the picture of thought and intelligence presented 
by the philosophers […] all the qualities of mind which go to make up metis are 
usually thrust into the shadows, erased from the realm of true knowledge and 
relegated, according to the circumstances to the level of mere routine, chance, 
inspiration, changeable opinion or even charlatanerie, pure and simple.381 

 

As demonstrated by the work of scholars such as Detienne, Vernant and Schatzberg, however, 

technological knowledge came to the forefront in different disciplines and for different 

purposes, which will be studied in this chapter. But let us now problematize the technological, 

which, according to Schatzberg, is hard to define because its “multiple meanings are 

contradictory.”382  

 

As Schatzberg explains, if, in popular discourse, technology is “little more than shorthand for 

the latest innovation in digital devices,” some scholars define it as “all the many ways things 

are in fact done and made.”383 Such definitions are, however, “so broad as to be almost 

useless.”384 As the scholar further explains, from a historical perspective, three main meanings 

of technology had become established by World War II: technology as industrial arts, as applied 

science, and as technique, consistent with the Greek word techne which refers to the principles 

and processes of the useful arts.385 But, for his part, Schatzberg prefers to define technology “as 

the set of practices humans use to transform the material world, practices involved in creating 

and using material things”—thereby putting the emphasis on materiality.386 In Western culture, 

there are three main approaches to the technological: the anthropological, instrumental, and 

constructivist.  

 

 
380 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 5. 
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a. The Anthropological Approach 

 

According to Schatzberg, the anthropological approach “views technology as a creative 

expression of human culture.”387 Shaped in the 19th century by natural sciences and philosophy 

(in particular by Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of natural Selection, 1859), this 

approach has been developed by philosopher of technology Ernst Kapp in Elements of a 

Philosophy of Technology (1877) in which tools and weapons are identified as different forms 

of “organ projections.”388 Further developed by scholars such as M. Scheler, W. Sombart, P. 

Alsberg, J. Ortega y Gasset, and A. Gehlen, the anthropological approach to technology argues 

that human beings are not adapted to their environment because they lack specialized organs 

and instincts. As Gehlen explains, they are “thrown upon their ability to transform intelligently 

any preconstituted conditions. Poorly equipped as [they are] with sensory apparatus, naturally 

defenseless, naked, [their] existence necessarily depends upon action.”389 To compensate for 

their lacks, thus, human beings must project tools (another way to think about the project).  

 

As Schatzberg underlined, such conception of technology akin to a process of adaptation is 

“human centered, stressing use rather than novelty. It views technology as a creative, value-

laden human practice, a practice that relies irreducibly on […] formal knowledge” known as 

creativity.390 From this anthropological perspective, which is consistent with the figure of homo 

faber, all humans are gifted with creativity.391 Addressing creativity as a mode of action, this 

conception lays foundations for the conception of creativity advocated by socially engaged 

artists. 

 

b. The Instrumental Approach  

 

According to Andrew Feenberg, the instrumental approach to technology “offers the most 

widely accepted view of technology.”392 As the scholar explains, this approach “is based on the 

commonsense idea that technologies are tools standing ready to serve the purposes of their 

users.” From this perspective, technology is “deemed neutral” on several levels.393 First, it is 

 
387 Idem, 3. 
388 Ernst Kapp, Elements of a Philosophy of Technology (University of Minnesota Press, 2018): 17-35. 
389 Arnold Gehlen, Man in the Age of Technology (Columbia University Press, 1980): 3. 
390 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 4. 
391 Idem, 4. 
392 Andrew Feenberg, Transforming Technology: A Critical Theory Revisited (Oxford University Press, 2002): 5-6. 
393 Ibid. 



 99 

ruled by its own internal logic, and therefore autonomous. Second, the primary norm that rules 

it is efficiency, whatever the means and ends: therefore, it is “amoral.”394 Third, this teleological 

logic is legitimized by its rationality. From this perspective, technology applies universal laws 

established by sciences: therefore it is objective.395 As Schatzberg argues, such a vision, which 

is associated with positivism, “portrays technology as narrow technical rationality, uncreative 

and devoid of values.”396 Treating technology as “natural objects,” such an approach “effaces 

the role of human agency” and essentializes technology in the name of objectivity and 

efficiency.397 According to this view, which can be illustrated by Dieter Mersch’s critique of 

operativity, technology responds to a purely causal logic—a ‘mechanistic’ one, that leaves no 

room for interpretation, decision and thought: it is as Feenberg puts it, “mindless.” 398 Applied 

to the field of action, such a logic is consistent not with the project but with the plan, within 

which agents just perform sequences of actions determined upstream in a mechanistic way.  

 

Within the instrumental approach, some scholars have denied its neutrality to develop a critique 

of technology. As Feenberg explains, for them “technology constitutes a new cultural system 

that has restructured the social world as an object of control.”399 He names Jacques Ellul (The 

Technological Society, 1954, 1964) and Marin Heidegger (The Question Concerning 

Technology, 1954), but we should also mention thinkers of the Frankfurt School, such as Max 

Horkheimer (“Traditional and Critical Theory,” 1937) and Herbert Marcuse (One-Dimensional 

Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society, 1964), and their heirs, including 

Habermas (Technology and Science as Ideology, 1968) and Hartmut Rosa (The 

Uncontrollability of the World, 2020), plus Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben among 

others. All of them address technology in the wake of capitalism.  

 

With the industrial revolutions and the rising importance of innovation as a motor of modernity, 

the anthropological dimension of technology—as a human will to shape the world, has arguably 

come to constitute a form of rationality known as “instrumental reason,” which, as Heidegger 

stated, seeks to “enframe” the world, i.e., to make it available for appropriation.400 From this 

perspective, technology would express a drive for domination over nature and human beings. 

 
394 Ibid. 
395 Ibid. 
396 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 3-4. 
397 Ibid. 
398 Andrew Feenberg, Transforming Technology: A Critical Theory Revisited, 3. 
399 Idem, 6-7. 
400 Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays 
(Garland Publishing, 1977) 
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Such a drive, however, does not belong uniquely to technology, but also to modern sciences, 

embodied by Newtonianism first and later by positivism, which, according to a mechanistic 

conception of the world, views nature as a mere automaton ruled by a fixed law that can be 

revealed so that we may become, in René Descartes’ words, “masters and possessors of 

nature.”401  

 

The critique of technology, thus, addresses the system of production proper to capitalism, which 

operatively indexes science on technology and technology on industry according to a division 

of labour theorized at an early stage by Adam Smith—a system described by scholars such as 

Paul Forman as the “linear model” consistent with Mode 1, according to which science is 

viewed “as originative source, as unmoved mover, of technological progress,” and as the basis 

of innovation and economic growth.402 Such a hierarchical system of production is addressed 

as a form of domination because productive forces—including scientists, engineers, and 

workers—are seen as mere resources and operators at the service of productivity.  

 

Now, according to the critique of technology, instrumental reason has colonized all spheres of 

modern societies with its means-end, quantitative logic, thereby establishing a new cultural 

system or order based on technological values—an order defined as a “technological society” 

by Ellul in the 1950s, and, more recently, as a “projective city” by Boltanski and Chiapello and 

a “project society” by Fogh Jensen.403 Emblematic of this critical approach, the concept of 

apparatus (i.e., technological device) has been used by thinkers like Michel Foucault and 

Giorgio Agamben to address phenomena of control or de-subjectivation at the heart of modern 

societies, that challenge or undermine agency. According to the latter:  

 
I shall call an apparatus literally anything that has in some way the capacity to 
capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, 
behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings. Not only, therefore, prisons, 
mad houses, the panopticon, schools, confession, factories, disciplines, juridical 
measures, and so forth (whose connection with power is in a certain sense evident), 
but also the pen, writing, literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, navigation, 
computers, cellular telephones and—why not—language itself, which is perhaps 
the most ancient of apparatuses.404 

 

 
401 René Descartes, Discourse on the Method (Oxford University Press, 2006): 51.  
402 Paul Forman, The Primacy of Science in Modernity, of Technology in Postmodernity, and of Ideology in the History of 
Technology, 2. 
403 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism and Anders Fogh Jensen, The Project Society. 
404 Giorgio Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?,” in What Is an Apparatus? And Other Essay (Stanford University Press, 2009): 
14. 
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Andrea Fraser, Bojana Kunst and Kuba Szreder would have added the project to this list, as for 

them it is the means whereby the creativity of artists is being alienated by neoliberalism and 

post-Fordism through the project economy. The critique of the project that they developed thus 

merges with the instrumental approach to technology. But in doing this they deny their own 

agency. That is precisely why the approach to the project and to technology which is proposed 

here seeks to bypass this aporia. 

 

c. The Constructivist Approach.  

 

Breaking with the instrumental approach to technology, the constructivist approach sought to 

reconnect technology with the social sphere, to bring agency back to technology. Developed by 

forerunners such as philosopher Gilbert Simondon, followed by thinkers such as Bruno Latour, 

Bernard Stiegler, and Andrew Feenberg, this approach is associated with Science and 

Technology Studies. Feenberg uses the term constructivism “quite loosely to refer to the theory 

of technological systems at large, to social constructivism, and to the Actor-Network Theory, 

because they all emphasize the social contingencies of technical development. […] To the 

extent that technology is social, it should be subject to interpretation like any other cultural 

artifact”; in other words, it is meaningful. 405 Exactly like the other Studies, therefore, this 

approach addresses its object of study as a cultural construction, thus bringing technology back 

to its anthropological dimension.  

 

Informed by a new generation of machines linked to the development of cybernetics, computing 

machines, which interact with their environment through a constant exchange of information, 

the constructivist approach does not reify technological objects but addresses them as objects 

in becoming. From this perspective, indeed, technological objects are not fixed; their internal 

structure is constantly modified through interacting with their environment. In other words, 

exactly like human beings, they follow a process of adaptation. This is why Simondon has made 

technology a field of choice for addressing and theorizing individuation. Ultimately, then, the 

constructivist approach does not look at technology through the lens of de-subjectivation, as 

the instrumental approach does, but through that of subjectivation. Endowed with creativity and 

agency, technology turns out to be empowering for thinkers such as Feenberg and Stiegler who 

advocate that technology be reclaimed for political ends: as a means of action.  

 
405 Andrew Feenberg, Transforming Technology: A Critical Theory Revisited, 55. 
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In a similar way, this dissertation seeks to reclaim the project. Building on the anthropological 

and constructivist approaches, it proposes an alternate approach to the technological: one which 

will make it possible to bypass the instrumentalization thesis by laying foundations for the idea 

of the project as medium. But, to do so, it will be necessary to elaborate what we might call an 

explanation system that is able to problematize the convergence of the artistic field with other 

disciplines and sectors. For this, we will need to identify the epistemological bases on which 

antagonistic fields and sectors agree to cohabit.  

 

2.2. Defining the Technological  

 

The technological, in this dissertation, refers to a conception of knowledge; one that expresses 

itself through the project, as concept and means of action, beyond disciplinary and sectorial 

boundaries. This conception must not be reduced to engineering and innovation; it applies also 

to organization theory, urban planning, the linguistic turn addressed by Hottois, the cultural 

studies and the actor-network theory examined by Mersch, etc. In line with the anthropological 

and constructivist approaches, the technological defines a type of relation between an individual 

(be it a human being, a cell of a computing machine) and her/his/its environment—a relation 

embodied by the concept of ‘tool.’ It describes how an individual acts within and upon 

her/his/its milieu; how does this individual transform it, shape it and become transformed in 

return. Consistent with the figure of homo faber, the technological has to do with the individual 

as actor: it is a form of knowledge-in-action, for action, which informs a technological 

conception of action that relies on the skills of an individual involved in procedures such as 

mapping, problem-solving, collaborating, connecting and organizing, which are all consistent 

with the project.406  

 

Accordingly, the technological implies two interrelated aspects: on the one hand, it is a thinking 

and a practice of change, of production, tailored for an actor dealing with becoming in all its 

forms: be it adaptation, innovation, praxis, social change, individuation, etc.; on the other hand, 

it is a thinking and a practice of mediation (between an individual and a milieu, an individual 

and a collective, the subject and the object, theory and practice, etc.) involving a subject 

 
406 As such, this conception of knowledge goes back to the origins of Greek techne, which, as archaeologist Isabelle Warin 
explains, generically meant: “bringing into existence something which is not given in nature and whose principle resides in the 
human being.” Isabelle Warin, “La notion de technè en Grèce ancienne,” Artefact, 15 (2021): 45 (my translation). 
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projected into the world, who operates through building connections. From this perspective, 

mediation has an operative function: it is at the service of action, which refers to the sphere of 

activities oriented towards a goal, ruled by means-end logic. But action also carries a spatial 

dimension. Whether it is called the real, the everyday or the social world, it implies a sort of 

scene, a situation called a force field by psychologist Kurt Lewin, which is the nodal point 

where an individual interacts with her/his/its environment and where mediations take place 

between different actors involved in an action.407 As such, action is antagonistic to field 

autonomy. In the force field of action, embodied by the project, disciplines, such as 

mathematics or art, become tools at the service of a purpose, grounded in a specific situation. 

This, ultimately, explains the epistemological convergence at stake in Mode 2 and the 

technological regime of the project.  

  

Described by Erich Hörl as a “thought of openness, a thought of initial exteriority, […] of being-

with, of participation and sharing,” and by Boltanski & Chiapello as “the project of replacing 

essentialist ontologies with open spaces, without borders, centres or fixed points, where entities 

are constituted by the relations they enter into and alter in line with the flows,” the technological 

stands in opposition with another conception of knowledge, which has long dominated Western 

epistemology: the ontological.408 Best represented by metaphysics, Cartesianism and 

positivism, but also by hierarchically structured organizations (such as the church, the army, 

bureaucratises or factories), this conception of knowledge does not have to do with becoming, 

but with being. These two conceptions of knowledge thus, rely on two antagonistic worldviews: 

While the ontological postulates truth, fixed laws and causality in a world which, to some 

extent, is considered as given, the technological implies constant change, in a world conceived 

as a production. Accordingly, these worldviews legitimate two opposite conceptions of social 

order: one that seeks hierarchies, boundaries and restricts or denies agency, the other that 

challenges boundaries and calls for agency.  

 

While the technological has often been called constructivism in scholarly discourse, to signify 

that its objects are to be addressed as social constructions, there are several reasons not to reduce 

 
407 Kurt Lewin, “Frontiers in Group Dynamics: Concept, Method and Reality in Social Science; Social Equilibria and Social 
Change,” in Human Relations 1 (June 1947): 5–41. Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social Sciences (Harper, 1951). Developed 
by psychologist, Kurt Lewin, force field analysis is a decision-making and problem-solving tool that helps us to make sense of 
the dynamics of change. This tool identifies and analyses the “driving forces” that cause change and the “restraining forces” 
that prevent it. By mapping out these opposing forces, it’s possible to understand how these forces work in a visual way. See 
https://www.ube.ac.uk/whats-happening/articles/forcefield-analysis/ (accessed 18 December 2025). 
408 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” 50 and Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 144-145. 
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the former to the latter. In the framework of this dissertation, constructivism is just an aspect of 

the technological, the reach of which is much wider, being a complex that includes a worldview, 

a conception of knowledge and a social order. While the notion of ‘constructivism’ appears in 

the 20th century in sciences, architecture and art, the technological and the ontological are 

bound together by a dialectical link that goes back to the creation of the world and to the origin 

of philosophical discourse in Ancient Greek culture. These opposing poles mirror each other: 

one is defined against the other, and when one is being challenged, the other comes back to the 

forefront. From an epistemological perspective, this dialectical link can be examined in two 

different ways.  

 

First, the technological has long been considered the other of philosophical discourse, the other 

of knowledge, in the sense of episteme or wisdom. From Plato to Mersch, via the Frankfurt 

School and Hottois, the technological is addressed as a ‘mechanical’ process that is devoid of 

meaning. Grounded in the ontological worldview that postulates truth, this critique, which is 

consistent with the instrumental approach to technology, relies on two premises: First there is 

the idea that the means-end logic of the technological subverts knowledge; it undermines a 

search for ‘pure’ knowledge or truth. (This point, which is at once epistemological and ethical, 

is embodied by Plato’s attacks against the Sophists.) Second, there is the idea that change resists 

theorization. In societies dominated by the ontological worldview (by religion or metaphysics 

for instance), change, indeed, has long represented an aporia. Confronted with Heraclitus’ 

statement, “that nothing is fixed, but that everything mixes into a great mush and amounts to 

the same thing,” Aristotle argued that no true statement can be made about that which 

changes.409 Commenting on this epistemological issue in Order out of Chaos, which addresses 

“the road that leads from being to becoming,” philosopher and scientist Ilya Prigogine and 

philosopher Isabelle Stengers argue:  

 
Only the immutable world of ideas was traditionally recognized as ‘illuminated by 
the sun of the intelligible,’ to use Plato’s expression. In the same sense, only eternal 
laws were seen to express scientific rationality. Temporality was looked down upon 
as an illusion. This is no longer true today. […] Our vision of nature is undergoing 
a radical change toward the multiple, the temporal, and the complex [thus breaking 
with the] mechanistic worldview [that has long] dominated Western science.410 

 

 
409 Jean-François Pradeau, introduction to Héraclite, Fragments (Citations et témoignages), trans. Jean-François Pradeau 
(Flammarion, 2004): 13, 27-31 (my translation from Heraclitus: “Voici de quoi je m'afflige et de voir que rien n'est fixe, mais 
que tout se mélange en quelque sacrée bouille et que tout revient au même.”). 
410 Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature (Bantam Books, 1984): xxx, 
7-8, xxvi. 
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There is another way to address the dialectical link between the ontological and the 

technological, which is reparative: in Western epistemology, the technological embodies a 

remedy of sorts that could reconnect that which has been separated by the dualistic worldview 

consistent with the ontological. From this perspective, the technological has come back to the 

forefront whenever thinkers have been confronted with change, such as social change or 

individuation. This often happened through resorting to the concept of the project, which is the 

matrix of all sort of connections (between the subject and the object, theory and practices, the 

individual and the collective, disciplines, sectors, etc.), and which makes it possible to 

problematize and control processes of becoming.411 One of the most striking examples of this 

reparative perspective is Martin Heidegger’s essay “The Question Concerning Technology” 

(1954), in which the philosopher resorts to the concept of technology to re-establish being at 

the heart of becoming. In this essay, indeed, Heidegger argues that technology is essentially a 

process of unveiling, called Aletheia in ancient Greek philosophy, through which being is 

revealed according to a process of becoming inscribed in space and time. Accordingly, 

Heidegger is known to have developed a philosophy of the project that determines an individual 

envisioned as being “thrown” into the world and aware of existing as being-in-the-world 

(Dasein)—the project being the means through which the essence of a given individual is 

unveiled. As the philosopher wrote: “Project is the existential constitution of being in the realm 

of factical potentiality of being. And, as thrown, Dasein is thrown into the world of being and 

projecting.”412 This is but one example of the technological among others that will be 

considered below. 

 

Now, before describing the main principles that rule the technological, two remarks must be 

made. First and foremost, we can already see in this reparative perspective a way to bypass the 

aporia of instrumentalization. Second, the dialectical opposition that binds together the 

technological and the ontological will be key to addressing the dynamics of regime changes.  

 

2.3. Principles of the Technological  

 

In line with their worldviews, the ontological (which postulates being and fixed laws in a world 

conceived of as given) and the technological (which postulates change in a world conceived of 

 
411 For this reason, Schatzberg argued that “the concept of technology represents, in one sense, the overcoming of Aristotle’s 
isolation of episteme from techne.” Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 23. 
412 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (SUNY Press, 2010): 141. Quoted in Friedrich von Borries, The World as Project: A 
Political Theory of Design (Jap Sam Books, 2020): 1-2. 
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as a production) can be defined by the type of questions that they seek to answer. While the 

ontological asks: ‘What is this object?’ or ‘What does it mean?’ The technological asks: ‘How 

does it function or dysfunction?’ or ‘What can be changed, and by whom?’ and ‘How does an 

actor involved in processes of becoming operate?’  

 

To obtain an optimal answer to its questions and legislate its search for pure knowledge, the 

ontological has established a framework cut off from mundane realities; one which removes 

external determinations that could interfere with a search for truth. By the logic of mimesis, 

activities that deal with extramundane realities must be extramundane too. From there 

originates the structure of field autonomy, embodied by Mode 1 in science and by the aesthetic 

regime in art, a structure anchored in to the religious notion of the sacred: as that which has 

been separated from mundane realities.413 This, precisely, explains why engaged art—when 

viewed from the perspective of the aesthetic regime—must stay in a position of exteriority 

(from other social spheres); it must operate from within its own sphere and not merge with other 

social spheres. Accordingly, Mode 1 and the aesthetic regime have set up disciplinary 

boundaries (with their own methodologies, channels of diffusion and modes of evaluation), 

spatial boundaries (the laboratory, the museum or the white cube) and social boundaries 

(embodied by the figures of the scientist and the artist as an elite legitimized by the myth of the 

genius). The technological, on its side, is configured by the attributes addressed in the first 

chapter (social accountability and reflexivity, site-specificity, transdisciplinarity, diversity of 

organizations and quality control) that mirror the attributes of Mode 1 and the aesthetic regime, 

but in the opposite way: all these features reconnect that which had been separated or 

differentiated, thus creating the phenomenon of convergence discussed in the introduction and 

in the first chapter.  

 
413 As Agamben explained, the sacred “removes [objects] from free use and trade among humans,” so that they are out of 
human reach, unavailable for production and action that rule the terrestrial world. According to the philosopher, in Roman 
culture, “‘to consecrate’ was the term that designated the exit of things from the sphere of human law”—so anticipating the 
purpose of field autonomy, which is meant to shield science and art from external determinations. Giorgio Agamben, “What is 
an Apparatus?,” 18. Esquível, on her side, argued that “the process of art’s autonomization [...] stems from the progressive 
transfer of religious values and beliefs into the artworld. The ideology of art’s autonomy betrays a dualistic conception of the 
world anchored in religious” and metaphysical thinking; there lies one of the primary functions of art’s autonomy: it is “the 
condition of access to a higher truth.” Patricia Esquível, L’autonomie de l’art en question: L’art en tant qu’art, 88. In a similar 
way, Grant Kester argues that “the discourse of aesthetic autonomy operates through a form of ‘displaced theology,’ preserving 
a residual metaphysical element in the fantasy of an entirely pure self-transcendence and the work of art as a substitute for 
god’s absolute self-sufficiency and freedom from external determination.” Grant H. Kester, The One and the Many: 
Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 40. This is why, when describing one of the artworld’s most iconic 
institutions, the white cube, art critic and artist Brian O’Doherty states: “The ideal gallery subtracts from the artwork all cues 
that interfere with the fact that it is ‘art.’ The work is isolated from everything that would detract from its own evaluation of 
itself. This gives the space a presence possessed by other spaces [such as] the sanctity of the church, the formality of the 
courtroom, the mystique of the experimental laboratory.” Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery 
Space (The Lapis Press, 1986): 14, 80. 
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In line with their worldviews, with the questions that they seek to answer and the structure of 

their regimes, the ontological and the technological rely on two antagonistic approaches to 

cognition. This aspect is crucial for the artistic field because it has given shape to two different 

approaches to representation, which is precisely what aesthetics is about.  

 

2.3.1. An Ontological Approach to Cognition and Representation 

 

a. The Spectator Theory of Knowledge 

 

The ontological implies an approach to cognition addressed by philosopher John Dewey (a 

prominent thinker of the technological) as “the spectator theory of knowledge,” that goes back 

to Plato’s Allegory of the Cave—an approach according to which knowing is conceived on the 

analogy of seeing an object.414 In this sense, cognition can be described as ‘contemplative’ or 

‘speculative’ (the word comes from specere, in Latin, which means to look at, to view). As 

philosopher Georges Dicker underlines, this spectator theory establishes a “relation between a 

knower and a thing known, in which the knower is essentially a viewer or passive spectator of 

the thing known.”415 In other words, as Max Horkheimer argues, “the observer as such can 

effect no change in the object.”416 There lies the condition of objectivity in science and art, 

which implies a subject-object relationship. Based on these premises, the ontological can be 

broken down into constituent principles, which have been defined by Jean-Louis Le Moigne, a 

specialist in systems theory and constructivist epistemology. As he sees it, the ontological relies 

on two main hypotheses that imply a specific methodology:  

 

The ontological hypothesis postulates “realities external to the observer” that can be known and 

described through a discourse, so that, progressively, the essence of the object of study can be 

unveiled.417 Since the birth of Greek philosophy, indeed, Aletheia, which can be translated as 

‘unveiling’ or ‘revealing,’ has been a modality of truth. The second principle, which Le Moigne 

calls the deterministic hypothesis, postulates that observed realities are subsumed to causality 

and ruled by fixed laws, and therefore predictable and reversible.418 That is why reality “can be 

 
414 See Georges Dicker, “Knowing and Coming-to-Know in John Dewey’s Theory of Knowledge,” The Monist, vol.57, no.2 
(April 1973): 191. 
415 Ibid. 
416 Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory,” 229. 
417 Jean-Louis Le Moigne, Les Epistémologies constructivistes (Que sais-je?, 2021): 24-25. 
418 Idem, 26-27. 
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explained in a unique and definitive way,” as a true statement.419 Methodologically speaking, 

the ontological relies on an approach called analytical modelling, also known as hypothetico-

deductive method, according to which the real must conform with the hypotheses formulated 

in the mind of the researcher. Theorized by philosophers such as Aristotle and Descartes, this 

method argues that the objects of study must be broken down “into parcels of reality” that make 

it possible to make definitive statements.420 Such an approach, which is often referred to as 

reductionist by its detractors, justified the parcellation of research into autonomous disciplines, 

according to the process of differentiation addressed earlier. Accordingly, indeed, each object 

of study requires a specific methodology. 

 

b. Speculative Theories of Representation 

 

The ontological has informed metaphysical conceptions of art, which have been theorized by 

philosophers and art historians. Such a conception was addressed by the art historian Erwin 

Panofsky in Idea: A Concept in Art Theory (1924), where he identified a “turn towards 

speculative thought in art theory” within the Mannerism of the 16th century. This turn, he 

argues, provided art with the “metaphysical task of re-establishing and re-affirming the 

principles buried beneath the given appearance,” to be unveiled by artistic representations.421  

 

In the 1990s, philosopher Jean-Marie Schaeffer identified the rise of a “speculative theory of 

art” between the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century, in keeping with the 

emergence of Romanticism.422 According to Schaeffer, after Kant’s criticism undermined the 

foundations of metaphysics by radically limiting the reach of reason, artists alone were able to 

access transcendental realities or ontological contents once proposed by philosophy and 

religion. Art was thus assigned the metaphysical task of unveiling being by creating 

representations that establish a direct link with Truth. As Schaeffer argues, this conception of 

art, which is consistent with the aesthetic regime (for Rancière, Schiller’s aesthetic state […] is 

 
419 Ibid. 
420 Idem, 30. 
421 Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, (University of South Carolina Press, 1968): 95.  
422 Jean-Marie Schaeffer, coined the term “speculative theory of art” to designate an aesthetics that takes art as “the revelation 
of ultimate truths inaccessible to profane cognitive activities” and as “a transcendental experience that founds man’s being-
into-the-world”—a conception, which, according to Schaeffer, is “always deduced to a general metaphysics.” Jean-Marie 
Schaeffer, Art of the Modern Age: Philosophy of Art from Kant to Heidegger (Princeton University Press, 2009): 6-7. 
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this regime’s first manifesto), has played “a legitimating role for a whole period of Western art, 

the one generally designated by the term modernism.”423 As Clement Greenberg indeed argued:  

 
It has been in search of the absolute that the avant-garde has arrived at ‘abstract’ or 
‘nonobjective’ art—and poetry, too. The avant-garde poet or artist tries in effect to 
imitate God by creating something valid solely on its own terms, in the way nature 
itself is valid […]; something given”—exactly like an essence in metaphysics.424 

 

Now, considering that the spectator theory of knowledge presupposes a distance or a void 

between the subject and the object, between the artist and metaphysical realities, this theory 

raises two main questions: How can artists see being? And, how do they give a truthful 

representation of this vision? As illustrated by Descartes, who explained how to behold an 

object in thought, through resorting to the metaphor of the painter, or by Kandinsky, who argued 

that “pure artists [seek] to express inner truths in their work,” the answer to the first question 

lies in the “mental, interior and subjective character” consistent with the “traditional culture of 

meaning” addressed by Erich Hörl.425 Following the model of divine creation, according to 

which God, like an architect, has his gaze fixed on an archetypal model in his mind (see the 

third chapter), the ontological implies that artists, through their intuition and imagination, have 

direct access to transcendental realities in their inner self (in this sense, from a Kantian 

perspective, they can see what philosophers cannot reach through reason). This principle is 

foundational for the theory of the genius, which has long legitimated the higher social status of 

artists.  

 

The answer to the second question lies in the “hermeneutic model of the inside and the outside,” 

addressed by philosopher and Marxist political theorist Fredric Jameson, according to whom 

“the work in its inert, objectal form, is taken as a clue or a symptom for some vaster reality 

which replaces it as its ultimate truth.”426 To him, this hermeneutic model is foundational to 

artistic “expression,” that presupposes “a whole metaphysics of the inside and the outside [in 

which] ‘emotion’ is then projected out and externalized, as gesture or cry, as desperate 

communication and the outward dramatization of inward feeling.”427 For Nathalie Heinich, who 

 
423 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 24. Jean-Marie Schaeffer, Art of the Modern Age: Philosophy of Art 
from Kant to Heidegger, 8.  
424 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” in Art & Culture Critical Essays (Beacon Press, 1989): 5-6.  
425 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” 50. 
426 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review, no. 146 (July-August 
1984): 61, 59. 
427 Idem, 61. 
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takes “the expression of the artist’s interiority” for the main characteristic of modern art, the 

truthfulness of such a representation (as the objectification of interiority) lies in its authenticity, 

associated with the concept of “aura” by Walter Benjamin.428 The “authentic” work of art, is 

that which manages to create a link of continuity between the inside and the outside, mediated 

by the artist’s body, through the artistic act, which exteriorizes artists’ “thoughts, perceptions 

and sensations.”429 Ultimately, this hermeneutic model legitimated the sacrosanct dimension of 

the artistic gesture, which builds at the same time the symbolical and commercial value of 

artistic production—a gesture that has been undermined by different forms of art, such as the 

ready-made and minimalism.430  

 

As far as it concerns the spectator, such an aesthetic experience implies a process which can be 

described as hermeneutical, too, in the sense that the act of viewing demands an interpretation 

akin to the act of reading, framed by art criticism. According to art historian Charles Harrison, 

“the assertoric character of the Abstractionist genre of criticism was such as to contain the 

reader within the terms of its argument. […] The implication was that those who failed to fulfil 

the protocols had failed to achieve the reading of the art in question.431 There lay the conditions 

of objectivity that Greenberg sought to theorize in the artistic field. As Harrison further argues:  

 
“The high-art object of standard Modernist theory was either a painting or a 
sculpture, each being conceived under a special kind of description. […] The 
‘attuned’ spectator was availed of a form of security in face of such works [for a] 
descriptive vocabulary appeared to be given in their presence, and so, to a large 
extent, did a set of valuations. […] That progress from description to valuation was 
made in a world in which certain things could be assumed to be true—a world in 
which the specious ontology of the work of art, the conditions and psychological 
models of spectatorship and the principles of valuation were held together and in 
unity in the sensitive and civilized mind.432  

 

According to this ontological approach to the aesthetic experience, as Harrison further explains, 

“high art objects of standard Modernist theory,” are “objects of a supposedly dispassionate 

contemplation,” which have been “secured against the chaos and contingency of the everyday” 

by the “sanctified space” of the gallery or the museum.433 According to him, it is “an [aesthetic] 

experience in and for itself,” akin to “‘seeing the light’ in the discourse of a religious 

 
428 Nathalie Heinich, Pour en finir avec la querelle de l’art contemporain, 14-15. Walter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” 
in Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht (Verso, 1998): 87-102. 
429 Nathalie Heinich, Pour en finir avec la querelle de l’art contemporain, 14-15. 
430 Ibid. 
431 Charles Harrison, Essays on Art & Language (Basil Blackwell, 1991): 34-35. 
432 Idem, 31-32. 
433 Idem, 31-35-31-32. 
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believer.”434 Now, it was precisely the affirmation of such a conception of art anchored in 

religious and metaphysical thinking that was challenged in the 1960s-70s by the rise of practices 

such as conceptual art, which sought to remove the object of contemplation, and site-specific 

practices, which indexed artistic production on mundane realities.  

 

2.3.2. A Technological Approach to Cognition and Intervention 

 

a. Knowledge-in-Action  

 

Contrary to the ontological, which implies a divide between the subject and the object consistent 

with the spectator theory of knowledge, the technological breaks with this divide through 

theorizing a subject projected into the real: “projicirt per hiatum” (projected into the void) that 

separates the subject and the object, as philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte put it in the 19th 

century.435 The act of cognition, from this perspective, is not conceived as analogous with 

seeing, but in action and in relation, inscribed in time and space. There lies the key principle 

of technological epistemology: knowledge stems from the interaction between a subject and the 

real, both being mutually informed and produced in the process. As for the project, it is the 

matrix through which this intersection happens. Accordingly, knowledge is always 

‘constructive’—hence the break, also, with the theory/practice divide. Defined by Jean-Louis 

Le Moigne as the phenomenological hypothesis, this approach to the act of cognition is 

foundational both for the technological and for the project.436  

 

Accordingly, the technological relies on a second principle, called the teleological hypothesis 

by Le Moigne, which postulates that the knower produces knowledges according to her/his own 

intentions and purpose: in other words, knowledge is always goal-oriented, therefore 

projective.437 This hypothesis was formulated early on by philosopher, rhetorician, historian 

and jurist Giambattista Vico, who in On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians Unearthed 

from the Origins of the Latin Language (1710) and in The New Science (1725), developed the 

principle of the verum factum, according to which one can only know what one makes.438 Many 

 
434 Idem, 35. 
435 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Die Wissenschaftslehre. Zweiter Vortrag im Jahre 1804 (Felix Meiner Verlag, 1986): 165. Quoted 
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Philosophiques, vol.43, no.2 (Autumn 2016): 273–296, https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1038207ar (accessed 4 October 2025). 
436 Jean-Louis Le Moigne, Les Epistémologies constructivistes, 70-92. 
437 Ibid.  
438 Steven Vogel, “What is the ‘Philosophy of Praxis’?,” in Darrell P. Arnold and Andreas Michel (eds.), Critical Theory and 
the Thought of Andrew Feenberg (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 22. 



 112 

years later, the teleological hypothesis was reformulated by philosopher Gaston Bachelard 

(1884-1962), who argued that “in scientific thought the subject’s mediation upon the object 

always takes the form of a project,” before becoming the trademark of the constructivist 

epistemologies critically addressed by Mersch, that include the pragmatism of Charles Sanders 

Peirce (1839-1914), William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952), the psychology 

of Jean Piaget (1896-1980), and the approach to technology developed by Gilbert Simondon 

(1924-1989). 

 

The technological relies on a methodology that Le Moigne calls systemic modelling, which 

involves “trial and error procedures, alternating the implementation of means adapted to 

intermediate ends, which suggest new means that evoke other possible ends.”439 Whether it is 

called pourjet, inquiry, mapping, problem-solving, design, means-end analysis or just research, 

systemic modelling implies procedures which were central to Helmut Draxler and Andrea 

Fraser’s Services, such as “the work of the interpretation or analysis of sites both in and outside 

of cultural institutions; […] the work of public education both in and outside of cultural 

institutions; advocacy and other community-based work, including organizing, education, 

documentary production and the creation of alternative structures”—all consistent with project 

work.440 These procedures which, for Le Moigne, betray a “dialogical” way of thinking, belong 

to a subject projected into the real.441 They are the means whereby an individual assesses a 

problem and collects information before taking action to solve it, through an iterative process 

consistent with the project. As Le Moigne underlined, indeed, “the foundational concept of 

systemic modelling is not the object […] but action.”442 The goal here is not to provide truthful 

representations of an object consistent with speculative theories of representation, but useful 

representations: i.e., operative representations through which an actor intervenes into the real.443  

  

b. Technological Interventions   

 

Professor of philosophy Alfred Nordmann, who addressed the changing conceptions of 

representation from positivism to technoscience in an article titled “Collapse of Distance: 

Epistemic Strategies of Science and Technoscience” (2006), posits two opposing regimes of 

 
439 Jean-Louis Le Moigne, Les épistémologies constructivistes, 87-88. 
440 Andrea Fraser, “How to Provide an Artistic Service: An Introduction.”  
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442 Jean-Louis Le Moigne, La Modélisation des systèmes complexes, 46. 
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representation, which he calls the “artful constructions of immediacy” (consistent with the 

ontological) and the “collapse of distance” (consistent with the technological). The first regime 

refers to different ways in which the conditions of objectivity were artificially constructed 

between the 18th and 19th centuries, when Mode 1 was established. “Immediacy,” in this sense, 

describes the ways in which scientific descriptions can agree with their object, despite the 

distance that separates the subject and the object. Here, however, our focus is on the “collapse 

of distance,” which—for Nordmann, corresponds to “the transition from absorption [consistent 

with the spectator theory of knowledge] to immersion.” As he explains:  

 
When one becomes absorbed into a scene, one remains a spectator of that scene, 
indeed one can only become absorbed on the condition that one doesn’t claim any 
presence in the scene. Immersion, in contrast, abandons the spectatorial perspective 
but claims a physical presence in the midst of things.444 
 

According to the phenomenological hypothesis, immersion denies the exteriority inherent in 

dualism; it implies that there is no distance between the subject and the object. As Nordmann 

goes on to explain, “technoscience takes its objects as being endowed with powers that 

participate in the order of nature. […] In this respect [the object of study] is not so much an 

object but a research subject that is vested with intentionality”—a subject with whom the 

researcher interacts.445 The phenomenological hypothesis, indeed, implies a reciprocity: the 

subject and the object-as-subject are mutually changed or produced by their encounter. 

Following philosopher of science Ian Hacking, the author of Representing and Intervening: 

Introductory Topics in the Philosophy of Science (1983), one can define the nature of this 

interaction as an intervention, which embodies the operativity inherent in the technological.  

 

As Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent explains, such an intervention is mediated by apparatuses, 

which, contrary to scientific instruments, allow researchers to operate within the real and 

interact with their research subject. Knowledge, from this perspective, stems “from what 

researchers make [subjects of study] do.” Accordingly, “the apparatus is not meant to provide 

an objective representation of reality—it is not meant to signify, but […] to deliver the result of 

an intervention.”446 As Hottois ultimately put it, technological representations record “results 

of interactions, which dismiss the question of essence.” 447 This echoes Peter Sloterdijk’s 

 
444 Alfred Nordmann, “Collapse of Distance: Epistemic Strategies of Science and Technoscience,” 20. 
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446 Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent, Les vertiges de la technoscience. Façonner le monde atome par atome, 117-118. 
447 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique, 68-69.  
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observation that “Being […] has been pushed to the periphery of the nothing.”448 Now, let us 

see how we can apply these different elements to the artistic field by focusing on site-specific 

practices, which, almost by definition, can be described as the result of an interaction between 

an artist and a context of intervention.  

 

Based on the previous paragraphs one can develop the idea of a technological intervention as 

follows. Such an intervention does not seek to provide the accurate representation of an artist’s 

internal vision according to the “hermeneutic model of the inside and the outside,” but to 

operate in the world we live in. Such a type of intervention must be useful and operative; in one 

way or another, it is a means whereby an artist acts upon the real. Now, this call for operativity 

requires a major break with the aesthetic regime, consistent with site-specific practices: contrary 

to representations based on Fredric Jameson’s hermeneutic model, technological interventions 

are not indexed on a hidden reality located in the artist’s mind or imagination, but on the real. 

After it had been disconnected from predefined social ends by the aesthetic regime, site-specific 

practices reconnected art with the social sphere, so that they can inform and mutually produce 

each other, according to the means-end logic of action. Starting from there, one can propose 

three types of interventions: technological representations, apparatuses and actions. 

 

Consistent with the radical repositioning of critique addressed in the first chapter, technological 

representations depict how a system functions or dysfunctions by building different types of 

connections or corelations; these representations must help a system function in a better way or 

solve a specific issue. From this perspective, technological representations provide information 

at the service of action, but not a subjective interpretation that helps us giving meaning to our 

being in the world, as the aesthetic regime does. By way of an example, we might mention Hans 

Haacke’s Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of 

May 1, 1971, which critically addressed the problematic connections between a major museum 

in Manhattan and real estate speculation, or the collective Bureau d’études, whose approach 

consists in the “mapping of contemporary political, social and economic systems” (see chapter 

3).449 Key to the idea of technological representations is the fact that they are not attached to a 

particular context. While they may stem from fieldwork and have been contextual in their 

inception (such as Hans Haacke’s work), they can be shown in different places and times. Their 

operative potential, indeed, lies in the information that they deliver through a representation 

 
448 Peter Sloterdijk, “The Time of the Crime of the Monstruous: On the Philosophical Justification of the Artificial,” 249. 
449 Bureau d’Etudes [website] https://bureaudetudes.org/about/ (accessed 4 October 2025). 
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that takes the form of an artwork. Following the model of social sciences, these images seek to 

raise awareness on systems of domination or social issues by representing them. 

 

Technological apparatuses are more grounded and connected. Tailored to operate in a specific 

context, like a tool or a device, apparatuses are connected to a surrounding environment; they 

do something to this environment and/or are transformed by it. To illustrate this point, we might 

mention Hans Haacke’s Condensation Cube (1963-65), which physically reacts to the 

environment of the museum, or Fred Wilson’ Mining the Museum (1992), which sought to 

decolonize a Historical Society by exhibiting objects related to repressed histories in the 

collections. Here again, apparatuses change the perception of a specific place or situation, but, 

contrary to technological representations, this always happens on-site, like a real-time system.  

 

For reasons that were introduced in the first chapter and will be further addressed in the third 

chapter, socially engaged artists gave up the idea of unveiling systems of domination in the 

manner of the social sciences (an approach analysed in the first chapter as a radical repositioning 

of critique) in favour of a specific approach to action described here as technological action. 

This form of (political) action is not led by established structures or institutions, such as a union, 

a political party or an NGO, but performed by individuals—here the artists—who operate below 

or beyond institutional frameworks, through resorting to skills that belong to them specifically, 

such as their creativity, in a way which brings us back to the anthropological approach to 

technology. In this case representations may be produced, but as support of action (in the form 

of sketches, drawings, models, etc.). From this perspective, artists themselves are the means 

whereby operative connections are established—between agents, constituencies, disciplines, 

etc.—through the projects that they manage. 

 

Consistent with site-specific practices, these three forms of technological interventions 

(representations, apparatuses and actions) will be addressed in the next chapter in the light of 

the technological, which has been defined in dialectical opposition with the ontological in the 

first chapter and in this chapter. Since this opposition is key to problematizing the rise of a 

technological regime of the project in the artistic field, we should problematize dynamics of 

regime changes from the two perspectives that construct this new regime: a technological order 

and a technological epistemology.  
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2.4. Dynamics of Regime Changes  

 

In this chapter, the technological and the ontological have been described as complexes that 

imply a specific worldview, social order and epistemology. While these three aspects are 

interconnected, we will divide this section in two sub-sections: one that focuses on social order, 

the other on epistemological issues. This partition reflects the structure of the technological 

regime of the project, which stems from the conjoint development of a project economy (as a 

technological order) and site-specific practices (informed by technological epistemologies). As 

a reminder, we should state again that the ontological and the technological rely on opposing 

worldviews: while the former takes the world for given and fixed, the latter postulates a world 

as being in constant change, as a production. While an ontological order takes shape through a 

process of differentiation, a technological order hinges on operative connections. This is why 

it reconnects that which has been separated by the ontological, according to a phenomenon of 

convergence addressed above. Best represented by religion, metaphysics and positivism, the 

ontological has given shape to “a society of orders” which has long been predominant in 

Western culture—a society within which “the steeply graded hierarchy of head and hand was 

vital to defining persons and their social places”—as Lissa Roberts and Simon Schaffer put 

it.450  

 

2.4.1. From One Order to Another 

 

While it is quite common to address the technological through the figure of the Titan 

Prometheus, who gave fire and technology to humankind, here we will focus on the goddess 

Metis, who personifies cunning intelligence: metis. In the cosmogonies of ancient Greece, the 

idea of a fixed order consistent with the ontological arose against the technological, embodied 

by this goddess. Metis belongs to a time of disorder and violence, that of the Titans, when 

supremacy depended on cunning intelligence and trickery. According to Marcel Detienne and 

Jean-Pierre Vernant, this goddess comes into play in a moment of crisis, when “the balance of 

the powers […] appears to be momentarily upset. When there were struggles over the 

succession, conflicts over sovereignty, confrontations and revolts.”451 To defeat the Titans and 

put an end to disorder, Zeus resorts to the tricks of Metis. But to establish a new order “founded 

 
450 Lissa Roberts, Simon Schaffer and Peter Dear (eds.), The Mindful Hand: Inquiry and Invention from the Late Renaissance 
to Early Industrialisation (Edita KNAW, 2007): xiii. 
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on the just distribution of functions and privileges” and make sure that it will be durable, the 

god swallows the goddess after he has married her.452 Once cunning intelligence is under his 

control, Zeus remarries, with Themis, the personification of “an order conceived of as 

definitively fixed and stable.”453 As Detienne and Vernant explain, this goddess indicates “the 

hierarchy that must be respected for each individual to be kept forever within the limits of his 

own domain and status.”454 By swallowing Metis, finally, Zeus completes the process whereby 

“there gradually emerged from the original chaos an organised, differentiated and hierarchical 

cosmos which from now on is stable.”455 In Ancient Greek culture, therefore, neutralizing the 

agency of the technological was foundational to an established a stable order, embodied by the 

polis, literally the city, which is the heart of Ancient Greek states. 

 

As the myth of Metis metaphorically demonstrates, there are two antagonistic orders in the 

Ancient Greek imaginary: one, which is demiurgical, has to do with creation (the 

technological); the other embodies the rise of a stable order (the ontological). Metis belongs to 

the former, which is associated with ideas of disorder and chaos, because it has not been 

differentiated yet.456 If in Greek mythology the world has been ordered by Themis and Zeus, 

who repressed the technological, in the terrestrial world this was done by philosophers. 

Aristotle, in particular, built a hierarchy of human activities based on epistemological 

arguments, in which production (the technological) occupies the lowest level. 

 

In Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues that the rational part of the soul is 

divided into two parts: one with which “we contemplate those things whose principles cannot 

be otherwise, and another those things whose first principles can be otherwise. The philosopher 

called the former the scientific part, the latter the calculative part.”457 This differentiation 

established a fundamental and long-lasting divide in Western epistemology, reaffirmed by Kant 

in the 18th century, between theory and practice. While the former has to do with the 

contemplation of things which are necessary, eternal and beyond the reach of human agency—

i.e., being (such as Plato’s ideas or Aristotle’s essences), the latter—which belongs to the sphere 

of the becoming—has to do with mundane realities, upon which human agency operates. For 

Aristotle, the former is related to sciences and activities that are concerned with knowing for its 
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own sake (episteme); the latter is related to forms of knowledge and activities which are goal-

oriented: it has to with action (praxis) and production (poiesis).  

 

Regarding goal-oriented activities, Aristotle built another long-lasting differentiation between 

praxis and poiesis, through which the philosopher neutralized the agency and creativity at stake 

with production. According to him, the difference between these activities lies in their ends: 

“some ends are activities, while others are products which are additional to activities.”458 In 

other words, Aristotle distinguishes between praxis, which does not produce something distinct 

from the agent, and poiesis, whose products are external to the agent.459 In this sense, poiesis is 

literally an instrumental activity, the producer being a mere operator, through which a product 

is made. In this case, as Aristotle argued, “the products are by nature better than activities”—

with which he denigrates the producer.460 But, in another section, the philosopher also considers 

the product. To do so, he builds on the notion of techne, which he defines as follows:  

 
Every skill [technè] is to do with coming into being, and the exercise of [technè] 
lies in considering how something is capable of either being or not being, and the 
first principle of which is in the producer and not the product, may come into being; 
for [technè] is not concerned with things that are or come into being by necessity, 
or with things that are by nature.461  

 

Poiesis, in other words, produces artifices (or “monstrous things” as Sloterdijk calls them), 

which, contrary to metaphysical realities, are not necessary. 462 Technè, in other words, refers 

to production that depends on humans to come into being. As such—for Aristotle, artifices are 

not objects of knowledge, they have nothing to tell us about the world we live in, they are just 

useful tools tailored for a specific purpose. And to be sure that there is no agency left to 

producers, Aristotle finally denied their ability to invent or create new forms through their 

imagination. Contrary to praxis, which implies a form of agency called phronesis (practical 

wisdom that relies on rational choice, proairesis), poiesis was considered as purely mechanical. 

In line with Plato’s theory of knowledge, producers simply made copies of archetypal forms 

that they saw in their mind.  

 

 
458 Idem, 3.  
459 The point here, as Bernstein explains, “is to distinguish activities and disciplines which are primarily a form of making from 
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It is well known that Aristotle’s hierarchy of knowledge legitimized a social order based on 

slavery. Within this system the episteme holds the highest position, because it has to do with 

extramundane realities. In this way, it positions thinkers at the top of the social hierarchy. Then 

comes praxis or political action, which belongs to citizens, and finally poiesis, the lowest of all 

activities, which belongs to producers, the caste of craftsmen, which was servile. According to 

Schatzberg, despite several attempts at valorising the technological, which, among other 

examples, have been made by the theologian Hugh of St. Victor in the 12th-century, Francis 

Bacon at the turn of the 17th century and the Encyclopaedists in the 18th century, the hierarchy 

established in ancient Greece has been reiterated over the centuries, through categories such as 

the liberal arts and the vulgar arts in Roman culture, or the liberal arts and the mechanical arts 

in the Middle Ages.463  

 

Between the 18th and the 19th centuries, the rise of art and science as autonomous fields (i.e., 

Mode 1 and the aesthetic regime) contributed to the dismantling of the technological and took 

the best of artisan culture. According to Schatzberg, while science appropriated its “progressive, 

empirical and collaborative character,” art “stripped aesthetic creativity from the mechanical 

arts,” thereby reiterating the action of Plato and Aristotle.464 As historian Larry Shiner argues, 

the category of ‘fine arts’ split aesthetic creativity from ‘mere’ craft skill, so that “all the ‘poetic’ 

attributes—such as inspiration, imagination, freedom and genius—were ascribed to the artist 

and all the ‘mechanical’ attributes—such as skill, rules, imitation, and service—went to the 

artisan.”465 As Schatzberg concludes, such differentiation led to the “radical separation of 

science from art along with an elitist subordination of practical knowledge to pure science.”466 

But, beside the rise of Mode 1 and the aesthetic regime, another factor played its part in the 

dismantling of the technological: industrial capitalism, which turned the skilled artisan into a 

deskilled worker. 

 

There is no need here to explain all the phases of this process, but it is important to underline 

the emergence of a new doxa, that of ‘applied science,’ which re-actualized the theory/practice 

divide.467 As Schatzberg explains, this concept stems from the rationalization of work 
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organization, theorized by figures such as Adam Smith in the 18th century and Frederick W. 

Taylor in the 20th century.468 In this case, at issues is not just the social order, but also 

productivity: according to the concept of ‘applied science,’ industrial production would be more 

efficient if a small elite of scientists produce knowledge while a mass of deskilled workers 

focus on manual tasks, organized according to a division of labour specific to the manufacture. 

As for engineers, whose task is to apply universal knowledge produced by savants, they stand 

between these two categories, holding an in-between position that creates a necessary bridge 

between theory and practice.469 Ultimately, if industrial capitalism, characterised by vertical 

bureaucracies, assembly lines and top-down planning did embody a fixed order in line with the 

ontological, a new form of capitalism was about to arise that would embody the technological 

in the face of change (as opposed to a stable order).  

 

Having been overshadowed for centuries by the ontological, the technological finally took 

precedence in the second half of the 20th century. This changing order was prophesied in 1970 

by the writer, businessman and futurologist Alvin Toffler in a bestseller titled Future Shock, “a 

book about what happens to people when they are overwhelmed by change. It is about the ways 

in which we adapt—or fail to adapt—to the future.”470 Fourteen years later, in the foreword of 

Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers’ Order Out of Chaos (1984), which addressed the “road 

that leads from being to becoming” (i.e., from the ontological to the technological) in science, 

Toffler argued 471 

 
[The] image of a simple, uniform, mechanical universe not only shaped the 
development of science, it also spilled over into many other fields. It influenced the 
framers of the American Constitution to create a machine for governing, its checks 
and balances clicking like parts of a clock. […] And the dramatic spread of factory 
civilization, with its vast clanking machines, its heroic engineering breakthroughs, 
the rise of the railroad, and new industries […]. In broad-stroke terms, Prigogine 
and Stengers argue that traditional science […] tended to emphasize stability, order, 
uniformity, and equilibrium. [Ultimately,] what makes the Prigoginian paradigm 
especially interesting is that it shifts attention to those aspects of reality that 
characterize today’s accelerated social change: disorder, instability, diversity, 
disequilibrium, nonlinear relationships.”472 

 
468 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 71. 
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Zygmunt Bauman coined the term “liquid modernity” to describe this world in constant change, 

which brings us back to the demiurgical era of the goddess Metis. In the eponymous book that 

he published in 2000, the philosopher explained that change is consistent with modernity. What 

unites forms of modern life is their “inclination to constant change […] forever ‘becoming.’”473 

Before the turn of the 1980s, however, “change was viewed as a preliminary and interim 

measure, which was hoped would lead to an age of stability. […] Change was, so to speak, a 

movement towards the splendid vision on the horizon: the vision of an order to come.”474 

Today, on the contrary, “change is the only permanence, and uncertainty the only certainty.”475 

With these words, Bauman critically addressed a modernity shaped by post-Fordism and 

neoliberalism, the advent of which had been foreseen by futurologist Alvin Toffler in the 1970s-

80s. 

 

Bauman’s liquid modernity has generated new ways of producing, new work relations and 

social relations, which have been described by professor in business administration Rolf A. 

Lundin and his colleagues, and by philosopher Anders Fogh Jensen as a “project society,” ruled 

by a system of values called “projective city” by Boltanski and Chiapello, which advocates 

flexibility, creativity and autonomy, all associated with the figure of the artist.476 Following the 

two sociologists, Fogh Jensen argues that this project society stemmed from the revolt of the 

sixties, which called “for the breakdown of hierarchies, flat structures, human interaction and 

methods of working.”477 Consequently, the project “de-differentiated the spaces established by 

the disciplinary society—including its institutions—and re-differentiated them in different 

projects”—the project being the node needed that creates links (as Mersch put it) in Bauman’s 

liquid modernity.478  

 

In this regard too futurologist Alvin Toffler has proven prophetical. In the face of constant 

chance, he argued that “bureaucracy,” which embodies fixed order, will have to be replaced by 

“ad-hocracy,” which he defined as an alternate form of organization able to “coordinate the 

 
movements of its parts, so that it can be fully understood through the use of a systematic, objective empirical method of 
research. The metaphor of mechanistic worldview, thus, is consistent with Mode 1, which implies fixed laws and causality.  
473 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Polity, 2012): viii. 
474 Idem, x-xi. 
475 Idem, viii 
476 Rolf A. Lundin, Niklas Arvidsson, Tim Brady, Eskil Ekstedt, Christophe Midler, Jörg Sydow, Managing and Working in a 
Project Society: Institutional Challenges of Temporary Organizations (Cambridge University Press, 2015). Anders Fogh 
Jensen, The Project Society (Aarhus University Press, 2012). Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 103-163. 
477 Anders Fogh Jensen, The Project Society, 15. 
478 Idem, 48. 
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work of numerous temporary work units, each phasing in and out of existence in accordance 

with the rate of change in the environment surrounding the organization.”479 As Toffler further 

explained, “this development is already foreshadowed in many industries by the rapid 

proliferation of temporary organizations—task forces, problem-solving groups, and project 

teams.” 480 Here he predicts the rise of a project society. Toffler also advocated a new genre of 

manager later addressed by Boltanski and Chiapello, which, in some ways, brings us back to 

the figure of the projector and anticipates that of the artist as problem-solver. According to him:  

 
The ad-hocracies of tomorrow will require a totally different set of human 
characteristics. They will require men and women capable of rapid learning (in 
order to comprehend novel circumstances and problems) and imagination (in order 
to invent new solutions). In short, to cope with first-time or one-time problems, the 
corporate man of tomorrow will not function “by the book.”481  
 

Ultimately, when Toffler, Bauman, Boltanski, Chiapello, Fogh Jensen, Lundin et al describe 

the advent of a project society consistent with post-Fordism and neoliberalism—a society 

shaped by information and communication technologies that ‘liquify’ economics, politics and 

production, one which has made of creativity the main resource of a politics of innovation 

destined to boost the economic sector and solve issues that used to be the province of the state—

they also described the conditions which have made possible the development of a project 

economy in the artistic field. Accordingly, art, like any other institution, started to melt in a way 

which has made the proximity of art and capitalism unstoppable. This aspect has been critically 

addressed by many authors in and around the artistic field, such as Bojana Kunst, Claire Bishop, 

Pascal Gielen, David Beech, Gerald Raunig, Gene Ray and Ulf Wuggenig, among many others. 

But as Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent suggests, technological regimes, such as Mode 2 and the 

technological regime of the project, have been favoured by epistemological changes. This 

epistemological side of the technological regime of the project will help us to bypass the aporia 

of instrumentalization.  

 
2.4.2. From One Epistemology to Another 
 

From an epistemological perspective too, Ancient Greek culture provides us with a foundational 

act of differentiation that established the reign of the ontological. As philosopher Michel Fattal 

explains, in the Homeric Age and the archaic period, operativity was valued more than truth; a 

 
479 Alvin Toffler, The Adaptative Corporation, 97. 
480 Ibid. 
481 Ibid. 
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true speech was a discourse that serves action. At that time, according to the philosopher, “truth 

and cunning intelligence were intertwined with no way to differentiate them.”482 That is why 

language was always associated with the sphere of techne consistent with metis. In other words, 

the technological was predominant. Progressively, however, “a theoretical and logical use of a 

language,” differentiated itself from technological logos, which was no longer driven towards 

“usefulness” and “action” but wisdom, no longer practical or operative but “disinterested” and 

contemplative.483 Such a logos, as Fattal ultimately argued, was made “to express truth, to speak 

of being.”484 The philosopher, in other words, described the establishment of philosophy as an 

autonomous form of thought, shaped by the ontological. Addressing this process, philosopher 

Giorgio Agamben argues:  

 
We understand the essential function that the tradition of Western philosophy has 
ascribed to the contemplative life and inoperativity: the properly human praxis is 
that which, by rendering inoperative the specific works and functions of the living 
being, makes them, so to speak, run on idle and in this way opens them to 
possibilities. Contemplation and inoperativity are, in this sense, the metaphysical 
operators of anthropogenesis which, by freeing the human creatures from every 
biological or social destiny and from any predetermined task, make him available 
for that particular absence of work we are accustomed to call ‘politics’ and ‘art’ [as 
well as philosophy and science].485 

 

This anthropogenesis—as Agamben calls it—sheds a different light on the phenomenon of 

differentiation theorized by Weber and Habermas. While the two sociologists addressed this 

phenomenon as a process of rationalization characteristic of modernity, Fattal and Agamben 

give it an anthropological dimension, which put the technological at the centre.486 For them, 

inoperativity is key to the establishment of art, politics, philosophy and sciences; contrary to 

the technological, these activities must run on idle. They must be disconnected from predefined 

social ends—as Rancière argued; they must lose “their functionality” and leave “the network 

of connections which gave them a destination by anticipating their effects.”487 Shaped by the 

ontological (Agamben speaks about “the metaphysical operators of anthropogenesis”), such a 

 
482 Michel Fattal, Logos, Pensée et Vérité dans la Philosophie Grecque (Harmattan, 2001): 62 (my translation). 
483 Idem, 68. Embodied by the concept of Aletheia which means revealing or unveiling. See Heidegger, “The Question 
Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays (Garland Publishing, 1977): 12. 
484 Michel Fattal, Logos, Pensée et Vérité dans la Philosophie Grecque, 52. 
485 Giorgio Agamben, Creation and Anarchy: The Work of Art and the Religion of Capitalism (Stanford University Press, 
2019): 27-28. 
486 Such an anthropogenesis has also been theorized by Gilbert Simondon, according to whom “technicity”—as he called it, 
represents a primary stage of civilization, that stemmed from “the phase shift of a unique, central, and original mode of being 
in the world: the magical mode.” Gilbert Simondon, On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2017): 174-185. 
487 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, 139. Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 67 (my 
translation). 
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conception of philosophy, science and art has informed the configuration of Mode 1 and that 

of the aesthetic regime (which have been provided with institutions, methodologies and systems 

of value disconnected from other social spheres) according to their function, that is: to unveil 

the being, to make visible what cannot be seen otherwise or—as Clement Greenberg wrote—

to create “something valid solely on its own terms, in the way nature itself is valid […] 

something given” on the model of metaphysical essences.488 

 

As long as dualistic worldview proper to the ontological has been predominant, inoperativity 

and disconnection have been key to Western epistemology. Following the foundational 

gesture—that of breaking with the technological, this has been done through various types of 

disconnections: between theory and practice, the subject and the object, nature, culture and 

technology, between sectors, disciplines, etc. In the face of change, however, autonomous 

disciplines have been forced to call into question their foundations, in a way which 

progressively led to the comeback of the technological. Change repositioned these disciplines 

in the field of action, within which the agency of individuals—be it a cell, an animal, a human 

being or a computing machine—occupy a central position.  

 

To understand what triggers an action, one must understand what moves a subject forward. 

Which brings us to volition: there must be a will, a drive or a desire of something that is out 

there, be it that of surviving. To put it differently, there must be a desired goal and a means to 

reach this goal—therefore a project. Becoming thus implies a connection between a subject and 

their environment (consistent with the phenomenological hypothesis), but also between theory 

and practice, the subject and the object, etc. Contrary to the ontological, the technological 

postulates that everything is interconnected—the project being the matrix of these connections. 

Therein lies the agency that characterizes the technological: it creates operative connections, to 

most effectively achieve an action. This is why—as Schatzberg put it, “the concept of 

technology represents, in one sense, the overcoming of Aristotle’s separation of episteme and 

techne.”489 Of course, one could argue that “making connections” is intrinsic to artistic 

practices, as Hans Ulrich Obrist once did with regard to the work of artist Alighiero Boetti.490 

But these connections used to run on idle, confined within the borders of the artworld. That was 

 
488 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” 5-6. 
489 Eric Schatzberg, Technology: Critical History of a Concept, 23. 
490 Hans Ulrich Obrist, Ways of Curating (Penguin Books, 2025): 55. 
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until the technological took over the ontological. While the technological was present before, 

this turn happened between the 19th and the 20th centuries.491  

 

Two main factors explain this shift: one has to do with social change, with the necessity to 

project oneself into action in response to upheavals (such as the French Revolution or May 

1968 in France, and the civil rights movement, feminist movements and the protests against the 

Vietnam War in the United States) or in response to social issues and crisis (such as AIDS 

crisis, homelessness, marginalization, etc.); the other has to do with change at the heart of 

disciplines: objects of study that used to be addressed as given, ruled by fixed laws and 

causality, started to be addressed as processes of becoming, productions or constructions. To 

give a few emblematic examples: philosophy was forced to address change after the French 

Revolution demonstrated that social order could be overthrown and after Kant’s criticism 

undermined the foundations of metaphysics; biology was pushed to address change after 

Darwin published On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (1859) that 

established his theory of evolution; physics was pushed to address change after the discovery 

of entropy, the second law of thermodynamics, which, according to Prigogine and Stengers, 

reintroduced notions of “life,” “fate,” “freedom,” “spontaneity” and “creativity” in nature.492 

And so on. In the 1980s, finally, this paradigm shift was defined as ‘technological’ by scholars 

such as Lyotard, Hottois, Mersch and Hörl.493 Starting from there, we may try to problematize 

the road that led from the ontological to the technological, in the most helpful way possible, 

even at the risk of oversimplifying.  

 

First, we must distinguish between disciplines that have long been the prerogative of the 

ontological (such as philosophy, to which metaphysics belongs; science, associated with 

 
491 A specialist in systems theory and constructivist epistemology Jean-Louis Le Moigne proposed a genealogy of constructivist 
epistemologies. To him, such a conception of knowledge is present in the culture of elite artisans in Renaissance, embodied by 
figures such as Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), and later in the work of thinkers such as Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), 
Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) and Giambattista Vico (1668-1744). In the 20th century, Le Moigne names Paul Valéry (1871-
1945), Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), the pragmatism of Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), William James (1842-1910) and 
John Dewey (1859-1952), and Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962), among others. But, according to Le Moigne, the 
institutionalization of the technological started in the 1950s, with the development of cybernetics, by figures such as Norbert 
Wiener (1894-1964), Gregory Bateson (1904-1980), Heinz von Foerster (1911-2002) and Ernst von Glasersfeld (1917-2010), 
through the work of psychologist Jean Piaget (1896-1980) who addressed knowledge as a constructive process rather than a 
final state, through Herbert A. Simon (1916-2001) who theorized The Sciences of the Artificial (1969), and Edgar Morin (1921-
) who developed a theory of complex thinking from the 1980s onwards. Jean-Louis Le Moigne, Les Epistémologies 
constructivistes, 43-70. 
492 Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers, La nouvelle alliance (Gallimard, 1986): 38, 40. 
493 These scholars acknowledged the impact of technological disciplines (such as cybernetics, computing, information and 
communication theory, etc.) on Western epistemology in schools of thought that address their object of study as apparatuses, 
social productions or network systems (such as Derrida’s deconstruction, constructivist psychology, cultural studies, actor-
network theory, etc.). 
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Newtonianism and positivism; and art, when shaped by speculative theories) and disciplines 

that are the prerogative of the technological because they deal with action (such as architecture, 

economics, psychology, politics, sociology, cybernetics, action theory, management, etc.). 

Second, we must distinguish between technological and ontological theories at the heart of all 

these disciplines. Typically, when structuralism subsumes elements of human culture to fixed 

laws, when sociologists such as Pierre Bourdieu subsume social dynamics to fixed laws (such 

as the theory of habitus), when economic theory does it to human action (through the theory of 

rational action for instance), when critical theory essentializes the technological or when 

Rancière reifies the border separating aesthetics and politics—as philosopher, writer, and 

cultural critic Gabriel Rockhill argued, these approaches are ontological in nature.494   

 

Technological epistemologies, on the contrary, do not “presume the existence of more or less 

fixed entities” or laws—as Rockhill puts it, because they postulate a world in constant 

evolution.495 Such a technological worldview, which has long represented an aporia for Western 

epistemology (let us remember that, for Aristotle, “about that which changes, no true statement 

can be made”), undermines the idea of instrumentalization that informs the critique of the 

project in the artistic field.496 According to Rockhill, who developed a radical history of 

political art consistent with the technological, in the “force-field” of action, positions of are 

never fixed.497 As this author further argued (in a way that perfect reflects the dynamics at play 

in the project), political engagement is “a battlefield of rival forces that are of various kinds, 

that operate at different levels of determinacy, that have specific ranges of efficacy, and that are 

anchored in concrete sites of agency,” therefore, site-specific.498 In such a force-field, 

ultimately, artists might be instrumentalized, but they might also instrumentalize a community, 

a context or an issue for their own purpose.  

 

Now that these distinctions between the ontological and the technological have been posited, 

we can propose three main roads that led from the ontological to the technological. A first road 

was taken by thinkers who challenged or undermined the foundations and structure of the 

ontological by developing a critique of modernity: among them, we may mention those who 

 
494 Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of Art (Columbia University Press, 2014): 164. After having argued that 
“Rancière appears to suffer from crypto-essentialism,” Rockhill ends the section dedicated to the French philosopher’s 
approach to aesthetics and politics through arguing that “he leads us to a door that he has locked and bolted from inside, leaving 
art and politics proper cut off from another.” Idem, 171, 178.  
495 Idem, 4. 
496 See note 396. 
497 Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of Art, 4-7. 
498 Idem, 7.  
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addressed the notion of ‘truth’ as a social construction (such as Michel Foucault and Thomas 

Kuhn), those who envisioned language as an apparatus (such as Jacques Derrida and Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, associated with the linguistic turn), or those who sought to reconnect that which 

had been differentiated throughout modernity by different types of boundaries (such as Ilya 

Prigogine, Isabelle Stengers and scholars in science and technology studies, who reconnected 

sciences and the social; anthropologists such as Philippe Descola or Bruno Latour and feminists 

thinkers such as Donna Haraway, who reconnected nature, culture and technology; or scholars 

in culture studies who removed the boundary between high art and mass culture and subsumed 

the notion of art within that of culture).  

 

A second road has been taken by thinkers who sought to establish epistemological systems 

shaped by technological thinking, described by Hörl as “a thought of openness, a thought of 

initial exteriority, […] of spacing, of being-with, of participation and sharing:” i.e., 

epistemologies of becoming rather than being that build on interconnections, interactions and 

mediations rather than differentiations and binary oppositions embodied by tree diagrams and 

arborescence in Western epistemology.499 Examples here include Michel Serres’ theory of 

interreferentiality, Edgar Morin’s theory of complex thought, Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari’s rhizome theory, Bruno Latour’s symmetrical anthropology or Manuel DeLanda’s 

assemblage theory. As Deleuze and Guattari, indeed, argued: 

 
The Tree or Root as an image, endlessly develops the law of the One that becomes 
two, then of the two that become four. . . Binary logic is the spiritual reality of the 
root-tree [which has long been predominant in Western epistemology. But now 
that] the world has become chaos […] the multiple must be made. […] A system of 
this kind could be called a rhizome [characterized by] principles of connection and 
heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must 
be. This is very different from the tree or root, which plots a point, fixes an order.500  

 

As third road has been taken by thinkers who focused on the processes of becoming themselves, 

by developing different theories of action or praxis based on the phenomenological hypothesis, 

which dialectically articulates the subject and the object, the individual and the collective, 

theory and practice, etc. As these approaches often resort to the concept of ‘project’ as a means 

of action and a concept to problematize these dialectical connections and problematize 

 
499 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” 50. (my translation) 
500 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (University of Minnesota Press, 
1987): 5-7. 
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becoming, they occupy a central role in this dissertation. In this regard, we can distinguish two 

different conceptions of action or praxis, which have shaped two variants of the project: one 

which stands mid-way between the ontological and the technological; the other which has 

completed its move towards the technological.  

 

The first conception of action sets a fixed point in the future, which is to be reached in the 

course of action. Oriented towards predefined objectives or goals, such a teleological approach 

allows to restore being at the heart of becoming thanks to the counterfactual logic of the project, 

which, as Simon Bayly explains, implies “an implacably fixed sense of futurity that operates in 

the tense of ‘what will have been.’”501 In other words, “projected time,” as engineer and 

philosopher Jean-Pierre Dupuy calls this counterfactual logic, make it possible to unveil being 

through a process of becoming inscribed in space and time, thereby transforming duration into 

destiny.502 Such an ontological conception of action has shaped an ontological variant of the 

project which is explicitly present in Fichte’s philosophy of the project, Heidegger’s 

phenomenology and Sartre’s existentialism. It is implicitly present in Hegel’s phenomenology 

of the Spirit, Marxism, the idea of ‘Progress’ (which has long informed art and science, 

perceived as a cumulative process oriented towards a form of perfection), artistic avant-gardes 

and critical sociology (which informs the institutional critique in the artistic field).  

 

These ontological forms of praxis do not just imply a fixed point in the future, in the form of 

an ideal subject or society to come, but they also imply fixed positions through uncoupling the 

means and end of action—therefore, turning the project into a plan. As Dupuy indeed argued, 

projected time is “that of a subject who executes a plan that she/he has given herself/himself.”503 

With this ‘personality split,’ the subject is first in the position of a decider, and then in that of 

an executant. Ultimately, then, ontological action strongly restricts the agency and creativity at 

play with the phenomenological hypothesis, which allows the constant adaptation of means and 

ends according to an iterative process akin to a feedback loop.  

 

Shaped by disciplines such as natural philosophy, natural sciences, anthropology and 

experimental psychology, an alternative conception of action has been developed by thinkers 

who sought to get rid of these ontological components. This conception is not future-oriented 

 
501 Simon Bayly, “The End of the Project: Futurity in the Culture of Catastrophe,” 163. 
502 Jean-Pierre Dupuy, “Two Temporalities, Two Rationalities: A New Look at Newcomb’s Paradox,” in Paul Bourgine and 
Bernard Walliser (eds.), Economics and Cognitive Science (Pergamon Press, 1992): 191-220. 
503 Jean-Pierre Dupuy, “Temps et rationalité,” Cahiers d’économie politique, no.24-25 (1994): 69-104. 
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but focuses on action here and now. It has to do with the ways individuals adapt to their 

environment and creatively solve problems in everyday situations. Such a technological 

conception of action, which relies on the iterative process associated with the phenomenological 

hypothesis, often takes the form of a project within which means, ends and positions are not 

fixed, but constantly readjusted in the course of action. Let us call it the technological variant 

of the project. This variant is explicitly present in the pragmatism of John Dewey and the 

cultural-historical activity theory, developped by Lev Vygotsky and Alexei N. Leontiev. As for 

the technological conception of action, it is present in different fields that do not seek an ideal 

to come, shaped by philosophical tradition, but the effectiveness of action in response to 

concrete problems. Among other examples, me might mention cybernetics (in the work of 

Norbert Wiener, Gregory Bateson, Heinz von Foerster and Ernst von Glasersfeld, among 

others), sociology (Luc Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology of critique, Bruno Latour, John Law, 

Madeleine Akrich and Michel Callon’s actor-network theory or Hans Joas’ approach to the 

creativity of action), anthropology and political science (through Lucy Suchman’s approach to 

situated action or James C. Scott critique of top-down planning), action and organization 

theories (through Kurt Lewin’s action research, Donald A Schön’s approach to the reflexive 

practitioner, Chris Argyris, Robert Putnam and Diana McLain Smith’s action science, Philippe 

Lorino’s pragmatism, and Robert C.H. Chia and Robin Holt’s approach to indirect action) or 

design thinking (through Herbert A. Simon’s sciences of the artificial and Tim Brown’s 

approach to creativity).  

 

This list, which roughly draws the territory of technological action, is key to this dissertation 

because it provides us with epistemological foundations to problematize the phenomenon of 

convergence consistent with the technological regime of the project. As this list suggests, 

disciplines like philosophy, sciences, economics, management, urban planning and art came to 

share a similar conception of action based on the phenomenological hypothesis and a same 

mode of action, the project, that puts the individual creativity at the centre of action. The 

technological conception of action and the technological variant of the project which has been 

shaped by it, thus, brings us back to the anthropological and constructivist approaches to 

technology.  

 

As far as it concerns the artistic field, several points can be made to conclude this chapter. If, 

from without, the technological regime of the project stems from the rise of a technological 

order consistent with the politics of innovation set up by post-Fordism and neoliberalism, from 
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within, it has to do with the ways artistic practices have been reconfigured by the critique of 

modernity, epistemological systems shaped by technological thinking and technological forms 

of praxis. From Marxism to cybernetics, and including critical sociology, poststructuralism, 

cultural studies, feminism, anthropology, etc., all these schools of thought and disciplines that 

take their objects of study as productions, in a world in constant evolution, have been 

transforming artists’ practices, especially since the 1960s onwards, when the entire “project of 

modernity”—as Habermas put it—started to be critically addressed by these disciplines.504 

After art had been, for centuries framed by philosophical discourse, through aesthetics as a 

philosophical discipline, it started to be framed by sciences and social sciences and repurposed 

accordingly.505 In this regard, postmodernism (embodied by the work of artists who addressed 

art as a historical construction and the language of art as an apparatus) is just a stage on the road 

that led from the ontological to the technological. As we are going to see in the next chapter, 

this happened in response to social changes and through a critique of the ontological at the heart 

of artistic practices, which progressively led to the completion of a technological regime of the 

project, embodied by socially engaged practices that seek to solve concrete problems in society 

through individual creativity.  

 

The technological regime of the project took shape progressively in dialectical opposition with 

its antagonistic other embodied by different forms of art that belong to the ontological. In the 

post-war period, this has happened through the rise of conceptual art and site-specific practices 

that developed against high modernism, as a form of the ontological advocated by figures such 

as Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried: site-specificity stands against art’s placelessness and 

timelessness, intermedia and interdisciplinarity against medium specificity, seriality and 

industrial production against the artistic gesture, the art project against the object, etc. As we 

shall see in the next chapter, from minimalism to socially engaged practices, via conceptual art, 

land art and the institutional critique, site-specific practices progressively got rid of ontological 

components in order to increase operativity at the service of the effectiveness of action. This 

 
504 Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity: An Unfinished Project.” 
505 Addressing the concept of art’s autonomy, Gabriel Rockhill explains that Peter Bürger, “in Theory of the Avant-Garde, 
describes the institution of art in terms of the emergence of ‘a systematic aesthetics as a philosophical discipline in which a 
new concept of autonomous art is developed.’ The supposed separation between the social subsystem of art and society as a 
whole derives directly from this new concept: ‘with the constitution of aesthetics as an independent sphere of philosophical 
knowledge, this concept of art comes into being, which has as a result the artistic production is divorced from the totality of 
the life of social activities and comes to confront them abstractly.’” In Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of 
Art, 98-99. In a similar way, Claire Bishop argued about Rancière’s aesthetic regime: “One of Rancière’s key contributions to 
contemporary debates around art and politics is therefore to reinvent the term ‘aesthetic’ so that it denotes a specific mode of 
experience, including the very linguistic and theoretical domain in which thought about art takes place.” Claire Bishop, 
Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 29. 
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happened through a process addressed by Grant Kester as a phenomenon of “de-

transcendentalization,” which positioned art in the field of action.506 In this regard we will focus 

on two forms of praxis introduced in the previous chapter: social critique shaped by an 

ontological conception of action and the creativity of action shaped by a technological 

conception of action.  

 

On this road, which led art from being to becoming, the artistic field developed a connectionist 

conception of art structured by the attributes of Mode 2 in science, which include social 

accountability and reflexivity, site-specificity, transdisciplinarity, diversity of organizations, 

quality control, and project work. Such a conception of art partly explains the phenomenon of 

convergence addressed in the introduction, which has enhanced “the proximity of art and 

capitalism,” as Bojana Kunst puts it, and created a link of continuity between political art and 

social engineering, deregulation and emancipation, as Claire Bishop has observed. So creating 

a world-order within which everything is connected, a liquid modernity—as Bauman calls it—

with no border and no outside, where, “everything mixes into a mush and amounts to the same 

thing”—as Heraclitus argued.507 Before addressing this point in the conclusion, we may apply 

the epistemological foundations established in this chapter to concrete situations, through 

addressing four cultures of the project that belong to the artistic field or informed it.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

506 Grant H. Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 11, 92, 95, 
104.  
507 See note 396.  
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3. FOUR CULTURES OF THE PROJECT: THE TECHNOLOGICAL IN PRACTICE  
 

In the introduction, I argued that the project belongs to a culture made of voluntarism and 

anticipation. For Jean-Pierre Bourtinet, it is “the individual and collective avatar of a primal 

desire for appropriation.”508 Accordingly, the future must be open to change and change within 

the reach of individuals. When time is cyclical, as in traditional cultures, or when human agency 

is limited by religion, the project exists in restricted form, suspended between fatalism and 

destiny. This is why the project is intrinsically linked with modernity, described by philosopher 

Jürgen Habermas as the epoque that “opens itself to the future”509 Modernity witnessed the 

progressive development of a culture of change, of becoming, described by Peter Sloterdijk as 

an operativistic revolution, which has placed individuals at the centre, and allowed them to act 

upon the world through their projects. In this chapter we will focus on four cultures of the 

project related to the artworld: the metis of ancient Greek culture which corresponds to modern 

notion of creativity, the disegno developed by architects and artists in the Renaissance, forms 

of praxis developed by philosophers and social scientists since the 19th onwards, and site-

specific practices developed by artists since 1960s onwards, on the model of the social sciences.  

 

3.1. Metis: The Archaic Form of Creativity  
 

Described by Gilbert Hottois, as a “temptation that goes back to Antiquity,” the technological 

brings us back to the primary act of differentiation, which saw the emergence of philosophical 

logos—a discourse that broke with operativity in favour of a search for truth.510 Following 

Plato, Hottois must have had the Sophists in mind, for their use of language as a tool at the 

service of action. But, as Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant demonstrated, the primary 

figure of the technological in Ancient Greece was the goddess Metis, the personification of 

cunning intelligence and tacit knowledge (metis).  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, this first ‘culture’ of the project should not be designated as 

such, because the idea of social change was limited by religious thinking at that time, and 

because the project was not formalized and theorized before the dawn of modernity, in the 

Renaissance. That being said, we will briefly introduce this anthropological form of the 

contemporary notion of creativity, because the concept of metis has been used by contemporary 

 
508 Jean- Pierre Boutinet, Anthropologie du projet, 7 (my translation).  
509 Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (Polity Cambridge, 1987): 7. 
510 Gilbert Hottois, Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique, 22 (my translation). 
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scholars in addressing diverse forms of agency and developing theories of action that stand 

against the ontological. As this section demonstrates, however, the logic of the project was 

already present in the metis of Ancient Greek culture.   

 

According to Detienne and Vernant, “in the intellectual world of the Greek philosopher […] 

there is a radical dichotomy between being and becoming. […] On the one hand there is the 

sphere of being, of the one, the unchanging, of the limited, of true and definite knowledge; on 

the other, the sphere of becoming, of the multiple, the unstable and the unlimited, of oblique 

and changeable opinion.”511 Within such a dualistic “framework of thought,” however, “there 

can be no place for metis,” which precisely “operates by continuously oscillating between these 

two opposite poles.”512 As the two scholars explain, metis “encompasses the whole extent of 

the cultural world of the Greeks from its most ancient technical traditions to the structure of its 

pantheon.”513 They found traces of this type of thought in a great variety of contexts, ranging 

from Greek myths to a hunting trap, a fishing net, the skills of a basket-maker, of a weaver, of 

a carpenter, the mastery of a navigator, the flair of a politician, the experienced eye of a doctor 

or the rhetorical illusionism of the sophists.514 Contrary to episteme, which contemplates 

unchanging essences, metis is “involved in the difficulties of practical life; [it] operates in the 

world of becoming,” where nothing is fixed or given and everything is open to chance—the 

Kairos of Ancient Greek culture.515 That is why, when metis is involved, “emphasis is always 

laid on practical effectiveness, on the pursuit of success in a particular sphere of action.”516 In 

this sense, metis prefigures the creativity at stake in the project. 

 

As Detienne and Vernant further explain, in the course of action, cunning intelligence shows 

“a complex but very coherent body of mental attitudes and intellectual behaviour which 

combine flair, wisdom, forethought, subtlety of mind, deception, resourcefulness, vigilance, 

opportunism.”517 But first and foremost, metis is a way of being in the world, which is integral 

 
511 Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 5.  
512 Ibid. 
513 The type of intelligence they are indeed attempting to define operates on many different levels: “These are as different from 
each other as are a theogony and a myth about sovereignty, the metamorphoses of a marine deity, the forms of knowledge of 
Athena and Hephaestus, of Hermes and Aphrodite, of Zeus and Prometheus, a hunting trap, a fishing net, the skills of a basket-
maker, of a weaver, of a carpenter, the mastery of a navigator, the flair of a politician, the experienced eye of a doctor, the 
tricks of a crafty character such as Odysseus, the back-tracking of a fox and the polymorphism of an octopus, the solving of 
enigmas and riddles and the beguiling rhetorical illusionism of the sophists.” Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, 
Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 2. 
514 Ibid. 
515 Idem, 44. 
516 Idem, 11. 
517 Idem, 3. 
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to the project. In the face of uncertainty, this form of knowledge “anchors the mind securely in 

the project which [the actor] has devised in advance thanks to its ability to look beyond the 

immediate present and foresee a more or less wide slice of the future.”518 This point is well 

illustrated in the Orphic Theogonies or Rhapsodies, in which the creation of the world is 

described as a mental projection, in a maritime metaphor: Metis “steers [kubernai] the world, 

plotting out [her] route in advance, just as a pilot guides a ship over the sea.”519 For Detienne 

and Vernant, such a comparison, between a demiurge and a pilot is “all the more apt given that 

the movement of the stars and the sun, by which the whole course of Becoming is regulated, 

traces poroi [routes] in the sky”520 Therefore, “the path of the ship follows the path of the stars 

which are a nautilois tekmar [a point of reference] that makes it possible for sailors to determine 

the route they should take.”521 And the two authors conclude: from this perspective “poroi are 

the paths taken, the ways through; and tekmor, the goal aimed at, the end of the undertaking.”522 

Here, implicitly, we have a first formulation of Jean-Pierre Dupuy’s projected time (one that 

sets a fixed point in the future), which is integral to the ontological variant of the project.523  

 

The agency at stake in metis has inspired several authors, starting with Michel de Certeau’s The 

Practice of Everyday Life (1984), in which he demonstrates that women and men do not 

mechanically perform ordinary tasks and passively consume mass culture, but actively 

appropriate them, by acknowledging different forms of agencies in the everyday.524 We might 

also mention anthropologist and political scientist James C. Scott, who critically addresses “the 

natural and social failures of thin, formulaic simplifications imposed through the agency of state 

power” in Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 

Failed (1998).525 According to Scott, “formally organized social action” that relies on top-down 

planning and fixed laws (consistent with the ontological) are “inadequate as a set of instructions 

for creating a successful social order. […] Formal order, to be more explicit, is always and to 

some considerable degree parasitic on informal processes, which the formal scheme does not 

 
518 Idem, 15. 
519 Idem, 133, 146.  
520 Ibid. 
521 Idem, 149. 
522 Idem, 151. 
523 Exactly like the tekmor, projected time triggers, in the present, an action that will lead to the realization of a desired goal in 
the future. A project, indeed, is at the same time the goal that one assigns to oneself, and the action required to reach it. Jean-
Pierre Dupuy, “Two Temporalities, Two Rationalities: A New Look at Newcomb’s Paradox,” in P. Bourgine and B. Walliser 
(eds.), Economics and Cognitive Science (Pergamon Press, 1992): 203. 
524 Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (University of California Press, 1984). 
525 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (Yale University 
Press, 1998). 
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recognize, without which it could not exist, and which it alone cannot create or maintain.”526 

Now for Scott, such informal processes, precisely, have to do with metis, that draws “the 

contours of practical knowledge.”527 We could also mention professor of management Robert 

C. H. Chia and professor of strategy and aesthetics Robin Holt, who built on the concept of 

metis in Strategy Without Design: The Silent Efficacy of Indirect Action (2009), which “arose 

out of a vague suspicion that much of what we call ‘strategy’ involves retrospective sense-

making: that there is a tendency to impute purposefulness design and deliberate forethought to 

what are often locally embedded coping initiatives” consistent with problem-solving.528 Now, 

if metis embodied a type of thought, which we can take as characteristic of the project in Ancient 

Greece, the first true culture of the project developed much later, at the dawn of modernity. The 

project, indeed, was not formalized or theorized in Antiquity, which was dominated by religious 

thinking, but during the Renaissance, when women and men started to free themselves from 

this thinking. This happened through the disegno developed by engineers, architects and artists.  

 

3.2. Disegno: The Foundational Gesture  
  

As the French historical dictionary Mourre notes, in the Renaissance the productive class 

started “to impose its ideas, expectations, worldview, and norms on the rest of society. 

Entrepreneurs, investors, scholars, or artists— all these figures freed themselves from old forms 

of feudal tutelage: chivalry, peasant communities, urban trade corporations, and even the 

Church.”529 According to sociologist Hans Joas, it is in this context that “for the very first-time 

reference was made to the creative abilities of human beings themselves. The poet and the artist, 

but also the mathematician and the inventor, became the prototypes of the human capacity to 

actively create something new.”530 Such agency challenged the ontological worldview 

embodied by the Church and metaphysical tradition: that of a world considered as given and 

fixed.  

 

Philosopher Pierre Caye explains that, in the Renaissance we observe “the dismantling of the 

rigorous metaphysical constitution of the world proposed by ancient philosophy: divine 

providence is absent, universal Logos loses its reason, the concatenatio causarum, the 

 
526 Idem, 309-310. 
527 Idem, 311.  
528 Robin Holt, Strategy Without Design: The Silent Efficacy of Indirect Action (Cambridge University Press, 2009): ix. 
529 Dictionnaire Encyclopédique D’Histoire Mourre (Distribooks Inc, 1997): 4657-4662 (my translation). 
530 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action (University of Chicago Press, 1997): 74. 



 136 

inexorable chain of causes seems to be undone, at the risk of condemning the world to chaos 

and vicissitude.”531 Such a worldview raised an existential issue which, according to 

philosopher and historian Eugenio Garin, is perceptible in the tone of thinkers who belonged to 

this time. The “serious tone” that characterizes Alberti’s writing “reminds human beings of how 

heavy their responsibility is, now that the well-ordered world of metaphysicians, and the no less 

calm and reassuring world of gods have collapsed forever.”532 According to Garin, “making 

was a response to this anxiety.” The Renaissance invoked “the creative power of man, an 

agency that overcomes fate, challenges chance, and builds a world tailored for human beings”—

thus betraying the rising importance of the technological, at the expense of the ontological.533  

 

Elaborated between the 15th and 16th centuries by practitioners such as Cennino Cennini, 

Filippo Brunelleschi, Leon Battista Alberti and Giorgio Vasari, then taken in new directions by 

Federico Zuccaro and Gian Paolo Lomazzo, disegno embodies a technological worldview and 

agency. Consistent with the modern notion of the project, disegno is an Italian term which 

means drawing and project, outline and intention. According to philosopher and art historian 

Jacqueline Lichtenstein, disegno “refers to an activity that is essentially intellectual, [it is] a 

pure act of thought and its visible outcome.”534 In that sense, as art historian Joselita Ciaravino 

argues, it is “what invention requires to emerge.”535 Developed by practitioners, disegno 

represents the first attempt at formalizing a theory and practice of the project in Western culture. 

It is at the same time a method for controlling an act of creation, and a theory destined to 

legitimate such an act when—according to Stéphane van Damme—novelty was considered as 

“contrary to the laws of nature,” and creation God’s monopoly.536  

 

As philosopher and historian of technology Hélène Vérin explains, in the Middle-Ages and 

Renaissance, ‘artifice’ (in the sense of technological innovation) was considered as that “which 

does not exist yet, but is nevertheless designed,” therefore “suspected of ‘innovation’ 

[understood as] the subversion of the laws of established order.”537 Such a demiurgical power 

belonged to a figure of the metis: the engineer, who, like Zeus, has internalized cunning 

 
531 Pierre Caye et Françoise Choay, translation, notes and presentation, in Leon Battista Alberti, L’Art d’édifier (Le Seuil, 
2004): 529 (my translation).  
532 Eugenio Garin, Moyen Âge et Renaissance (Gallimard, 1990): 80 (my translation). 
533 Ibid., 76. 
534 Jacqueline Lichtenstein, Disegno, in Dictionary Le Robert [website] 
https://vep.lerobert.com/Pages_HTML/DISEGNO.HTM (accessed 5 October 2025). 
535 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles (L’Harmattan, 2004): 23-24.  
536 Stéphane van Damme, “Un ancient regime des sciences et des savoirs,” in Dominique Pestre (eds.), Histoire des sciences 
et des savoirs, t.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières (Editions du Seuil, 2015): 21 (my translation).  
537 Hélène Vérin, La gloire des ingénieurs. L’intelligence technique du XVIe au XVIIe siècle, 12 (my translation). 
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intelligence. One of the main figures of Sloterdijk’s operativistic revolution, the engineer (in-

génieur in French), literally is the one who has her/his ‘genius’ (which designates the innate 

and natural character of a faculty of the mind) inside: ‘in.’ Metonymically, ingenium designates 

this faculty of mind, consistent with the contemporary notion of creativity. This explains why, 

according to Vérin, engineers were “called upon to intervene in all cases where the need for 

financial and political control was combined with the obligation to invent specific, if not novel, 

technical solutions, or even to innovate.”538 Such an agency, as Vérin argued, put the engineer 

“in control of material life,” disegno being his/her mode of action of choice.539  

 

Developed by practitioners who were engineers, architects and artists all at once, disegno 

expresses a technological gaze on the world. As demonstrated by the perspectiva artificialis 

that they also established, these practitioners looked at the world as geometricians or surveyors. 

Empirically implemented by Brunelleschi before being theorized by Alberti (in De Pictura, 

1435) perspective is a technological instrument relying on scientifical principles, which has 

been made to seize the world and quantify it, to represent it and operate within it. Concomitant 

with the use of perspective, disegno is, according to art historian Joselita Ciaravino, “an 

instrument to unveil the secrets of the world, to understand its configuration”; it is a tool through 

which “everything is taken apart and questioned – its texture, its structure and its relationship 

to its environment.”540 Developed at a time when creation was the privilege of God, disegno 

allowed architects and artists to unravel the mystery of creation and to claim authorship of their 

production.541 To do so, they benefitted from a theological and philosophical argument: the 

metaphor of God as architect.  

 

Plato resorted to this metaphor to describe the creation of the world. According to the 

philosopher, the world was created by a demiurge who, exactly like an architect, had his gaze 

fixed on an archetypal model in his mind, which he calls the paradigm. In the Timaeus, Plato 

refers to an “architect,” who putatively created the world “according to his plan,” or project.542 

This metaphor was used throughout Antiquity, the Middle Ages and Renaissance by thinkers 

such as Plotinus, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino, who 

all used it to counterfactually prove the existence of a demiurge, by identifying traces of a divine 

 
538 Idem, 10 (my translation). 
539 Idem, 204 (my translation). 
540 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 31-32, 35 (my translation). 
541 Idem., 49.  
542 See: Jean-Joël Duhot, L’énigme platonicienne (Kimé, 2017): 51-63 (my translation). 
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project in the terrestrial world. Its existence, in other words, could be demonstrated 

aesthetically, through looking for traces of divine order in proportions or in a mathematis 

universalis. Appropriating for themselves and putting into practice God’s agency through 

disegno, Renaissance engineers brought the very idea of ‘creation’ down to human agency.  

 

This “disastrous transposition,” which, according to Giorgio Agamben, underlines “the 

centrality and at the same time the problematicity of the notion of ‘project,’” paved the way for 

two different approaches to disegno.543 As Ciaravino explains, disegno has a constructive side, 

which makes it possible to “visualize that which does not yet exist,” and a metaphysical side, 

which “makes visible that which is not visible otherwise”; in other words, it unveils truth.544 At 

a time when the process of differentiation theorized by Max Weber had yet to separate art, 

science and technology, these two sides of disegno were not antagonistic but complementary. 

In line with the metaphor of God as architect, technological gesture was meaningful; it made it 

possible to literally inform matter with thought. Let us now consider these two sides of disegno, 

from which two opposing conceptions of art originate: an ontological one and a technological 

one.  

 

3.2.1. The Constructive Side of Disegno: The Project’s Foundational Gesture  

 

Following other scholars, Jean-Pierre Boutinet and Joselita Ciaravino have credited 

Brunelleschi and Alberti with a revolution which concerns the operations involved in the art of 

building: the invention of project methodology, in the form of disegno. As Ciaravino explains, 

in the Middle Ages, complex buildings were built collectively, following preconceived plans 

destined to evolve during the process.545 According to historian of sciences Serge Moscovici, 

construction processes relied on “trade secrets,” “routine sequences,” “good practice,” and 

“receipts,” but not on a project worthy of the name.546 Breaking with such an empirical 

methodology, Brunelleschi and Alberti introduced the requirement of a project prior to the 

realization of architectural constructions. Developed by Brunelleschi in the process of finding 

a solution for the dome of the Florence Cathedral (between 1420 and 1436), the rationalization 

 
543 Giorgio Agamben, Creativity and Anarchy: The Work of Art and the Religion of Capitalism (Stanford University Press, 
2019): 8.  
544 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 68-69 (my translation). Addressing 
such a conception, Panofsky argued that art has been given the “metaphysical task of re-establishing and re-affirming the 
principles buried beneath the given appearance,” in Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, 95.  
545 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 66 (my translation). 
546 Serge Moscovici, Essai sur l’histoire humaine de la nature (Flammarion, 1977): 226-228 (my translation). 
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of phases of conception and realization was theorized in Alberti’s De re aedificatoria (1485), 

which can be considered as the first treatise on the project in Western culture. As Alberti states 

in the prologue:  

 
Him I consider the architect, who by sure and wonderful reason and method, knows 
both how to devise through his own mind and energy, and to realize by construction, 
whatever can be most beautifully fitted out for the noble needs of man.547  

 

As Ciaravino further explains, through disegno the architect became in charge “of elaborating 

a clear, intelligible and balanced project.”548 In this sense, it created a paradigm shift in the 

history of architecture, which witnessed at the same time the rise of the architect-as-author, and 

the elevation of architecture to the status of a liberal art.549 But authorship, in the Renaissance, 

was more than just a matter of pride or social status. At a time when the ingenium of engineers-

architects became a strategical resource at the service of princes who sought to augment their 

military and symbolical power through a true politics of innovation, it also became a matter of 

intellectual property and reliability.  

 

Regarding the constructive side of disegno, through which engineers-architects could operate 

within the world, the metaphor of God as architect helped legitimizing their action. At a time 

of endless wars, when disorder and violence were an everyday reality, the terrestrial world was 

dominated by the personification of ‘Discord.’ According to Vérin, “Universal Discord” was 

present not only in human affairs, but also in Nature and matter.550 In this context, projects 

realized by engineers-architects came to be seen as a way to order the world, in continuation of 

divine action. Made possible by disegno, whereby matter can be informed with thought, such 

an agency found many fields of application, some of which were speculative, such as the trend 

of utopian cities (or Città Ideale), while other were more pragmatic, such as military 

constructions.551 As Vérin explained, the argument of ordering the world played a key-role in 

this domain. Exactly as God demonstrated his power by shaping the world, princes sought to 

demonstrate their strength “through the geometrical perfection of forms [that represented their] 

sovereignty.”552 That is why scholars such as Ciaravino, Vérin and Pamela O. Long, among 

 
547 Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil Leach and Robert Tavenor (The 
MIT Press, 1992): 3. 
548 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 66 (my translation). 
549 This shift which is embodied by an Italian formula which became canonical: “Fatto con il disegno di…” (made according 
to the disegno of…). Idem, 150-151 (my translation).  
550 Hélène Vérin, La gloire des ingénieurs. L’intelligence technique du XVIe au XVIIe siècle, 7 (my translation). 
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others, underline the link between praxis and poiesis, political power and the practice of 

engineers-architects in Renaissance, the exercise of which became, in some ways, co-

dependent.553  

 

In this context, which can be described as a first project economy, it became crucial for 

engineers-architects to rationalize their practice so that they could better convince 

commissioners and build trust with them. Addressed as a process of “artialization” (réduction 

en art) or “technologization of the arts” by Vérin, this attempt at rationalizing complex 

production processes paved the way for the problem-solving methodology advocated by some 

socially engaged artists nowadays.554 Consistent with the invention of perspective and with 

disegno, such a methodology, as Vérin explains, allowed practicians to “problematize all kinds 

of situations, so that they could be understood by all the different agents [commissioners, 

workers, craftsmen, etc.] whose roles and tasks are defined by the project.”555 In a way that 

resonates with the practice of today’s project artists, this problem-solving methodology relies 

on the following elements:  

 

a. Negotiation and Concertation 

 

Be it among experts, with commissioners, or even within one’s own mind, the goal of 

negotiation is to best define the ends and means of a project. Alberti’s De re aedificatoria 

perfectly reflects this procedure. According to him, the construction should start only “when 

every aspect of the proposed work has been fully approved, so that [the architect] and the other 

experts are satisfied that there is no longer any cause for hesitation or opportunity for 

improvement.”556 But more importantly, Alberti underlined the need to challenge one’s own 

judgment. Architects should “consider and examine the design of the whole building through 

the various parts of the model, until there remains nothing that had escaped [their] attention and 

observation.” He insists: “I must urge you again and again, before embarking on the work, to 

weigh up the whole matter on your own and discuss it with experienced advisors.”557 
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b. Technological Representations 

 

Drawings, sketches, and models have two main functions, which are consistent with a 

technological conception of representation—i.e., a representation which is at the service of an 

action. One is to mediate deliberations and negotiations (in other words, it is a tool to convince 

commissioners); the other is to control phases of development and realization of a project. As 

Alberti argued: 

 
I will always commend the time-honored custom, practiced by the best builders, of 
preparing not only drawing and sketches but also models of wood or any other 
material. […] Having constructed these models, it will be possible to examine 
clearly and consider thoroughly the relationship between the site and the 
surrounding district, the shape of the area, the number and order of the parts of the 
building […] Furthermore, it will provide a surer indication of the likely costs by 
allowing one to calculate the width and the height of individual elements, their 
thickness, number, extent, form, appearance, and quality, according to their 
importance and the workmanship they require.558  

 

c. Experience 

 

The experience that practitioners have built from previous projects plays a key role, for it helps 

them face uncertainty and the unforeseen. As Vérin explains, experience nurtures their 

creativity, sharpens “the sagacity that facilitates the right choice.”559 The importance of 

acquired experience in complex production processes pushed engineers to write treatises based 

on case studies.560 For Renaissance engineers-architects, these treatises were at the same time 

a way to propose solutions that could be applied in other contexts and to advertise their 

ingenium and their ability to solve complex problems.  

 

From this perspective, one can take as symptomatic of the technological regime of the project, 

the fact that so many talks and publications by socially engaged artists nowadays are based on 

case studies, that these artists ritualistically introduce as a problem to solve.561 Now, if one can 

build a link of continuity that goes from the constructive side of disegno to socially-engaged 
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practices (consistent with the technological), then the metaphysical side of disegno leads to 

speculative conceptions of art (consistent with the ontological). 

 

3.2.2. The Metaphysical Side of Disegno: Towards a Speculative Conception of Art 

 

As a discourse, disegno helped to break the deadlocks set up by philosophers such Plato and 

Aristotle between episteme, praxis and poiesis, to limit agency, creativity and to legitimate 

social order. Let us remember that philosophical discourse, in Ancient Greece, condemned 

practitioners to just copying pre-existing models, denying their ability to produce their own 

forms, to invent. If later the power of imagination that serves to invent new forms was 

acknowledged by figures such as Cicero, Plotinus, Seneca, Melanchthon and Thomas of 

Aquino, disegno allowed artists to open a window onto metaphysical realities. This is the core 

argument in Erwin Panofsky’s Idea (1924), where the art historian identifies a “turn towards 

speculative thought in art theory” with Mannerism, during the Renaissance, when art was given 

the “metaphysical task of re-establishing and re-affirming the principles buried beneath the 

given appearance,” through applying the spectator theory of knowledge theorized by 

philosophers like Plato to artistic production.562  

 

In L’Idea De’Pittori, Scultori, Ed Architetti (1607), in particular, artist Federico Zuccari 

developed a theory consistent with Fredric Jameson’s “hermeneutic model of the inside and the 

outside,” based on the dialectical articulation of a “disegno interno” and a “disegno esterno.” 

According to this theory, artists are able to give a sensible form to transcendental realities 

through painting or sculpture (the disegno esterno), because they have a direct access to these 

forme spirituali, as Zuccari calls them, in their mind (the disegno interno)—thus providing their 

work with an ontological dimension later theorized by Greenberg (who argued that artists are 

able to create “something valid solely on its own terms, in the way nature itself is valid […] 

something given”).563 From this perspective, as Ciaravino explains, disegno allows to “bring to 

make visible would not be visible otherwise”; in other words, to represent truth.564  

 

Such a “culture of meaning,” which—according to Hörl—relies on the “mental” and “interior 

character” of knowledge, allowed Panofsky to theorize a subject-object relationship at the heart 
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563 See note 412.  
564 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 68-69. 



 143 

of artistic production.565 Following Kant, who asked himself, “What is the ground of the relation 

of that in us which we call representation to the object?” Panofsky wondered: “How is an artistic 

representation […] at all possible?”566 In the field of science, after Kant affirmed the 

subjectivity of mental representations, the correspondence of the subject and the object has been 

ruled by mathematical laws and legislated by the use of scientific instruments that make this 

correspondence visible. In the artistic field, this was done through disegno. According to the art 

historian, “the Idea concept made it possible to close up the gap [between the subject and the 

object] by reinterpreting ‘Idea’ in its original, metaphysical meaning.”567 For Panofsky as for 

Kant, indeed artists have a direct access to transcendental realities through their imagination (in 

other words, their ingenium), which resolves “the opposition of ‘subject’ and ‘object’ in a 

higher, transcendental unity.”568 The disegno thus made it possible to elevate painting and 

sculpture to the level of episteme, and to secure a higher social position for artists. But the 

demiurgical power of disegno was to be dismantled by the process of differentiation consistent 

with modernity.  

 

3.2.3. The Dismantling of Disegno 

 

Developed before the rise of art and science in singular form, disegno proved a powerful tool 

and discourse, managing operative connections between a subject and the real, and between a 

subject and transcendental realities, thus creating a link of continuity between theory and 

practice, knowledge and action. As Ciaravino underlines, with disegno, one moves “from the 

supremacy of theory to that of action”; it “connects the singular and the universal,” organizes 

“the relationship between the sensitive and the intelligible,” creates a link “between the visible 

and the invisible, between the material and the spiritual,” and brings us back “to the origin of 

all processes, where the eye, the hand and the mind meet and collaborate.”569 This agency 

belonged to a specific period of time in Western history: after a cultural and social revolution 

led by a class of producers had empowered individuals (the Renaissance), but before a call to 

order embodied by the Counterreformer and Absolutism had restricted this agency in the wake 

 
565 See note 355.  
566See Alfred Nordmann, “Collapse of Distance: Epistemic Strategies of Science and Technoscience,” 5. Erwin Panofsky, Idea: 
A Concept in Art Theory, 84. According to Alfred Nordmann, “When Immanuel Kant began working on the Critique of Pure 
Reason, he wrote to Marcus Herz about his discovery of a new question that in his long metaphysical studies he and others 
‘had failed to pay attention to and that, in fact, contains the key to the whole secret of hitherto still obscure metaphysics.’ The 
question was: ‘What is the ground of the relation of that in us which we call representation to the object?’” Alfred Nordmann, 
“Collapse of Distance: Epistemic Strategies of Science and Technoscience,” 5. 
567 Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, 84 
568 Ibid.  
569 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 72, 109, 112, 113, 115. 
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of the European wars of religion, and before the dismantling of disegno neutralized its 

demiurgical power. On the constructive side, this happened through the rise of architecture, 

military engineering, and civil engineering as autonomous disciplines; on the metaphysical 

side, through the rise of art and science in singular forms. Ultimately, this dismantling pushed 

art in a direction that would dominate until the 1960s: the idea that art can unveil different forms 

of truth.  

 

The dismantling of disegno paved the way for Mode 1 in sciences and for Rancière’s aesthetic 

regime that came to completion in the 19th century. But, in the process, art lost the use of the 

project as concept and mode of action. As philosopher Jean-Marie Schaeffer argues, according 

to the theory of genius, which relies on inspiration but not on reason, artists would no more be 

able to create “according to their will or to a plan”—until the comeback of technological 

conceptions of art such as land art, which, in some way, restaged the foundational gesture of 

project-making: the architectural construction.570 After land art, however, institutional critique 

and socially-engaged practices chose other models, which are to be found in different forms of 

praxis developed in philosophy and social sciences. I shall address these forms of praxis before 

looking at how they informed artistic practices.  

 

3.3. Praxis: The Technological in Philosophy and Social Sciences  
 

With disegno, we considered a conception of the project associated with a specific type of 

action, a constructive one, the model of which was God itself. Here, we will focus on another 

form of action known as praxis, which was introduced above via Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics—an action, which has not been shaped by engineer-architects, but by philosophers. The 

goal here is not to rehearse the debate about praxis and poiesis, but to see how philosophies of 

praxis fall into the category of the technological, and, in doing so, to identify other approaches 

to the project that have informed the artistic field.  

 

At the turn of the 19th century, two factors had a deep influence on the trajectory of art and 

philosophy. One, which is historical, came from the French Revolution, which demonstrated 

that the social order is not fixed, but can be changed by human action; the other, which is 

epistemological, lies in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781), which undermined the 

 
570 Jean-Marie Schaeffer, L'Art de l'âge moderne: L'esthétique et la philosophie de l'art du XVIIIᵉ siècle à nos jours (Gallimard, 
1992): 55. 
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foundation of metaphysical tradition by arguing that the subject and the object cannot coincide 

in human minds because our representations are subjective. Thus, at the exact same time when 

metaphysics was being challenged, the French Revolution put change and agency on the agenda 

of philosophy, so repurposing this discipline.  

 

This new orientation allowed art to take over a metaphysical quest framed by philosophical 

discourse. Following Jean-Marie Schaeffer, Patricia Esquível argues that, after Kant’s Critique 

of Pure Reason, “art alone would have been able to access transcendental realities or ontological 

contents once proposed by philosophy and religion; the only thing able to reveal being, to 

establish a direct relationship with essential, eternal, and universal truth.”571 Consistent with 

Romanticism, such a metaphysical conception of art typical of the ontological was further 

developed by avant-garde artists such as Kandinsky, who argued that “pure artists [seek] to 

express inner truths in their work,” and then advocated by figures such as Clement Greenberg 

in the midst of the 20th century.572 

 

Here, however, we are not going to address a speculative conception of art, but the ways in 

which philosophy took the road that leads from being to becoming, through the development of 

philosophies of praxis. To do so, we will address the rise of the first philosophy of the project 

in Western epistemology, developed by Johann Gottlieb Fichte, who—to some extent—paved 

the way for Hegel, Marx, Heidegger, Sartre and social sciences. In doing so, we will witness 

the apparition of the technological at the heart of Western epistemology.  

 

3.3.1. Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Philosophy of the Project  

 

In Aristotle’s philosophical system, praxis has to do with those things that “can be otherwise,” 

with change and agency, that is to say, becoming.573 As philosopher Richard J. Bernstein argues, 

praxis is “concerned with man as agent.”574 It is precisely to deal with this issue that Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte, a German idealist philosopher, introduced the concept of project in 

philosophical discourse. As Fichte made clear, his philosophical system was directly inspired 

by the French Revolution: “When I wrote on the Revolution there came the first hints and 

 
571 Patricia Esquível, L’Autonomie de l’art en question : L’art en tant qu’art, 94 (my translation).  
572 Wassily Kandinsky, On the Spiritual in Art (Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1946): 10. 
573 See note 441.  
574 Richard J. Bernstein, Praxis and Action: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity, 1. 



 146 

inklings of my system.”575 The French Revolution, however, did not only force the philosopher 

to address change, but also to explain why the Revolution failed, with the Reign of Terror and 

the Napoleonic Wars that followed. In other words, if the Revolution demonstrated that a new 

order could be created by human action, philosophers had to find ways for an ideal order to 

come back and to last. Fichte provided a philosophical answer to this political issue.  

 

In the Vocation of Man (1794), Fichte argued that the duty of women and men is to work at 

individual progress, towards a state of self-consciousness that would make an ideal order 

possible and sustainable. Indexed on a philosophical ideal (according to the philosopher 

“perfection is the highest unattainable end of man”), self-consciousness plays a social function: 

it must help individuals to “become ever morally better and make all around [them] morally 

better also.”576 For an ideal society to come and last, thus, individuals must be morally educated 

first. As Fichte explained, they must “eradicate the improper tendencies which have arisen 

within [them] prior to the awakening of Reason, and the consciousness of [their] own 

independence.”577 In this sense, Fichte’s political philosophy falls into a tradition that goes back 

to Greek philosophers such as Plato, who subsumed politics to an ethics shaped by metaphysical 

thinking. Accordingly, individual and social progress hang by a process akin to philosophical 

initiation. But the way Fichte adapted metaphysical tradition to social change proved 

revolutionary.  

 

Breaking with the spectator theory of knowledge, according to which, as Horkheimer argues, 

“the observer as such can effect no change in the object,” Fichte developed a new epistemology 

which is characteristic of the technological. In a way that recalls disegno, which is described 

by Ciaravino as “a gaze launched towards the world,” the philosopher argued that the subject 

is “projicirt per hiatum:” projected into the void (hiatus) that used to separate the subject and 

the object.578 This subject is now confronted with objects with which she/he interacts. 

Knowledge, for Fichte, stems from this interaction. According to him, “it is certainly true, that 

the Ego is not, and can never become conscious of itself, except under its empirical 

 
575 In the Spring of 1795, Fichte wrote a famously revealing letter about the origins of his Wissenschaftslehre: “I believe that 
my system belongs to this [French] nation. It is the first system of freedom. Just as that nation has torn away the external chains 
of man, my system tears away the chains of the thing-in-itself, or external causes, that still shackle him more or less in other 
systems, even the Kantian.” Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Gesamtausgabe, Reinhard Lauth and others (eds.), vol.3, part 2, 
(Frommann-Holzboog, 1962–2012): 298. Quoted in David James and Günter Zöller (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Fichte (Cambridge University Press, 2016): 38.  
576 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Vocation of Man (Anodos Books, 2019): 24. 
577 Idem, 22. 
578 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe, 7 (my translation). Johann Gottlieb Fichte, 
Die Wissenschaftslehre. Zweiter Vortrag im Jahre 1804, 165. 
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determinations.”579 Based on this premise, the philosopher developed a dialectical conception 

of knowledge, which can be articulated as follows: posited as unlimited by metaphysical 

tradition, the ideal self is not conscious of itself until it experiences the limitations imposed by 

the real—often called the ‘non-self’ or ‘nothingness’ in philosophical discourse. 

Consciousness, therefore, arises from the experience of self-limitation. But, in return, the sense 

of loss produced by this experience puts the self into action (it moves the self), an action that 

takes the form of an effort (Streben), oriented towards an inaccessible goal: the return of 

perfection. Fichte, thus, is the first philosopher to have laid the theoretical foundations for the 

phenomenological hypothesis (see p.111) in Western epistemology.  

 

As Fichte makes explicit, such an approach, which posits an agent interacting with her/his 

environment, is intrinsically projective. For Fichte, the project is the trigger that moves the 

subject forward. As the philosopher argues: “I cannot find myself in action without discovering 

an object on which I act […] without projecting a picture […] of what I wish to bring about. 

For how do I know what I seek to accomplish […] without having an immediate regard to 

myself, in projecting the target-concept as an act?”580 In other words, as Gaston Bachelard 

would argue more than a century later, “the meditation of the object by the subject always takes 

the form of a project.”581 For philosopher Steven Vogel, “the key insight here, is [Giambattista] 

Vico’s: ‘We can only know what we make.’ The world we perceive and experience—the world 

we inhabit, the world investigated by science—is a world constituted by the ego”—which 

brings us back to the constructive side of disegno and to Le Moigne’s teleological hypothesis.582  

 

For Fichte’s philosophy of the project to be fully operational, however, the thinker had to 

develop a sociology. Anchored in 19th century Naturphilosophie and anthropology, his 

conception of society relies on a theory of impulses or drives (Triebe), which resorts to the 

concept of ‘will’ to problematize action: will, indeed, is that which moves the subject 

forward.583 Accordingly, the philosopher postulates a “social impulse” that belongs to “the 

fundamental impulses of man. [According to him,] it is man’s vocation to live in society.”584 

Starting from there, Fichte developed an intersubjective approach to the social consistent with 

 
579 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The vocation of the scholar (John Chapman, 1847): 19,  
https://archive.org/details/vocationofschola00fich/page/18 (accessed 5 October 2025).  
580 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Science of Knowledge (Cambridge University Press, 1982): 38-39. 
581 Gaston Bachelard, Le nouvel esprit scientifique (Les Presses Universitaires de France, 1968):15 (my translation). 
582 Steven Vogel, “What is the ‘Philosophy of Praxis’?,” 22. 
583 See Luca Fonnesu, “Entre Aufklärung et idéalisme : l'anthropologie de Fichte,” Revue Germanique Internationale, 18 
(2002): 133-147. 
584 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Vocation of Man, 30-31. 
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the connectionist logic of the project, a conception which, as philosophy professor Isabelle 

Aubert argues, implies “a relation between two knowing subjects [as much as between] 

actors.”585 For Fichte, indeed, the social impulse “leads to reciprocal activity, to mutual 

influence, mutual giving and receiving, mutual suffering and doing. […] The impulse requires 

us to discover free reasonable beings around us, and to enter into Society with them; it does not 

demand subordination as in the material world, but co-ordination.”586 As Fichte further argued, 

however, “men’s action does not take place on a blank page, they inherit from a world already 

modelled by others’ actions.”587 Individuals, in other words, are not only interacting 

horizontally, among subjects, but also diachronically, with what has been produced by former 

agents.  

 

If, for Fichte, “will” is the energy that moves an agent, he calls “culture” the means of action 

which is at the heart of social interactions. The philosopher, indeed, considers culture (by which 

he primarily means scholarly knowledge) as an agency, a “skill,” as he argued, which can be 

used at the same time as a means of self-improvement, and as a means of action “to modify 

external things [in society], and alter them in accordance with our ideas,” i.e., our projects.588 

As demonstrated by a text significantly titled The Vocation of the Scholar (1794), such an 

argument placed philosophers in a leading, social position. According to him, scholars have an 

educational duty: they must help other individuals to improve themselves and to make society 

a better place to live in the process. From this perspective, the praxis advocated by Fichte 

provided intellectual activity with an operational dimension, thus reconnecting theory and 

practice, which had been separated by figures such as Aristotle and Kant. Fichte, in other words, 

saw scholarly knowledge as a transformative agent. It is well-known, the exact same function 

has been granted to art by Schiller, in his famous Letters on the Aesthetical Education of Man 

(1793), which for Rancière, represent the aesthetic regime’s “first manifesto.”589 As Schiller, 

indeed, argued, “it is through Beauty that we arrive at freedom.”590 Ultimately, the two thinkers 

pursued a same goal: they both expected the advent of an ideal society to come, thus betraying 

an ontological conception of action shaped by projected time.   

 

 
585 Isabelle Aubert, “Sujet et intersubjectivité. La philosophie de Habermas face aux théories de Fichte et Husserl,” Trajectoires, 
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586 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Vocation of Man, 33. 
587 Idem, 44-45. 
588 Idem, 22. 
589 Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible,” 24. 
590 Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man (Dover Publication, 2004): 27 
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By developing a first theory of the project, Fichte not only found a way to put knowledge into 

action, he also found a way to retrieve being at the heart of becoming, thereby regenerating 

metaphysical thinking at a moment when it was confronted with change. In arguing that 

“perfection is the highest unattainable end of man,” Fichte placed being in the future. Indeed, 

according to this ontological conception of action, being is to be unveiled through a process of 

becoming akin to philosophical initiation, which is inscribed in time and space, in the real. 

Consistent with the modern notion of Progress, this projected time (which has been critiqued 

by Hottois as a “techno-poetic experience of the future” akin to “creative duration”) has shaped 

the Western imaginary and epistemology since the 19th century. Beside Fichte’s philosophical 

system, this technological temporality informs Hegel’s phenomenology of the Spirit, Marx’s 

historical materialism, Heidegger’s and Sartre’s philosophies of the subject, the demiurgical 

dream of technological progress, the search of the absolute in art, and the promise of a new 

order through art. This “imaginary of change,” as Danilo Martuccelli calls it, has shaped a new 

ethos in the artistic field, indexed on the philosophies of praxis: that of the avant-gardes, which, 

by definition, must aesthetically create the conditions for an ideal society by bringing into the 

present representations of this future society: “Let artists locate the Earthly Paradise in the 

future”—as reformer Henri de Saint-Simon, who coined the term “avant-garde” asked—“let 

them depict it as the result of social change, and a new system will be established very 

quickly.”591 In the same vein, Walter Gropius, claimed about a century later in his “Bauhaus 

Manifesto”: 

 
So let us therefore create a new guild of craftsmen, free of the divisive class 
pretentions that endeavoured to raise a prideful barrier between craftsmen and 
artists! Let us strive for, conceive and create the new building of the future that will 
unite every discipline, architecture, and sculpture and painting, and which will one 
day rise heavenwards from the million hands of craftsmen as a clear symbol of a 
new belief to come.592 

  

Ultimately, Fichte’s philosophy of the project proved operative on many levels: it connected 

the subject with the object, theory with practices, the individual as agent with the rest of society. 

In response to Kant’s criticism and to the French Revolution, Fichte managed to adapt 

metaphysical discourse to change by locating being at the heart of becoming, thereby 

introducing the technological into the ontological. Emblematic of a time marked by the end of 

the Ancien Regime and the birth of industrial capitalism, led by a new elite of producers 

 
591 Henri Saint-Simon, Œuvres complètes, vol.3, (Presses Universitaires de France, 2012): 2195 (my translation).  
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theorized and promoted by Henri de Saint-Simon (an elite that includes the entrepreneur, the 

scientist and the artist who are at the heart of Sloterdijk’s operativistic revolution), Fichte’s 

philosophy of the project set up a standard that makes it possible to address the subject and 

society as productions. To do so, the philosopher laid foundations for the phenomenological 

hypothesis, according to which knowledge is produced through the subject’s confrontation with 

the real, both being mutually produced in the process. This philosophy of praxis embodies the 

“new philosophy of meaning,” described by Erich Hörl as “a philosophy of openness, a 

philosophy of initial exteriority […] of being-with, of participation and sharing.”593 This is not 

to say that Fichte alone laid the foundation of this new thought, but he is certainly one of the 

first to have theorized it. This might explain why Arthur Schopenhauer called Fichte the “father 

of modern philosophy.”594  

 

After Fichte, the phenomenological hypothesis has been theorized in different fields, from 

different perspectives, which were discussed in the previous chapter. First, there are 

philosophies of praxis that restored being at the heart of becoming, such as Hegel’s, 

Heidegger’s and Sartre’s philosophies of the subject. Second, there are alternate forms of 

praxis—those critically analysed by Dieter Mersch, that address the ways in which individuals 

adapt to their environment, such as Dewey’s pragmatism and Leontiev and Vygotski’s cultural-

historical activity theory. Third, there are social sciences, such as Marxism, the Frankfurt 

School and critical sociology, which have been shaped by the phenomenological hypothesis, 

but focus on the system rather than individual agency. Out of these different approaches two 

main conceptions of action have emerged, which were to play a key-role in the artistic field, 

through the development of site-specific practices: criticism as a form of praxis and the 

creativity of action that have respectively informed institutional critique and socially engaged 

practices.  

 

3.3.2. Criticism as a Form of Praxis  

 

In the face of change, other scholars after Fichte asked themselves how to put theory into 

practice, how to act upon the world they lived in. In other words, how to envision their role as 

intellectuals involved in social processes. After Fichte’s The Vocation of the Scholar (1794), 

this preoccupation was at the heart of Horkheimer’s “Traditional and Critical Theory” (1937), 

 
593 See note 432. 
594 Universalis [website] https://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/johann-gottlieb-fichte/ (accessed 5 October 2025). 



 151 

Sartre’s A Plea for Intellectuals (1972) and Michel Foucault’s “The Political Function of the 

Intellectual” (1976), among other examples. Exactly like Fichte, these intellectuals responded 

to the social and political issues of their time. As Richard J. Bernstein, the author of Praxis and 

Action: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity (1971) explains:  

 
If one is to recapture the mood of the decade during which I was thinking about 
‘Praxis and Action,’ one must also appreciate the social and political ferment that 
was taking place in the United States and throughout the world. I was involved in 
the early civil rights movement, and even spent a brief period in Mississippi during 
the Freedom Summer of 1964. The social and political unrest of the time was not 
unrelated to my intellectual interest. Like Dewey and the young Marx, I became 
increasingly preoccupied with the meaning and the relationship of theory and 
practice.595 

 

In the last Theses on Feuerbach (1888), indeed, Marx famously argued that “philosophers have 

only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.”596 To do so, intellectuals 

used their main resource, knowledge, as a means of social change; and criticism became their 

primary mode of action. In “Traditional and Critical Theory,” a programmatic text of the 

Frankfurt School, Horkheimer argues that “a consciously critical attitude is part of the 

development of society.”597 Starting from there, the main approaches—such as the Frankfurt 

School’s critical theory and critical sociology, further developed by figures like Bourdieu—can 

be described as philosophies or sociologies of emancipation, which, as Luc Boltanski argues, 

“start from the concept of social domination.”598 As Boltanski explains, “critical theories of 

domination posit the existence of profound, enduring asymmetries which, while assuming 

different forms in different contexts, are constantly duplicated to the point of colonizing reality 

as a whole.”599 From this perspective, “critical sociology is largely a critique of institutions,” 

which consists in regarding them predominantly as instruments of domination.600 This is why 

this approach laid foundations for the institutional critique that was to develop in the artistic 

field since the 1960s onwards.  

 

According to Boltanski, the primary function of criticism is to “unmask” or “unveil” dynamics 

of domination that are to be found in the social order or in social relations.601 There lies the 
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social function of criticism. Positing that criticism is intrinsic to human action in everyday life, 

the sociologist explains that “ordinary” forms of criticism are to be informed by critical theories 

that occupy a “metacritical position.”602 In a way which perfectly illustrates the 

phenomenological hypothesis, critical theory must “grasp the discontents of actors, explicitly 

consider them in the very labour of theorization, in such a way as to alter their relationship to 

social reality and, thereby, that social reality itself, in the direction of emancipation.”603 In other 

words, critical theory must “induce actors to acknowledge what they already knew but, in a 

sense, without knowing it.”604 From this perspective, as Boltanski underlines, “exteriority” is 

key to critical theory.605  

 

Exactly like political forms of art that operate from within the aesthetic regime, critical theory 

operates from within a regime that stands midway between the ontological and the 

technological: critical theory acts upon society by unveiling systems of domination, but to do 

so it must stand in a position of exteriority, it must be autonomous. This point brings us back 

to the first chapter, where I argued that the structure of Mode 1 and that of the aesthetic regime 

were originally shaped by the ontological; field autonomy being the precondition for a search 

for truth. As professor in aesthetics and philosophy of art Aline Caillet argues, “any form of 

criticism needs a space […] at the same time separated and immanent, from within which it can 

“act upon society.”606 In other words, the autonomy of social sciences and art allow them to 

hold an oppositional position within society, which has been advocated by the art historians 

and critics involved in October and by Claire Bishop. Addressing this in-between situation that 

he characterizes as a “complex exteriority,” Boltanski argues that:  

 

Theory of domination […] must first of all be based on an exteriority of the kind 
[of Mode 1] to equip itself with the requisite data to create the picture of the social 
order that will be subsumed to critique [i.e., a technological representation]. But to 
be critical, such a theory also needs to furnish itself, in ways that can be explicit to 
very different degrees, with the means of passing a judgement of value of the social 
order being described.607 

 

Boltanski, however, pointed out three issues at stake in sociologies of emancipation, which 

betray an ontological conception of action. According to the sociologist, “to explain how and 
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why actors are dominated without knowing it, the theory must accord great importance to the 

illusions that blind them.”608 An initial consequence of this belief, is that “their critical 

capacities […] are underestimated or ignored,” which means that their agency is denied, just as 

the agency of artisans was denied by philosophers in Ancient Greek culture.609 The second issue 

is that “preponderant weight is given to the dispositional properties of actors, at the expense of 

the properties inscribed in the situations in which they are plunged, and an attempt is made to 

explain virtually all of their behaviours by the internalization of dominant norms.” In other 

words, these actors are conditioned and instrumentalized by the system they live in and by the 

norms they have internalized.610 And to restrain even more their agency, “knowledge of these 

structures is accessible exclusively” to sociologists, who hold a patronizing position.611 

Accordingly, a third issue is “to increase the asymmetry between deceived actors and a 

sociologist capable […] of revealing the truth of their social condition to them,” which means 

“overestimating the power of sociology.”612 As this last point demonstrates, criticism, as a form 

of praxis, falls into the ontological domain, at the cost of a simple adaptation: the truth to be 

unveiled, in this case, does not take the form of metaphysical essences, but that of a systems of 

domination. This form of praxis, therefore, consists in a politics of representation that comes 

within the spectator theory embodied by Plato’s Allegory of the Cave: social change arises when 

‘blind’ agents become aware of domination through seeing true representations of their own 

condition provided by scholars, thereby reifying domination, maintaining actors in fixed roles, 

and putting scholars in a privileged position.613 

 

In the 1980s, these limitations pushed Boltanski and other scholars to develop another approach 

defined as a pragmatic sociology of critique. As the sociologist explains, “this programme 

[indeed] exploited resources supplied by currents inspired to various degrees by [American] 

pragmatism. Often taking very different paths, these currents had in common that they 

refocused the sociologist’s attention on actors in situation.”614 In this regard, they belong in a 

constellation of other approaches mentioned in the previous chapter, that embody a 

technological conception of praxis.  

 
608 Idem, 20. 
609 Ibid. 
610 Ibid. 
611 Ibid. 
612 Idem, 21. 
613 Note that the critique of technology precisely stems from thinkers such as Herbert Marcuse, Jürgen Habermas and Dieter 
Mersch who critically addressed the technological as a form of domination by reducing it to instrumental reason, i.e., as a 
mechanical form of rationality, with no consciousness or meaning and subsumed to capitalism. 
614 Luc Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 24. 



 154 

3.3.3. The Creativity of Action 

 

Beside the form of praxis introduced above, which has been shaped by philosophical discourse, 

another model emerged, which found its roots at the crossroads of anthropology, biology, 

psychology and technology, through a wide range of approaches that include Charles Darwin’s 

theory of evolution, the philosophy of life that developed in Germany and in France between 

the 19th and the 20th centuries, experimental psychology that developed simultaneously in the 

United States and Russia, Piaget’s psychological constructivism, behaviourism and cybernetics. 

Criticized by Dieter Mersch for the operativity that it implies and because it broke with 

philosophical tradition, this technological conception of action puts individual creativity at the 

centre in a way which brings us back to the anthropological and constructivist approaches to 

technology. Praxis, from this perspective, is no longer in the hands of an elite. 

 

The form of praxis addressed here is not oriented towards a better future ahead but grounded in 

the here and now. As philosopher Jean-Pierre Cometti underlined, emancipation, in this case, 

is not to be achieved from without, through producing accurate representations of domination, 

but in the course of action, through providing actors with practical tools to emancipate 

themselves.615 Such an approach, in other words, implies a paradigm shift from representation 

to direct action. In this sense, praxis brings us back to the Greek metis, which seeks “practical 

effectiveness [and] the pursuit of success in a particular sphere of action,” and to the ingenium 

of the Renaissance elite artisan, who seeks not truth but the ‘best-possible’ according to local 

circumstances.616  

 

If, criticism as a form of praxis stood midway between the technological (in that it seeks social 

change) and the ontological (in that it reifies dynamics of domination into theoretical systems 

that repress agency), the conception of action addressed here best represents the technological. 

On a theoretical level, however, the creativity of action has also been confronted with the 

ontological. After having argued that “creativity has occupied a marginal position in the 

sociological tradition to date,” Hans Joas explains that this misrecognition stems from 

economic, sociological, psychological and analytical-philosophical theories of action that take 

rational action as their starting point.”617 According to the sociologist, such a concept isolates 

 
615 Jean-Pierre Cometti, La démocratie radicale (Gallimard, 2016): 32. 
616 Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 11. 
617 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action, 145-146. 
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the individual action from its context, thereby undermining the phenomenological hypothesis. 

In response to this theoretical aporia, Joas advocates a non-teleological interpretation of the 

intentionality of action, that denies fixed laws, positions and means-end logic (when it is devoid 

of meaning and agency).618 Taking the praxis developed by pragmatist John Dewey as 

exemplary of a non-teleological approach to action, Joas explains that it implies a radical break 

with projected temporality:   

 
The starting point for [Dewey’s] critique [of the means-ends schema] is precisely 
the contrast between action in pursuit of externally set goals and the ideal of action 
infused with meaning. […] In his world view with its radical ‘presentistic’ 
metaphysics, the results of present actions do not exist because they still lie in the 
future. The conception of goals as anticipated future states does not describe 
adequately their role in present action precisely because, as anticipations, they 
belong to the present. If we only dream of the future, we are not acting. Dewey 
therefore introduces the concept of the ‘end-in-view’ in order to define the role of 
goals in the organization of present action.619 

 

As Joas further explains, the significance of this “conceptual innovation” becomes clear when 

we consider the second step of the critique:  

 
Dewey speaks of a reciprocal relationship between an action’s end and the means 
involved. In other words, he does not presuppose that the actor generally has a clear 
goal, and that it only remains to make the appropriate choice of means. On the 
contrary, the goals of action are usually relatively undefined, and only become more 
specific as a consequence of the decision to use particular means. Reciprocity of 
goals and means therefore signifies the interaction of the choice of means and the 
definition of goals.620 

 

Referring to Dewey, Joas thus distinguishes an ontological conception of action—one that 

uncouples the means of action and its goals, as well as the phases of development and 

realization of a project, so that it becomes a plan that one assigns to oneself from outside—from 

a technological conception of action—that operatively connects means and goals, in favour of 

a truly creative process that implies a feedback loop between a subject and her/his environment, 

and the constant revaluation of means and goals.621  

 

The project, from this perspective, is not a mechanical process indexed on a “fixed sense of 

futurity”—as Simon Bayly argues, but the matrix or force field through which an actor interacts 

 
618 Idem, 148. 
619 Idem, 153-154. 
620 Idem, 154. 
621 Idem, 157. 
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with her/his environment here and now.622 From this perspective, “‘ends-in-view’ are not […] 

vaguely conceived future situations,” but a way to structure present action, to make the present 

operative.623 As Joas explains, ultimately, Dewey’s “critic of fixed goals applies not only to 

external but also self-imposed compulsion. [His] orientation is [towards] a pragmatic 

participation in collective action in which all values and all goals are potential objects of 

reflection and discussion.” This lays the foundation for a technological conception of action 

and for a technological form of art consistent with socially engaged practices, which both rely 

on the phenomenological hypothesis.624 Both ways, knowledge is produced in action and for 

action:  

 
The alternative to a teleological interpretation of action, with its inherited 
dependence on Cartesian dualisms, is to conceive of perception and cognition not 
as preceding action but rather as a phase of action by which action is directed and 
redirected in its situational contexts. […] It is the body’s capabilities, habits, and 
ways of relating to the environment which formed the background to all conscious 
goal-setting, in other words, to our intentionality.625 

 

In a way which perfectly illustrates the technological, Joas adds that “according to this view, 

our perception of the world appears to be structured by our capacities, and the experiences of, 

action. […] Our perception is directed not towards the properties of the world as such, but rather 

towards our being able to use in practice in the context of our actions that which we perceive.”626 

Accordingly, every action takes place in a situation: “the situation is constitutive of action.”627 

Which leads Joas to argue that “the concept of ‘situation’ is a suitable replacement for the 

means-ends schema.”628 Now, this concept—that of situation—was to be a key-concept in the 

development of artistic practices that arose against high modernism in the post-war period, such 

as happening, environment, and site-specific practices.  

 

This technological form of praxis, which is not based on criticism but situated action, can be 

addressed through different perspectives. Following Boltanski and Joas, I will focus on the 

legacy of Dewey, who—according to philosopher and professor in urban planning Donald A. 

Schön—“devoted his life to the project of overcoming the dualisms […] of thought and action, 

research and practice, science and common sense, the academy and everyday life,” at the 

 
622 Simon Bayly, “The End of the Project: Futurity in the Culture of Catastrophe,” 163. 
623 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action, 154. 
624 Idem, 154-155. 
625 Idem, 158. 
626 Ibid. 
627 Ibid. 
628 Idem, 160.  
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service of a political ideal: ‘radical democracy,’ relying on intelligent and civic minded 

participation.629 As Richard J. Bernstein explains:  

 
Dewey did have a deep belief in the possibility of making intelligence effective in 
all modes of human life. […] He advocated an ideal of shared intelligent activity 
[consistent with the concept of creativity] in the life of a democratic community by 
which men could eliminate social evils, enrich their experience, and achieve 
desirable goods.630  

 

To do so, Dewey developed a specific form of mapping that he called ‘inquiry,’ which is often 

reduced to a problem-solving methodology, now associated with socially engaged artists. For 

Dewey, however, inquiry is an experimental form of action, it being specified that ‘experience,’ 

as Bernstein explains, refers to “an active transaction between a living and organism and its 

environment”; it embodies “an effort to change the given.”631 As the philosopher further 

explains, quoting Dewey:  

 
Most of our lives consist of experiences which are not primarily cognitive or 
reflexive. We are biological creatures continually involved in doing, enjoying, 
suffering. Inquiry arises as the ‘dominant trait of a situation when there is something 
seriously the matter, some trouble, due to active discordance, dissentiency, [when] 
a situation becomes tensional.’ The purpose of the specific enquiry is to locate the 
difficulty and to devise a method for coping with it.632  

 

This explains why—according to Caillet, enquiry “is always grounded in a particular context”; 

it implies a “contextual unity,” embodied by the concept of situation discussed above, within 

which “logical operations and data collection are indissociable. Enquiry does not seek to extract 

information or verify hypotheses, but to resolve a problem that is in no way predetermined.”633 

In other words, inquiry does not apply predefined models or concepts but produces knowledge 

in the process of solving a problem.  

 

Contrary to critical sociology, there is no exteriority with this form of praxis and therefore no 

place for field autonomy. As Donald A. Schön explains, “the inquirer does not stand outside 

the problematic situation like a spectator; but she is in it and in transaction with it.”634 

Addressing the nature of this interaction, Cometti further explained that the inquirer “uses her 

 
629 Donald A. Schön, “The Theory of Inquiry: Dewey’s Legacy to Education,” Curriculum Inquiry, vol. 22, no. 2 (Summer, 
1992): 121-122.  
630 Richard J. Bernstein, Praxis and Action: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity, 202. 
631 Idem, 208. 
632 Idem, 204-205. 
633 Aline Caillet, L’art de l’enquête: Savoirs pratiques et sciences sociales, 59-60. 
634 Donald A. Schön, “The Theory of Inquiry: Dewey’s Legacy to Education,” 121-122. 
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individual faculties, her intelligence and imagination […] in relation to that of other individuals, 

through a shared experience whose process is based on communication and cooperation.”635 

Relations and connections, indeed, are constitutive of Dewey’s philosophy of enquiry. In a way 

which strongly recalls the Greek metis, characterized by an ability ‘to bind,’ ‘to weave’ or ‘to 

twist,’ this form of praxis “unties shackles”—as Cometti puts it, by creating operative 

connections.636 According to Dewey: 

 
Some things are relatively insulated from the influence of other things; some things 
are easily invaded by others; some things fiercely attracted to conjoin their activities 
with those of others. Experience exhibits every kind of connection from the most 
intimate to the external juxtaposition.637  

 

Such connections, which have to do with operativity, demonstrate the creativity of action. 

Enquiry, for Dewey, is a “potentiality” akin to creativity; it is a way of acting which is to be 

continuously improved by the actor in order to prevent action from reifying into mere habit.638 

As Joas explains, “this reconstruction is a creative achievement on the part of the actor. If he 

succeeds in reorienting the action on the basis of his changed perception and thus continuing 

with it, then something new enters the world: a new mode of acting, which can gradually take 

root and thus itself become an unreflected routine.” 639 Creativity, thus, is more than just one of 

the necessities for the survival of an organism; it is that which prevents the reification of 

action.640 This point is at the core of Joas’s The Creativity of Action, where the sociologist 

addresses the issue of creativity in Dewey’s theory of enquiry as follows:  

 
Action constantly encounters unexpected obstacles […]. Hypotheses are put 
forward: suppositions about new ways of creating bridges between the impulses to 
action and the given circumstances of a situation. Not all such bridges are viable. 
However, when the actor succeeds in building a new bridge, this serves quite 
concretely to enhance his capacity for action. In fact, it even changes the goals he 
sets himself. For the pragmatists, action consists not in the pursuit of clear-cut goals 
or in the application of norms, and creativity is not the overcoming of obstacles 
along these prescribed routes. Anchoring creativity in action allows the pragmatists 
to conceive of creativity precisely as the liberation of the capacity for new 
actions.641  

 

 
635 Jean-Pierre Cometti, La démocratie radicale: 155 
636 Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 41. Jean-Pierre Cometti, La 
démocratie radicale: 15. 
637 John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy,” in John Dewey, Creative Intelligence: Essays in the Pragmatic 
Attitude (Holt, 1917): 15. 
638 John Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (Saerchinger Press, 2008): 21. 
639 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action, 129. 
640 Idem, 133. 
641 Idem, 113. 
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For Dewey, ultimately, this conception of creativity is constitutive of political action because 

it “liberates and liberalizes action”; but it also lays foundations for an aesthetics of action, which 

was theorized by the philosopher in the concept of “roundness,” which is not to meant to be a 

formal quality, but rather implies that each partial action is comprehensively laden with 

meaning for the actor—so contradicting the instrumental approach to technology, according to 

which, technology is meaningless. Critical towards “the ideas that set Art upon a remote 

pedestal” and towards “the merely contemplative character of the aesthetic,” Dewey sought to 

recover “the continuity of aesthetic experience with normal processes of living.”642 To him, 

such an experience is not the preserve of artists; it has to do with any kind of activity, like “the 

intelligent mechanic engaged in his job, interested in doing well and finding satisfaction in his 

handiwork, caring for his materials and tools with genuine affection.”643 What defines the 

‘roundness’ or the ‘unity’ of an action is the level of consciousness involved and the ability to 

control the entire process from the beginning of this action to its end. An action is aesthetic 

when it is embodied by an actor who has internalized their means of action in a dynamic, way 

through acquired experience, so that an action becomes meaningful.644 As Dewey argues: 

 
The enemies of the aesthetic are neither the practical nor the intellectual. They are 
the humdrum; slackness of loose ends; submission to convention in practice and 
intellectual procedure. Rigid abstinence, coerced submission, tightness on one side 
and dissipation, incoherence and aimless indulgence on the other, are deviations in 
opposite directions from the unity of an experience.645  

 

Dewey thus opens a path that helps build the idea of the project as a medium for artists, by 

which I mean that its use is self-conscious and self-critical, so that project-making can be 

addressed and legitimated from the perspective of art history and art criticism.646 However, as 

demonstrated by the ideology of neo-management, which has been addressed by Boltanski and 

Chiapello as constitutive of the project society we live in, such a dynamic approach to action is 

not only more aesthetic but is also more efficient: it is well-known that post-Fordism and 

 
642 John Dewey, Art as Experience (Perigee Books, 1980): 5, 10. 
643 Idem, 5. 
644 As Dewey argued: “In every integral experience there is form because there is dynamic organization. I call the organization 
dynamic because it takes time to complete it, because it is a growth. There is inception, development, fulfilment. Material is 
ingested and digested through interaction with that vital organization of the results of prior experience that constitutes the mind 
of the [actor]. Incubation goes on until what is conceived is brought forth and is rendered perceptible as part of the common 
world. An aesthetic experience can be crowded into a moment only in the sense that a climax of prior long enduring processes 
may arrive in an outstanding movement which so sweeps everything else into it that all else is forgotten.” Idem, 55-56. 
645 Idem, 40.  
646 As Hans Joas argues: “Every kind of practical action can have [an] aesthetic quality. […] The same action—for example, 
cooking—can be experienced as a meaningless chore or as a meaningful contribution to a life shared with others […] Dewey’s 
theory of the aesthetic dimension that is potentially inherent in all experience thus serves at the same time as a yardstick for his 
cultural and social critic. He is striving for a society in which actors are able to perform meaningful actions.” Hans Joas, The 
Creativity of Action, 133, 140. 
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neoliberalism have internalized the parameters that make action and projects more dynamic 

(such as autonomy, reflexivity, flexibility, creativity, etc.) for purely productive ends. The 

technological approach to action, indeed, proved influential way beyond the domains of 

philosophy and social sciences; it informed Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology of critique, Bruno 

Latour’s Experimental Programme in Political Arts (SPEAP), but also the field of management 

and organization theory.  

 

Advocate of a ‘pragmatist turn’ in organization studies, Philippe Lorino “observed that 

organizational choices [have long been] dictated by a deep and sincere faith in supposedly 

accurate models, pre-determined ‘optima,’ and artificial systems” consistent with the 

ontological conception of action.647 And, this specialist in organizational behaviour and 

management control continues: “the traditional ‘controlling’ view of managerial thought 

constituted practical implementation of rationalist and idealist views of the world […] as 

illustrated by Plato and Descartes and strongly criticized by the classical pragmatists.”648 

According to Lorino, however, such an approach led to the following situation: 

 
The illusion of predicting, planning, controlling, accurately modelling, eliminating 
risk, and the triumph of cognitivism have lured scholars and managers for too long 
into a certainty that is often misleading. There has been a high price to pay for such 
deceptive and misplaced assurance: ineffective efficiency; meticulous control of 
misunderstood risks; disdain of actors’ invaluable experience; stress, despair, and 
loss of meaning at work; opacity and unethical behaviors.649 

 
 
In response to the inefficiency of the ontological form of action from a productivist 

perspective—an inefficiency embodied by Fordism and top-down planning that imply the 

systematic obliteration of real situated activity—this pragmatic turn in organization theory and 

management has been calling for alternate approaches that have put the creativity of individuals 

at the centre starting in the 1980s.650 This turn is embodied in the notion of ‘governance,’ which 

has been defined by economist Gilles Paquet and the other authors of La démocratie à l’épreuve 

de la gouvernance (Democracy Tested by Governance, 2001) “as the efficient coordination of 

an organization or a community when knowledge, resources, and power are distributed.”651  

 

 
647 Philippe Lorino, Pragmatism and Organizational Studies (Oxford University Press, 2018): vi. 
648 Ibid. 
649 Idem, viii. 
650 Idem, vii. 
651 Linda Cardinal and Caroline Andrew (eds.), La démocratie à l’épreuve de la gouvernance (Les Presses de L’Université 
d’Ottawa, 2011): ii. 
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Addressing this notion of governance from a critical perspective, which strongly contrasts with 

this definition, philosopher Alain Deneault argues that governance embodies a neoliberal 

approach to politics and economics, which has resulted in the deregulation and privatization of 

public services.652 As Deneault explains, this notion, which took shape within the field of 

management, was applied in corporations during the crisis of the 1970s-80s (as Boltanski and 

Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism demonstrate), before reaching the political and public 

spheres in the wake of globalization.653 To him, governance betrays the convergence of politics 

and economics, both subsumed to a managerial conception of power; it “betrays the desire of 

private [and public] institutions to regulate themselves” through ‘empowering’ the actors who 

operate within them.654 While in firms, governance relies on the agency of employees, at the 

political level it is consistent with the responsibility shift addressed in the introduction, that 

pushes individuals “to deal with issues that were once the domain of the state,” as Tania 

Bruguera puts it.655 Both ways, the creativity of actors is ruled by managerial values (that build 

Boltanski and Chiapello’s projective city) and controlled from outside by tools furnished by 

project management.  

 

In this regard, it is interesting to observe how the terminology and practices of governance 

match with socially engaged practices, which are both subsumed to project economies. Defined 

by political scientists Linda Cardinal and Caroline Andrew as “problem-solving technique,” 

governance has been theorized by architect, management consultant and professor of strategic 

management Marc Boisot, who distinguishes two phases.656 The first phase, which has to do 

with problem-solving is subdivided into three steps: the first consists in mapping the 

environment in order to identify a problem or an issue to solve; the second, in formalizing the 

problem to solve; the third, in solving the problem. The second phase has to do with the 

diffusion and application of acquired knowledge in different contexts, according to the logic of 

best-practice consistent with management.657  

 

So, we come full circle. Critically addressed by Claire Bishop, the convergence between 

political art and social engineering, and between emancipation and deregulation, was made 

 
652 Alain Deneault, Gouvernance: Le management totalitaire (Lux, 2013): 11. 
653 Idem, 9. 
654 Idem, 11, 29, 32. 
655 Arte Útil [website], https://arte-util.org/about/, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
656 Linda Cardinal and Caroline Andrew, “Autour de Gilles Paquet,” in Linda Cardinal and Caroline Andrew (eds.), La 
démocratie à l’épreuve de la gouvernance, op. cit., 1 
657 Gilles Paquet, “La gouvernance en tant que manière de voir: le paradigme de l’apprentissage collectif,” in Linda Cardinal 
and Caroline Andrew (eds.), La démocratie à l’épreuve de la gouvernance, op. cit., 16. 
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possible because art, sciences, politics, economics and management came to share the same 

epistemological foundations (the phenomenological hypothesis), the same mode of action (the 

project), resource (creativity), practice (mapping, problem-solving), values (usefulness and 

effectiveness). In other words, all followed a same process that led from the ontological to the 

technological. From the perspective of action, however, this move is neither negative nor 

positive: it hangs on individual agency to take the best of given situations. The difference here 

is between meaningful action and meaningless procedures. 

 

Starting from there, it is time to address different steps that led from the ontological to the 

technological in the artistic field. In other words, one needs to address the conditions of 

emergence of a technological regime of the project. We will have to elucidate how art 

progressively became a ‘useful tool’ or mode of action to solve concrete problems in society, 

rather than a language to better understand the world we live in. In the next section, we will see 

how paradigm shifts in Western epistemology pushed art away from a logic of representation 

towards a logic of action—not as an artistic practice, in the sense of performance, but as social 

praxis. In doing so, we will see how the artistic field has been transformed from within by the 

logic of the project, through the development of site-specific practices. Accordingly, we will 

identify strategical functions performed by the project as concept and mode of action.  

 

3.4. Revisiting Site-Specific Practices through the Lens of the Technological  

 

This section seeks to demonstrate the rise of a technological regime of the project in the artistic 

field through revisiting the narrative of site-specific practice (established by figures such as 

Douglas Crimp, Benjamin Buchloh, Hal Foster and Miwon Kwon) in the light of the 

technological.658 The main argument is that this new regime was in gestation in minimal art, 

conceptual art and land art, before coming to completion in institutional critique and socially 

engaged practices. To demonstrate the rise of a technological regime of the project, we will 

apply to these practices elements introduced in the second chapter, such as the 

phenomenological hypothesis (according to which knowledge stems from a dialectical 

interaction between an individual and the real, both being mutually produced in the course of 

this process), the practice of mapping (associated with the phenomenological hypothesis) and 

technological interventions (i.e., technological representations, apparatuses and actions).  

 
658 See note 12. 
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We will also build links with the previous sections: between disegno in Renaissance, conceptual 

art and land art, between criticism as a form of praxis in social sciences and institutional 

critique, between the creativity of action and socially engaged practices. On the road that will 

lead us to a technological regime of the project, we will focus on the two main causes addressed 

in this dissertation: social or political causes that call for action, and a critique of the ontological 

at the heart of modern and contemporary art. On this road, operativity will be a key-parameter: 

the regime of the project comes to completion when art does not run on idle anymore but 

operatively reconnects with other actors, constituencies, disciplines and the social sphere to act 

most effectively upon the world. Art from this perspective is no longer (or not only) ruled by 

its inner logic, but by that of action, which indexes art on objectives that are external to the 

field. In the process, we will demonstrate the convergence of art and sciences, both subsumed 

to the logic of action under the auspices of the technological.   

 

3.4.1. Minimalism: The Phenomenological Turn  
 

It has become almost a cliché to state that minimalism gave to phenomenology a prominent 

role in the artistic field, the reception of which—as Hal Foster explains—was primarily 

mediated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (translated into English 

in 1962).659 According to the art critic and historian, phenomenological experience was to 

overcome “metaphysical dualisms of subject and object” embodied by modernist painting and 

sculpture.660 Displayed in the exhibition space, minimalist units were to be corporeally 

experienced by the spectator, thus activating the ‘passive’ beholder consistent with speculative 

theories of knowledge. For Foster, ultimately, what was at stake with minimalism was “the 

nature of meaning and the status of the subject, both of which are held to be public, not private, 

produced in a physical interface with the actual world, not in a mental space of idealist 

conception.”661 These arguments, which build the narrative of minimalism, may have lost their 

relevance for artists and scholars. With regard to the dissertation’s main topic, however, this 

narrative represents a threshold, which cannot be overlooked for it makes it possible to 

chronologically locate the rise of a technological regime of the project in the early 1960s. 

Minimalism, indeed, subsumes art to the phenomenological hypothesis, which characterizes the 

technological.  

 
659 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, 243. 
660 Idem, 40. 
661 Ibid. 
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During this period, the rise of minimalism impelled Michael Fried, an advocate of modernist 

painting and sculpture, to publish one of the most iconic essays of the 1960s, “Art and 

Objecthood” (1967), within which—in the context of the Cold War—the art critic and historian 

went as far as to argue that there was a “war” between these two conceptions of art that rely on 

two antagonistic conception of knowledge: the ontological and the technological.662 To Fried, 

who fought for “the authentic art of [his] time,” minimalism represented an attack on the 

epistemological foundations of the aesthetic regime that established art as a language in its own 

right, and as a space on its own—it being specified that this space is at the same time that of 

representation and that of art as an institution.663 If there is no need to go into the details of 

Fried’s essay, two important arguments must be highlighted, which focus on the “objecthood” 

consistent with minimalism, that he called “literalist art.”664 

 

Fried’s first argument has to do with the hermeneutic model of the inside and the outside, which 

hangs on the objectal dimension of interiority, expressed or exteriorized through the artistic 

gesture (see chapter 2). For the advocate of modernism, gestures expressed in the composition 

of an artwork are key to the aesthetic experience because they allow an artwork to be “readable 

as art” (as Greenberg put it), thus providing the aesthetic experience with objective 

foundations.665 As Charles Harrison has argued, from this perspective, a painting or a sculpture 

is “to be criticized in terms of its ‘internal’ relations and properties and of the effects of these 

upon the spectator.”666 Now Judd’s “specific objects” or Morris’s Gestalt undermined this 

hermeneutic model through producing standard and repeatable units that could be produced 

industrially: i.e., “objects” conceived has a “whole,” with no gesture.667 Quoting Judd (from 

“Specific Objects,” 1965) and Morris (from “Notes on Sculpture, Parts 1 and 2,” 1966), Fried 

underlined that such artists are “above all […] opposed to sculpture that, like most painting, is 

‘made part by part, by addition, composed’ and in which ‘specific elements... separate from the 

 
662 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood” (1967), in Gregory Battcock (ed.), Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology (Dutton, 1968): 
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663 Idem, 147. 
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whole, thus setting up relationships within the work.’”668 From this perspective, as Fried 

concluded: objecthood is the negation of art, it embodies “the condition of non-art.”669  

 

Fried’s second argument focuses on the phenomenological hypothesis advocated by 

minimalism. Accordingly, the artwork has left “the uncontaminated and pure idealist space of 

dominant modernism”—as Miwon Kwon put it, so that it stands in the space of the spectator, 

in a way that favours their interaction.670 (Fichte would have said that the artwork has been 

projected into the void that used to separate the space of the artwork from that of the beholder.) 

For Fried, this collapse of distance has undermined the very “condition of painting and sculpture 

[…] that is, of existing in, indeed of evoking or constituting, a continuous and perpetual 

present.”671 Minimalism, thus, subsumed art to time and space, which are the conditions of the 

‘real’ (where the art object and the beholder both stand), thereby proposing a new kind of artistic 

experience critically addressed as a form of “theatre” by the art critic.672 In turn, as Fried and 

minimalist artists all agreed, ‘painting’ or ‘sculpture’ had become an ‘object’ among other 

objects, reflecting the desacralization of artistic production and its renunciation of 

transcendence.  

 

The phenomenological hypothesis helped minimalist artists to break with “the idealism of 

modernist art” which, according to Douglas Crimp, “determined the object’s placelessness, its 

belonging in no particular place”: contrary to modernist sculptures, which are symbolically cut 

off from mundane realities by their pedestal, minimalism objects, indeed, are contextual.673 This 

is precisely why minimalism has been identified by scholars such as Crimp, Kwon or Foster as 

the first stage of site-specific practices. From this perspective, its opponents and advocates both 

resorted to a same terminology—one which is typical of the technological—to address the 

aesthetic experience consistent with this form of art. The notion of ‘situation’ in particular, 

became a primary concept to define the connection point where an artwork and its audience 

interact. Quoting once again Morris, Fried argued that: “whereas in previous art ‘what is to be 

 
668 Idem, 118. Donald Judd, “Specific Objects,” 1964, https://juddfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/04/Specific_Objects_1964.pdf (accessed 5 October 2025). Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture” 
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671 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 146.  
672 As Fried famously argued: “What is it about objecthood as projected and hypostatized by the literalists that makes it, if only 
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673 Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins (MIT Press, 1993): 17. 
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had from the work is located strictly within [it],’ the experience of literalist art is of an object 

in a situation—one that, virtually by definition, includes the beholder.”674 Now, such a move 

into the real, beyond the space of representation, pushed artists to integrate parameters and 

determinations that are to be found outside of the field. 

 

Accordingly, for Morris, “the concerns now are for more control of and/or cooperation of the 

entire situation. Control is necessary if the variables of object, light, space, body, are to function. 

The object itself has not become less important. It has merely become less self-important.” 675 

Addressing the skills required by the development of site-specific practices, which have to do 

with the control over the situation created (i.e., control over the entire project), Harrison pointed 

out a phenomenon of professionalization.676 Minimalism, indeed, called for ways of 

“administrating” artistic production that goes in the direction of project management:  

 
If Minimal Art inaugurated a form of administration by artists—in the sense that it 
included the gallery, its space and time, within its area of operation—the return it 
offered was to render its own objects and enterprises highly transmissible. […] The 
Minimal shift thus both marked and began a new form of professionalism, not only 
among artists but also among those critics and dealers and curators who attended in 
one manner or another upon the distribution of their work.677 

 

While the control over time, space and cooperation precisely is a function of the project, this 

notion, however, has not been used by minimalist artists who reaffirmed the art object through 

redesigning it (in a way antagonistic to modernist painting and sculpture) and repurposing it 

(for a phenomenological experience). Against Fried’s argument, these artists also reaffirmed 

the aesthetic regime in the process. Claiming some of its main attributes, Morris indeed argued 

that “the autonomous and literal nature of sculpture demands that it have its own […] space,” 

secured by this very regime. Ultimately, as Foster explained, this is precisely why art historians 

and critics argued that minimalism “consummated one formalist model of modernism, 

completed and broke with it at once.”678 Rather than “posit minimalism as a break with 

modernist practice,” Rosalind Krauss, in particular, has projected “a minimalist recognition 

back onto modernism so that she can then read minimalism as a modernist epitome.”679 But this 

 
674 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 125. 
675 Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture,” 234. 
676 Charles Harrison, Essays on Art & Language, 46. 
677 Ibid.  
678 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, 35. 
679 Ibid., 42.  
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is not the only complexity of minimalism. As Fried suggested, such a conception of art has 

failed to bypass the dualism of subject and object:  

 
The theatricality of Morris’s notion of the ‘non personal or public mode’ seems 
obvious: the largeness of the piece, in conjunction with its nonrelational, unitary 
character, distances the beholder—not just physically but psychically. It is, one 
might say, precisely this distancing that makes the beholder a subject and the piece 
in question . . . an object.680  

 

Beyond its contradictions, minimalism represents the first step towards a technological regime 

of the project. Because the logic of the project is omnipresent through the phenomenological 

hypothesis on which minimalism relies. As far as it concerns the artistic field, the foundational 

gesture of the new regime is thus not constructive (as it is the case in the history of the project, 

through disegno), but epistemological.  

 

3.4.2. Conceptual Art: A Technological Gaze on the World 

 

If minimalist artists did not resort to the notion of the project but reaffirmed the art object, this 

notion was introduced into the field by conceptual artists who dematerialized this object, 

through different approaches which have been documented by Lucy R. Lippard in Six Years: 

The Dematerialization of the Art Object From 1966 to 1972, that she described as “an 

occasionally critical memoir of a small group of young artists’ attempts to escape from the 

frame-and-pedestal syndrome in which art found itself by the mid-1960s.”681 Underlining the 

context in which conceptual art developed, Lippard explained in the preface of the 1997 edition:  

 

The era of Conceptual art—which was also the era of the Civil Rights Movement, 
Vietnam, the Women’s Liberation Movement, and the counter-culture—was a real 
free-for-all. […] The frame was there to be broken out of. Anti-establishment fervor 
in the 1960s focused on the de-mythologization and de-commodification of art, on 
the need for an independent (or ‘alternative’) art that could not be bought and sold 
by the greedy sector that owned everything that was exploiting the world and 
promoting the Vietnam war. The artists who are trying to do non-object art are 
introducing a drastic solution to the problems of artists being bought and sold so 
easily, along with their art.682  

 

 
680 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” 126. 
681 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, viii.  
682 Ibid., vii, xiv. 
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In this context, conceptual artists called into question not only the art object—its 

dematerialization being a way to free art production from its commodity status, but the entire 

structure of the aesthetic regime, including its institutions, networks of production and 

diffusion, and the notion of authorship. As far as it concerns the ‘project,’ there are two obvious 

ways to explain why artists introduced this notion and working modality. But, as we shall see 

below, these explanations are almost secondary with regard to the technological ethos that 

underpins this conceptual art.  

 
The first explanation, which goes back to the Renaissance theory of disegno, is inherent in the 

very strategy of conceptual art, which, for Benjamin Buchloh, constitutes “the most 

consequential assault on the status of that object: its visuality, its commodity status, and its form 

of distribution”—a strategy, which consists in valuing the idea or the concept that informs 

creation, at the expense of its materialization.683 For Lippard: “conceptual art means work in 

which the idea is paramount and the material form is secondary.”684 In the same spirit, Sol 

LeWitt famously argued that: “in conceptual art the idea of concept is the most important aspect 

of the work. When an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and 

decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair.”685 As for Joseph 

Kosuth, as a last example, he “replaced the term ‘work’ for art proposition.”686 Conceptual art, 

thus, turned the art object into a project, in the sense of design, planned undertaking or proposal. 

 

The second explanation resonates with the connection made in the first chapter, between the 

project and alternative culture or activism, which favours collaboration rather than individual 

authorship. As Lippard argued in the preface of the 1997 edition, conceptual art “constituted an 

attack on the genius theory, the hitherto most cherished aspect of patriarchal, ruling-class art” 

through putting into question “the notion of originality, ‘the artist’s touch,’ and the competitive 

aspects of individual style.”687 From this perspective, it represented “a combative attitude 

toward art as individual product, [which was] in line with the general sixties appeal of the 

collective act.”688 In this context, which—according to Lippard, called for an independent or 

alternative art, self-organization or “collaboration was another conceptual strategy.”689 This is 

 
683 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions,” 
107. 
684 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, vii. 
685 Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967), in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (eds.), Conceptual Art: A 
Critical Anthology (MIT Press, 1999): 12. 
686 Joseph Kosuth, The Sixth Investigation 1969 Proposition 14 (Gerd De Vries/Paul Maenz, 1971), n. p. 
687 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, xiv. 
688 Idem, xv. 
689 Ibid.  
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why artists started to organizes “projects,” as Lippard explained, through putting the term into 

inverted commas, to signify the introduction of a new concept:  

 
As younger American artists were invited to Europe, younger European artists 
began to show up in New York independently, making contact with their peers, 
cooking up inexpensive but expansive international ‘projects’ unaffiliated with the 
commercial gallery system.690  

 
  
Beyond these two explanations, I propose to consider conceptual art at large through the lens 

of the technological. From this perspective, conceptual art made one further step towards a 

technological regime of the project, after minimalism broke with a transcendental space of 

representation. Exactly like linear perspective and disegno in the Renaissance, conceptual art 

reflects a technological gaze on the world. Let us remember that disegno and perspectiva 

artificialis were developed by elite artisans who looked at the world as geometricians or 

surveyors. Joselita Ciaravino described disegno as “an instrument to unveil the secrets of the 

world, to understand its configuration”—a tool through which “everything is taken apart and 

questioned in its texture, its structure and its relationship to its environment.”691 Empirically 

developed and theorized by figures such as Brunelleschi, Da Vinci, Alberti, Zuccari, etc., 

perspective and disegno were technological instruments relying on scientifical principles, 

which were made to seize the world, to quantify it, in order to most effectively represent it and 

operate within it. Now, such a mapping of the real was realized by conceptual artists who 

systematically explored its configurations in space and time.692 This aspect is addressed in 

Charting Space: The Cartographies of Conceptual Art (2023), which, as its editor, Elize 

Mazadiego, argued, “foregrounds artists’ mappings as interrogation of space and spatiality that 

ultimately probed the multiple dimensions of the world in which they lived—but also sought to 

reformulate them.”693 There is no need, here, to address in detail such mappings. Suffice to 

underline that this methodology betrays a technological gaze on the world consistent with the 

phenomenological hypothesis, which implies a subject operating within the real, interacting 

with it, looking for information to best seize it, question it, and act within it.  

 

 
690 Ibid., xix. 
691 Joselita Ciaravino, Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles, 31-35. 
692 Let us mention: Robert Smithson’s A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey (1967), Ed Ruscha’s Twenty-Six 
Gasoline Stations (1963), Douglas Huebler’s Variable Piece: 70 (1970-1975), Dan Graham’s Homes for America (published 
in a 1966-67 Arts magazine) or Marta Rosler’s The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (1974-75), among many 
other examples. 
693 Elize Mazadiego (ed.), Charting Space: The Cartographies of Conceptual Art (Manchester University Press, 2023): 4-5. 
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Accordingly, artists experimented with new practices and technological representations that 

include measurements, maps, charts, graphics, inventories, recordings, archives and other forms 

of documentation that constitute a “scientistic aesthetic” of sort, as Eve Meltzer calls it, 

informed by disciplines such as cybernetics, systems theory and structuralism—an aesthetic in 

which, as Mazadiego explains, “the artworks were abstracted down to its ‘essential’ aspects and 

conveyed through linguistic data or structural system.”694 Addressed by Buchloh as an 

“aesthetics of administration” such mappings however “ran on idle,” they looked like 

technological representation, but were not meant to function as such. While they seemed to be 

indexed on the real, these representations were ruled by their inner logic, that of art, which was 

being questioned through this means in a self-reflexive way, incompatible with the 

technological. As Lippard argued:  

 
For artists looking to restructure perception and the process/product relationship of 
art, information and systems replaced traditional formal concerns of composition, 
color, technique, and physical presence. Systems were laid over life the way a 
rectangular format is laid over the seen in paintings, for focus. Lists, diagrams, 
measurements, neutral descriptions, and much counting were the most common 
vehicles for the preoccupation with repetition, the introduction of daily life and 
work routines, philosophical positivism, and pragmatism. [There was] a fascination 
with pseudo-scientific data and neo-philosophical gobbledygook.695 

 

Such a fascination can be illustrated by Dan Graham’s photo essay Homes for America (1966-

67), published in Arts Magazine, which consists in the verbal and photographic representation 

of variations in basically uniform tract housing typically found in the outskirts of American 

cities. Now, for scholar and curator Anne Rorimer, the goal of this mapping was to 

“demonstrates whole language attempts to disguise the underlying uniformity of settings that 

are commonly given names such as ‘Fairhaven,’ ‘Pleasant Grove,’ or ‘Sunset Hill Garden.’ […] 

Penetrating beneath the verbal veneer applied to the sales of homes, the work reveals how the 

presumably objective qualities of form acquire subjective undertone in conjunction with 

associative phraseology that ‘colors’ a manipulative hidden agenda motivated by economic 

greed rather than by models of social enlightenment”.696 From this perspective, as Fredric 

Jameson stated:  

 
Conceptual art may be described as a Kantian procedure whereby, on the occasion 
of what first seems to be an encounter with a work of art of some kind, the categories 
of the mind itself—normally not conscious, and inaccessible to any direct 

 
694 Idem, 2. 
695 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, xv-xvi. 
696 Anne Rorimer, New Art in the 60s and 70s: Redefining Reality (Thames & Hudson, 2001): 203. 
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representation or to any thematizable self-consciousness or reflexibility—are 
flexed, their structuring presence now felt laterally by the viewer like musculature 
or nerves of which we normally remain insensible. […] ‘Conceptual’ here 
designates the ultimate subject of the process (in the experimental sense)—namely, 
the perceptual categories of the mind itself, provided we also understand that these 
can never become visible as objects in their own right, and that at every stage of the 
viewing process all we have are material occasions for it, in the form of what used 
to be thought of as ‘works of art.’697  

 

Ultimately, such a scientistic aesthetic, perfectly illustrates Johnnie Gratton and Michael 

Sheringham’s Art of the Project, which involves “setting up experiments, taking soundings, 

carrying out sets of instructions,” and producing “an exhaustive visual record of [a] chosen 

field” or context, which involves “a direct engagement with the real.”698 According to the 

authors, “strong echoes of [this] approach to the art of the project can be found in the conceptual 

art of the 1960s and 1970s, sometimes directly, sometimes with an ironic twist, and often with 

an unsettling mixture of seriousness and irony.” As Gratton and Sheringham underlined, 

however, such an artistic approach is not to be confused with the scientific approach: “irony 

creeps into numerous conceptualist projects due to the fact that, in a manner opposed to projects 

undertaken in the ‘straight’ documentary and photodocumentary traditions, they often leave the 

reader/viewer unsure as to what principles or values might have motivated them, apart from a 

desire to parody the scientistic leanings of sociological research.”699 Now, this is precisely why 

the approach to the project which is developed in this dissertation contradicts Gratton and 

Sheringham’s art of the project: produced to act upon the world, technological representations 

are indexed on the real. Like real scientific representations, they are at the service of action.  

 

3.4.3. Land Art: Re-enactment of a Primary Technological Gesture  
 

If minimalism activated the spectator through introducing the phenomenological hypothesis in 

the artistic field, and if conceptual art developed a technological vision of the world, then so 

called ‘land art’ made one more step towards a technological regime of the project by restaging 

the foundational gesture of project-making: the realization of an ‘architectural’ object subsumed 

to a preestablished plan, as made possible by disegno in the Renaissance.700 An emanation of 

minimalism and conceptual art, which challenged the structure of the aesthetic regime, land art 

 
697 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Verso, 1991): 157. 
698 Johnnie Gratton, and Michael Sheringham, The Art of the Project: Projects and Experiments in Modern French Culture, 1-
7. 
699 Ibid. 
700 See Gilles A. Tiberghien, Land Art (Art Data, 1995): 13.  
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also defined itself against modernism through developing a form of art shaped by the logic of 

project management, which has originally been developed by elite artisans to be the authors of 

their action.  

 

According to the canonical narrative, practices defined as ‘earthwork’ or ‘land art’ challenged 

the museum and gallery system through producing massive and un-transportable works in the 

desert, so that they could not be commodified. Developed by artists such as Robert Smithson 

(who argued that “a work of art when placed in a gallery loses its charge, and becomes a portable 

object or surface disengaged from the outside world,” because it is confined in “neutral rooms’” 

which he compares to “wards and cells” of “asylums and jails” 701), land art allowed artists to 

further develop site-specific approaches initiated by minimalism and conceptual art in the 

gallery space, through confronting these practices with the ‘real,’ in the deserts of the American 

West. As demonstrated by Smithson’s dialectics of site/non-site, the desert, from this 

perspective, was perceived as the antagonistic other of the white cube. According to Miwon 

Kwon:  

 
In turn, the uncontaminated and pure idealist space of dominant modernisms was 
radically displaced by the materiality of the natural landscape. […] The space of art 
was no longer perceived as a blank slate, a tabula rasa, but a real place. The art 
object or event in this context was to be singularly experienced in the here-and-now 
through the bodily presence of each viewing subject, in a sensorial immediacy of 
spatial extension and temporal duration (what Michael Fried derisively 
characterized as theatricality), rather than instantaneously ‘perceived’ in a visual 
epiphany by a disembodied eye.702 

 

The dialectical opposition between land art—as a new step towards the technological—and 

modernism—as an iteration of the ontological—is at the core of Rosalind Krauss’s essay 

“Sculpture in the Expanded Field” (1979), which represents a first attempt at theorizing this 

new form of site-specific practice. In this text, Krauss first stated that modern sculpture defined 

itself against the contingency of the monument, which is anchored in a specific place and time. 

Taking Rodin’s Gates of Hell (modelled 1880–1917, cast 1926–28) and Balzac (1898) as 

examples of this paradigmatic shift, the art critic and theorist argued that these sculptures 

“crossed the threshold of the logic of the monument, entering the space of what could be called 

its negative condition—a kind of sitelessness, or homelessness, an absolute loss of place” 

 
701 Robert Smithson, “Cultural Confinement” (1972), in Jack Flam (ed.), Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings (University 
of California Press, 1996): 154. 
702 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 11. 
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advocated by Michael Fried in 1967.703 As Krauss went on to argue, “in being the negative 

condition of the monument, modernist sculpture had a kind of idealist space to explore, a 

domain cut off from the project of temporal and spatial representation, a vein that was rich and 

new and could for a while be profitably mined.” Such a vein, however, “began by about 1950 

to be exhausted,” and in the 1960s, land art developed against this conception of sculpture. To 

build her argument, Krauss famously resorted to the ‘Klein group’ employed in mathematics 

(also called the ‘Piaget group,’ when used by structuralism), which is made of four elements, 

in which each element is self-inverse and in which composing any two of the three non-identity 

elements produces the third one. Land art, ultimately, would stem from the reintroduction of 

“landscape” and “architecture,” which had been banned by modern sculpture, through the 

combination of these two elements into a third one, the “complex,” which she called “site-

construction.” 

 

The artworks addressed by Krauss, such as Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), Robert 

Morris’ Observatory (1970), Alice Ayock’s Maze (1972), Mary Miss’ Perimeters/Pavillions/ 

Decoys (1978) are indeed constructive gestures that refer to ancient sites such as Stonehenge, 

the Nazca lines, the Toltec ballcourts, Indian burial mounds. As such, land art brings us back 

to the constructive side of disegno. It has to do with artists interacting with their environment, 

building site-specific projects in the form of architectural gestures, such as an observatory, a 

monument, or even a city that changed the landscape and activated it—so physically and 

symbolically reshaping the real. Built in a remote valley of Utah’s Great Basin Desert, Nancy 

Holt’s massive Sun Tunnels (1973-76) “looms along the horizon, visible from over a mile away. 

The four concrete structures are arranged in a cross formation, positioned precisely to frame the 

sun as it rises and sets during the summer and winter solstices.”704 Built at the mouth of a 

terminal basin rich in minerals and nearly devoid of life, Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty’s 

“impressive size and deliberate shape command the surrounding landscape. Constructed from 

6,650 tons of rock and earth, the spiral continuously changes form as nature, industry, and time 

take effect.”705 Spanning 11/2 miles in the Nevada desert, Michael Heizer’s City (1970-2022) 

includes “series of sculptures reminiscent of Mayan ruins in Mexico,” that constitute “one of 

 
703 Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” October, vol.8 (Spring, 1979): 34. 
704 Holt/Smithson Foundation [website] https://holtsmithsonfoundation.org/sun-tunnels (accessed 5 October 2025). 
705 Holt/Smithson Foundation [website] https://holtsmithsonfoundation.org/spiral-jetty (accessed 5 October 2025). 
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the world’s largest sculptures,” which was to be declared a “national monument” by President 

Obama in 2015.706 

 

Such spectacular interventions betray the rise of a new aesthetics consistent with “the triumph 

of constructivism” critically addressed by Sloterdijk—a triumph due to “human perpetrators” 

such as “entrepreneurs, technicians and artists” who produce “monstrous things,” embodied by 

the notion of “project.”707 Meant “to synthetize ancient monuments, minimalism and industrial 

technology,” City was constructed by Heizer in the Nevada desert, who claimed to live “in an 

age of the 747 aircraft, the moon rocket—objects that are constructed by man that range from 

the most minuscule complex electronic dial to airplanes that have wings weighing 45 tons on 

them. So, [he had to] make a certain type of art.”708 In tune with this idea, art dealer and curator 

Jeffrey Deitch stated that land art belonged to its time; it was being shaped by the logic of 

project management characteristic of the New Spirit of Capitalism:  

 
Today, when man’s relationship to the environment is orchestrated by immense 
bureaucracies and multinational corporations, a studio-size painting or a discrete 
piece of public sculpture seems to pale beside these powerful sponsors of 
environmental intervention. In an age of organization some of the most interesting 
vanguard artists have chosen to build their own organizations in order to structure 
a meaningful interaction with the environment. […] An organizational rather than 
an individual approach has made possible many of the past decade’s more 
significant artistic interactions with the natural environment. 709 

 

Such an organizational conception of art required specific skills, that resort to project 

management. According to Count Guido Deiro, a charismatic figure who worked with artists 

such as Michael Heizer and Walter de Maria, in the beginning, “these artists did not have any 

business experience other than that which they got in college or in their young personal 

experience. They were in their 20s [when he first met them]. And so, the knowledge of business, 

liability, land location, ownership, acquisition of materials, labour cooperation with state and 

federal governments, all of those things were unknown to them. What they had in their mind 

 
706 Amber Phillips, “Obama considering another national monument in Nevada,” Las Vegas Sun, May 7, 2015. Deborah 
Vankin, “Obama designates Nevada area surrounding Heizer’s ‘City’ a national monument,” LA Times, July 2015. 
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was the creative process.”710 Guido Deiro put his knowledge and experience at the service of 

these artists as a “facilitator.” Among many other skills, he had “a very extensive aviation 

background,” which was not only helpful “to transport you [and to] bring materials [or] 

equipment in and out of a remote site,” but also to realize a specific form of mapping called 

“land location.”711 As Deiro explained: “If you flew, like I did, thousands of hours in the West, 

you knew what valleys look like, or which mountain range was here or was there. That was a 

body of knowledge that I also had. […] I brought the visual knowledge of the West,” so that 

artists could choose the best site to install a work of land art.712 Such a type of mapping brings 

us back to the origin of the ‘project,’ which according to Hélène Vérin, meant military 

reconnaissance or scouting before laying the siege of a city. In this regard, one cannot help but 

be struck by the terminology adopted by these artists who did not call their production land art, 

but ‘earthwork,’ in reference to military fortifications built during a campaign or siege.  

 

According to Deitch, in the process of realising their projects these artists became true 

“developers” or entrepreneurs “conceiving of a project, hustling for the financing, securing the 

site, supervising the construction, and arranging public access when the project is completed”—

thus anticipating the rise of the figure of the artist-as-entrepreneur, which was to become 

paradigmatic in the 1990s.713 For Deitch, such an art of project-making was well-represented 

by Nancy Holt, who “expanded the concept of sculptor into site planning consultant.” 

According to him, “in actually designing the site as an artwork, Holt [went] much further than 

the traditional public sculptor who constructs a work of art to be placed by the architect. Holt’s 

type of project [opened] the door to an art that deals with the economic system on its own terms 

rather than insulating itself in the simple shadow economy of the art world.”714 Through land 

art, in other words, artistic production reconnected with the social sphere which, according to 

the advocates of the aesthetic regime, is ruled by means-end logic. Seen from this perspective, 

the project allowed these artists to control complex production processes that involve external 

determinations—so reintroducing some autonomy at the heart of heteronomy. However, such 

an art of the project still ‘ran on idle:’ while they looked like technological interventions, they 

continued to be ruled by their inner logic.  

 
710 Interview with Guido Deiro realized in the framework of the research project Contemporaneus Alpinus: A Critical Approach 
to Site-Specific Practices in the Natural Environment (2013-2015), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7K-K06HxxqI 
(accessed 5 October 2025).  
711 Ibid.  
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Architectural objects produced by land artists—monuments, observatories, mazes, labyrinths, 

etc.—were not meant to be ‘functional;’ they did not perform any social function but sought to 

provide a specific type of aesthetic experience, located in remote places. According to former 

editor of Art in America Elizabeth C. Baker, “all sorts of outdoor land pieces and site pieces 

located in settled areas incorporate into their content the way they interact with daily life, with 

circumstance, with other manmade forms, and the way they declare themselves art in such 

contexts. The desert pieces are interesting for the very reason that they do not do any of these 

things.”715 As suggested by the title of artworks such as Heizer’s Circular Drawing Planar 

Displacement (1969), which refers to the medium of drawing, these creations were ruled by the 

inner logic of art. Krauss suggested that they “expanded the field of sculpture”; as for Elizabeth 

C. Baker, she argued that they “are certainly not involved with ‘landscape’ in any pictorial 

sense: rather, they stem from self-reflexive sculptural sensibilities preoccupied with structure, 

materials, scale.”716 Confirming these interpretations, Heizer himself clarified in 1977: “What 

people don’t seem to realize is that I’m interested in the issues of art.”717 Some decades later, 

Julian Myers-Szupinska, who dedicated his PhD dissertation to land art, explained that his study 

addressed “‘earthwork’ less as a category, style, or medium, than a set of strategies for 

negotiating the problem of what might count as an artwork at a time when art’s identity was in 

great flux.”718 Addressing land art through the perspective of art’s autonomy, the art historian 

stated:  

 
The ‘project’ of earthworks […] began in the mid-1960s, with several artists’ 
dreams of the American West as the last refuge of an oversized, literalized 
autonomy, where artists might live—even retreat—and make art ‘off the grid,’ and 
away from the circuits of movement and exchange more visible in an urban 
environment. It ended when the essential modernity of this landscape became 
apparent to the artists a decade later, when the fiction of the West’s otherness 
proved ultimately unsustainable. […] The project of earthworks is bound to the idea 
of art’s autonomy from the world—they make this notional separation actual, and 
spatial. When the dream of the West as terra nova ends, so does some vital part of 
the works’ intensity and ambition.719  
 
 

 
715 Idem, 73. 
716 Idem, 75. 
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With the end of land art, we can conclude this section that has brought us to the threshold of a 

technological regime of the project, the emergence of which has been favoured be a series of 

experiments that challenged the structure of the aesthetic regime between the 1960s and the 

1970s. Ultimately, if minimalism broke with the idealized space of modernism through 

projecting the artwork into the real, and if conceptual art undertook a systematic investigation 

of the real (and of art within it), through a technological gaze, land art experimented with one 

of the technological primary means of action, by re-enacting the foundational gesture of project-

making: the creation of an architectural object. In doing so, these artists directly intervened in 

the real, but their action was not meant to be operative or functional. In the process, however, 

minimal, conceptual and land artists acquired new skills (such as mapping the terrain, project 

management, etc.) and an expertise on the real that were ready to become fully operational.  

 

In terms of outcomes, indeed, the neo-avant-gardes of the 1960s-70s ‘failed’ in some ways. As 

Miwon Kwon explains, minimalism did not “challenge the ‘innocence’ of space and the 

accompanying presumption of a universal viewing subject (albeit one in possession of a 

corporeal body) as espoused in the phenomenological model”—in other words minimalism 

neither politicized the space of the spectator that it sought to activate, nor the spectator 

themself.720 Such a politicization was intrinsic to the project of minimal art. But as Lucy 

Lippard argues in the postface of Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 

to 1972:  

 
Hopes that ‘conceptual art’ would be able to avoid the general commercialization, 
the destructively ‘progressive’ approach of modernism were for the most part 
unfounded. [By the early 1970s] the major conceptualists are selling work for 
substantial sums here and in Europe; they are represented by (and still more 
unexpected—showing in) the world’s most prestigious galleries. Clearly, whatever 
minor revolutions in communication have been achieved by the process of 
dematerializing the object […], art and artist in a capitalist society remain 
luxuries.721 

 

As for land art, as Elizabeth C. Baker underlines, “it is ironic that such works, originally 

motivated partly by the desire to find a way of making art outside the art world’s gallery and 

museum system, end up largely dependent on that system’s mechanisms for dissemination.”722  

 

 
720 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 13. 
721 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, 263. 
722 Elizabeth C. Baker, “Artworks on the Land,” in Alan Sonfist (ed.), Art in the Land: A Critical Anthology of Environmental 
Art (Plume, 1983): 74. 
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From a different perspective, Myers-Szupinska argues that  

 
The project of earthworks ends definitively […] after that the dream of the desert’s 
otherness finally collapses into compromise or paranoia. What comes next are 
defensive, privative installations somewhere between a military base and a theme 
park, works like James Turrell’s Roden Crater or Heizer’s City: Complex […] that 
go to outrageous ends to occlude themselves from the landscape of which they are 
part. Vestigial scraps of jealously guarded ‘freedom.’ […] From “artificial 
landscapes” we return, with the development of “public art,” to sculpture as 
usual.”723  

 

Now, it is precisely to bypass these aporias that politically engaged artists started to experiment 

with technological forms of representation, intervention and action that did no ‘run on idle’ 

anymore.  

 

3.4.4. Institutional Critique: Technological Representations and Interventions as Praxis 
 

Building on experiences made in the 1960s-70s by artists such as Michael Asher, Marcel 

Broodthaers, Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, Robert Smithson and Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 

whose practice was anchored in conceptual art, a new generation of artists was to favour the 

emergence of a technological regime of the project in the 1980s-90s, through a particular form 

of site-specific practice known as institutional critique. In this sub-section, which addresses 

elements introduced in the second chapter in the light of the technological, we will see that the 

conditions of emergence of a technological regime of the project mirror the rise of philosophies 

of the praxis in the 19th century. In both cases, the socio-political context of the time and 

changes at the heart of disciplines created a move towards social praxis, that sought to reconnect 

theory and practices for the sake of social change. For philosophy, this happened after the 

French Revolution demonstrated that social order can be changed by human agency, thus 

pushing this field towards the technological, and after Kant’s criticism redefined the sense of 

our representations and limited the reach of reason, thereby undermining the foundations of the 

ontological. For art, this happened in response to pervasive consequences of neoliberalism and 

post-Fordism, and to a crisis of representation generated by the rising importance of 

technological epistemologies in the 1980s-90s.  

 

Historiographers of site-specific practices, such as Hal Foster and Miwon Kwon, addressed the 

institutional critique according to a teleological logic consistent with modernism, i.e., according 

 
723 Julian Myers-Szupinska, No Places: Earthworks and Urbanism, 1966-1980, 29. 
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to a logical progression intrinsic to the artistic field.724 Shedding a different light on this 

narrative, I argue that a methodological rupture has been at play in institutional critique, which 

I described as a radical repositioning of the critique in the second chapter. Exactly like the 

intellectuals and scholars who inform their work, artists affiliated with institutional critique 

started to scrutinize the world they lived in with ‘scientific’ gazes and methodologies to produce 

technological representations and apparatuses, destined to change that world or operate within 

it. Discussed by Hal Foster in “The Artist as Ethnographer” (1996), this paradigm shift deeply 

transformed the stakes of mapping, which, according to the art critic and historian, became the 

“primary form of site-specific art” in the 1990s.725 But before coming to that point, let us 

consider what created the conditions of emergence of a technological regime of the project. 

 

Back to the Social Context of the 1980s-90s  

 

As explained in the second chapter, the emergence of this new regime partly stems from the 

rise of a “New Spirit of Capitalism,” addressed by scholars such as Luc Boltanski, Eve 

Chiapello and Fredric Jameson, who defined this “third great original expansion of capitalism 

around the globe [as] postmodern.”726 Let us remember that, according to Boltanski and 

Chiapello, this context prompted a paradigm shift from “social class” to “exclusion,” which 

became the centre of attention of politically engaged artists, who addressed topics such as 

homelessness, marginalization, ghettoization, etc.727 This aspect has already been analysed in 

the first chapter. Here, though, I want to point out a specific aspect, which is at the core of 

Fredric Jameson’s approach to the cultural logic of late capitalism. In this context, which is of 

a piece with the politics of innovation and the creative economy that laid foundations for a true 

project economy, “‘culture’ has become a product in its own right.”728 As Jameson argues:  

 
What has happened is that aesthetic production [in the 1990s] has become integrated 
into commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing 
fresh waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at ever 
greater rates of turnover, now assigns an increasingly essential structural function 
and position to aesthetic innovation and experimentation. Such economic 
necessities then find recognition in the varied kinds of institutional support 
available for the newer art, from foundations and grants to museums and other 
forms of patronage.729 

 
724 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 13 
725 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” 185.  
726 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” 53-92. 
727 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, xii. 
728 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Verso, 1991): x. 
729 Idem, 4-5. 
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Art being subsumed to economics and politics by the cultural logic of late capitalism, there is 

no more room for autonomy and exteriority (from other social spheres), which are consistent 

with the aesthetic regime. Critical towards scholars such as Adorno who advocated the 

autonomy of high art as a way to resist against the culture industry, Jameson argues that “the 

limits of the theories of the Frankfurt School for us today are drawn by their desperate attempt 

to resecure a diminished, but even more intense and utopian, place for some last ‘authentic’—

noncommodified and ‘high modernist’—artistic production, an attempt whose historical failure 

the emergence of postmodernism signals in a more than symptomatic way.”730 Starting from 

there, as Jameson argues: 

 
It may be useful to stage the problem of the closure [i.e., exteriority] of the aesthetic 
experience in a more practical way by asking ourselves at what price and in what 
fashion some contemporary experience of what used to be called the aesthetic is 
conceivable and describable when the frames and closure of aesthetic have been 
broken down and culture dissolves into the world itself.731 

 

As Jameson ultimately argued, such a context, within which the idea of art’s autonomy did not 

seem plausible anymore, called for “some reflections on the mission of political art in the 

bewildering new world space of late or multinational capital.”732 Now, between the 1980s and 

90s, as this call for a new form of political art was being formulated, the artworld faced two 

crisis of representation.  

 

Two Crisis of Representation at the Heart of the Artistic Field  

 

The first crisis has been addressed by Fredric Jameson in a section of Postmodernism, or, the 

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1984) titled “The Deconstruction of Expression,” which 

mirrors Hottois’ critique of the “destruction of language,” caused by technological 

epistemologies such as poststructuralism and Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language. In this 

section, Jameson built a comparison between Van Gogh’s Pair of Shoes (1886) and Andy 

Warhol’s Diamond Dust Shoes (1980) to demonstrate the rise of a new type of representation. 

According to him, postmodern epistemologies have “repudiated” several models of 

interpretation that he calls “depth models,” among which the hermeneutical model (represented 

 
730 Fredric Jameson, “Hans Haacke and the Cultural Logic of Postmodernism” (1986), in Brian Wallis (ed.), Hans Haacke: 
Unfinished Business (MIT Press, 1987): 41. 
731 Ibid. 
732 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” 58. 
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by Van Gogh’s painting), which implies a signified external to a signifier.733 Postmodern 

epistemologies, indeed, were “committed to the mission of criticizing and discrediting [the] 

very hermeneutic model of the inside and the outside” (characteristic of the ontological) and 

“of stigmatizing [depth] models as ideological and metaphysical.”734 What replaced them—as 

Jameson ultimately argued, “is for the most part a conception of practices, discourses and 

textual play” that constitute postmodern aesthetics: an aesthetics which focuses on 

“intertextuality” (represented by Warhol’s Diamond Dust Shoes)735 That is to say, from Hottois’ 

perspective, a technological system of representation condemned to address itself as 

representation or apparatus.   

  

Quite ironically, the critique formulated by Jameson in the wake of the linguistic turn did not 

apply only to forms of postmodernism (such as the Neue Wilde in Germany, Transavanguardia 

in Italy and neo-expressionism in the United States) which were critiqued as depoliticized and 

neoconservative by Jameson himself and by October critics, but also to the “oppositional 

postmodernism” embodied by the artists of the Pictures Generation that these same critics 

advocated as a convincing form of political art between the late 1970s and the early 1980s.736 

Within a few years, indeed, the critical analysis of media culture proposed by Dara Birnbaum, 

Jack Goldstein, Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo or Troy 

Brauntuch—whose work was informed by the critique of the signified led by 

poststructuralism—came to be seen as compromised: as Jameson will argue some years later, 

the work of these artists who addressed the cultural logic of late capitalism from within turned 

out to be absorbed by the system that they sought to criticize.737 In 1982, Douglas Crimp himself 

(who co-curated the exhibition Pictures with Helene Winer in 1977) stated that:  

 
Appropriation, pastiche, quotation—these methods can now be seen to extend to 
virtually every aspect of our culture, from the most cynically calculated products of 
the fashion and entertainment industries to the most committed critical activities of 
artists, from the most clearly retrograde works […] to the most seemingly 
progressive practices. [And] when those practices begin, even if very subtly, to 
accommodate themselves to the desires of the institutional discourse […] the 
strategy of appropriation becomes just another academic category—a thematic—
through which the museum organizes its objects.738 

 
733 Idem, 62.  
734 Idem, 61. 
735 Ibid.  
736 See Nicolas Heimendinger, “Le grand récit de la critique institutionnelle” and Hal Foster (ed.), The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays 
on Postmodern Culture (Bay Press,1983): ix.  
737 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Verso, 1991). See note 712.  
738 Douglas Crimp, “Appropriating Appropriation,” in On the Museum’s Ruin (The MIT Press, 1993): 126. 
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The author of a book on the reception of French Theory in United States, François Cusset 

further explained that the disavowal of the Pictures Generation culminated in 1987, when Jean 

Baudrillard, whose theories had been used to legitimize the work of these artists, implicitly 

undermined appropriation art during conferences that he gave at the Whitney Museum and at 

Columbia University. On these occasions, indeed, the thinker stated that the simulacrum cannot 

be represented.739 It is precisely in this context, when the politics of representation informed by 

poststructuralism was in a dead-end, that institutional critique started to be seen as an alternative 

form of political art, the relevance of which was to be confirmed a few years later by another 

crisis of representation.  

 

This second crisis had to do with the politics of representation developed by artists who took 

part in the 1993 Whitney Biennial, curated by Elisabeth Sussman, Thelma Golden, John G. 

Hanhardt and Lisa Phillips, who put at the forefront cultural studies and identity politics. While 

this Biennial directly engaged with some of the most divisive issues in US cultural politics in 

the 1990s including racism, identity, the AIDS crisis, feminism and economic inequalities, it 

was criticized by James Meyer, for whom it “canonized the integration of ‘political correctness’ 

into contemporary practice.”740 According to him, when visiting this exhibition “one became 

aware of how the political was being transformed, before one’s eyes, into the dominant ‘theme’ 

or ‘content’ of new work. […] For all its good intentions, the ‘multicultural,’ ‘grunge’ Biennial 

canonized the emergence of the political as a style, the latest trend in high cultural 

consumption.”741 Addressed by Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Benjamin Buchloh, Silvia 

Kolbowski and Miwon Kwon as a “pervasive tendency in contemporary art and criticism alike,” 

this Biennial was the subject of a discussion that they published under the title “The Politics of 

 
739 In François Cusset, French Theory: Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Cie et les mutations de la vie intellectuelle aux Etats-
Unis (La Découverte, 2003): 253. 
740 James Meyer, What Happened to the Institutional Critique?, n.p. As Elisabeth Sussman explained: “I developed a curatorial 
approach that reflected the vital exchange between the art world and what was generally referred to as cultural studies. This 
was a catchall term that for us encompassed a constellation of texts and theories about postcolonialism and the politics of 
identity while also designating an experimental impulse, a rethinking of the relationships among artistic, curatorial, and political 
practice; criticism and theory; literature and polemic.” Elisabeth Sussman, “The 1993 Whitney Biennial,” Artforum, vol.54, 
no.10 (Summer 2016), https://www.artforum.com/columns/the-1993-whitney-biennial-229179/ (accessed 6 October 2025). 
According to transnational research, education, publishing and curatorial organization Former West, “it was famously the first 
Whitney Biennial exhibition where white male artists were in the minority (a fact made into a poster by artist group the Guerrilla 
Girls), and introduced a new generation of artists who had not previously been shown in major museums and have gone on to 
have influential careers.” Former West [website] 
https://formerwest.org/ResearchLibrary/WhitneyBiennial1993BiennialExhibtion (accessed 6 October 2025).  
741 James Meyer, What Happened to the Institutional Critique?, n.p. In this essay, James Meyer critically addresses “Matthew 
Barney’s homoerotic video-narratives or Cindy Sherman's shredded, Bellmeresque mannequins; Karen Kilimnick’s drawings 
of Kate Moss or Leone and Macdonald’s row of branding irons; Lari Pittman’s image-laden paintings or Byron Kim’s ‘body 
abstraction;’ Janine Antoni’s lard cubes, lipstick, and chocolate boxes or Charles Ray’s family and fire truck satirizing 
‘American life;’ Kiki Smith’s tears and Nan Goldin’s photos of drag queens.”  
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the Signifier: A Conversation on the Whitney Biennial” (1993), in which they observed “a 

certain turn away from questions of representation to iconographies of content; a certain turn 

from a politics of the signifier to a politics of the signified.”742 From this perspective, which 

reintegrates Jameson’s hermeneutical model criticized by poststructuralism, Foster highlighted 

“two typical tropisms,” two forms of signified:  

 
A turn to a theoretical concept, and/or a political position, as content, as the message 
of the work, [which deflects] from full attention to work on the work, to work on 
its materials and forms, not in the sense of formalism but in the sense of 
signification: how materials signify, in what ways meanings are informed 
historically and delimited institutionally.”743  

 

In the first case, as Foster further explained theoretical concepts “function as content to be 

illustrated.” As a result, there is “little formal difference […] between, say, the illustration of 

ideas concerning simulation in neo-geo art or commodity aesthetics in neo-readymade art in 

the late 1980s, and the illustration of concepts from gender studies or postcolonial theory in 

politically committed art in the early 1990s.”744As for political position as content, the question 

is:  

 
Where this is to be located, that is to say, how it is to be constructed. Here too the 
tendency today seems to be to see the real of the political as external, somewhere 
else [i.e. outside of the artwork]. Once projected outside art, however, it can only 
be brought back within it as content.745  

 

In turn, as Meyer argued, artworks that sought to be political would have missed their goal for 

“ignoring the conditions of [their] production and reception renders [their] content ripe for 

consumption.”746 As Buchloh already stated in 1982: “it is in the critical analysis of the actual 

procedures and materials of production and reception that a work’s historical legitimacy will 

be evident.”747 Under these conditions, the forms of political art put at the forefront by the 1993 

Whitney Biennial fall into the same trap as the Pictures Generation: exactly like 

neoconservative postmodernism, it becomes a product of mass consumption. Now, for François 

 
742 Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Silvia Kolbowski, Miwon Kwon and Benjamin, Buchloh, “The Politics of the Signifier: A 
Conversation on the Whitney Biennial,” October 66 (Autumn, 1993): 3. 
743 Ibid. 
744 Idem, 4. 
745 Ibid. 
746 James Meyer, What Happened to the Institutional Critique?, n.p. 
747 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art,” Artforum 21, no.1 
(1982): 52. 
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Cusset, this issue is consistent with the development of cultural studies in the United States. 

According to him:  

 
The academics [and the artists affiliated with cultural studies] failed to recognize 
the commercial possibilities of enunciation: to represent marginal cultures, to tell 
the story of their collective subjectification through enunciation, is also to make 
them visible, recognizable, and even legitimate, on the powerful broadcast screens 
of cultural industries.748  

 
For Jameson as for the October critics, ultimately, the politics of representation developed by 

the Pictures Generation at the turn of the 1980s and by artists informed by identity politics and 

cultural studies in the 1990s, were neutralized by the cultural logic of late capitalism, because 

they did not sufficiently politicize their own means of production and diffusion. But, this kind 

of critical analysis was being implemented by a young generation of artists such as Fraser, Dion, 

Green, etc., who developed works that critically addressed the context in which they were 

operating. In the 1990s, the approach developed by this second generation of institutional 

critique came to be seen by critics, curators and artists across the United States and Western 

Europe as the most relevant form of political art. Within this approach, however, a major shift 

happened that deeply changed the trajectory of political art: a shift discussed in the first chapter 

as a radical repositioning of critique, from within the field to without, from immanent critique 

to a critique indexed on social realities, according to a process that betrays the convergence of 

art with social sciences.  

 

The Convergence of Art and Social Sciences  

 

When Hal Foster identified an ‘ethnographic turn’ in the artistic field, the art historian and critic 

was primarily targeting “committed artists” informed by identity politics and cultural studies 

who identified themselves with “the culture and/or ethnic other in whose name [these artists] 

most often struggle.”749 But he could also have had in mind Michel Foucault, who sought to 

“reconstruct” an “ethnological situation” through his archaeology of the human sciences.750 The 

philosopher, indeed, wanted to analyse his own culture from a distance, as if it were another 

culture. As far as institutional critique is concerned, however, one should rather call it a 

‘sociological turn.’ First, because the very concept of ‘institutional critique’ belongs to a 

 
748 François Cusset, French Theory: Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Cie et les mutations de la vie intellectuelle aux Etats-Unis, 
159. 
749 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” 173. 
750 Quoted in François Dosse, “Le sujet captif: entre existentialisme et structuralisme,” in: L'Homme et la société, no.101 
(1991): 25 (my translation).  
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sociological tradition that includes Marxism, the symbolic interactionism of Howard S. Becker, 

the institutional theory of George Dickie, Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, and critical 

sociology, which, according to Luc Boltanski “is largely a critique of institutions” that consists 

in “regarding them predominantly as instruments of domination.”751 Second, because the ethos 

of these disciplines is fundamentally different: while ethnography seeks to study other cultures 

without affecting them, critical sociology, on the contrary, operates within a given culture—

modern society—to precisely change it from within.  

 

This sociological turn is prefigured by the work of artist Hans Haacke, who started borrowing 

methodologies from the sciences in the 1960s to develop representations and apparatuses that 

sought to operate within the context in which they were integrated, thereby paving the way for 

a technological regime of the project. Haacke, indeed, did not produce pseudo-scientific 

representations consistent with an aesthetic of the project, but representations indexed on the 

real, connected to it, that were meant to convey ‘real’ data that depicted ‘true’ phenomena. As 

early as 1975, sociologists Howard S. Becker and John Walton acknowledged Haacke’s 

singular approach in an article titled “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke,” in which 

they argued that “Haacke’s works resemble those of social scientists sufficiently to make 

comparison both provocative and illuminating.”752 Some twenty years later, Haacke published 

a conversation with Pierre Bourdieu, who told him:  

 
We met several times in the mid-1980s and very quickly discovered how much we 
had in common. […] What strikes me about your artistic approach is that your work 
as a critical artist is accompanied by a critical analysis of the art world and of the 
very conditions of artistic production. The two forms of investigation nourish each 
other: your quasi-sociological observations and reflections are fully integrated into 
your artistic work. I have difficulty finding equivalents. […] You have a truly 
remarkable ‘eye’ for seeing the particular forms of domination that are exerted on 
the art world and to which, paradoxically, writers and artists are not normally very 
sensitive.753 

 

This approach was to become the trademark of the second generation of institutional critique 

in the 1990s, through the work of artists such as Fareed Armaly, Gregg Bordowitz, Tom Burr, 

Michael Clegg, Mark Dion, Andrea Fraser, Renée Green, Christian Philipp Müller or Julia 

Scher, who developed technological representations and apparatuses as a form of praxis, on the 

 
751 Regarding these different approaches, see Hans van Maanen, How to Study Art Worlds: On the Societal Functioning of 
Aesthetic Values (Amsterdam University Press, 2009). Luc Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 1, 52. 
752 Howard S. Becker and John Walton, “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke,” in Jack Burnham and Hans Haacke 
(eds.), Framing and Being Framed: 7 Works 1970-75 (The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975): 145. 
753 Pierre Bourdieu and Hans Haacke, Free Exchange (Polity, 1995): 1. 
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model of critical sociology addressed in the previous section. In other words, these artists 

developed a form of praxis that betrays an ontological conception of action; a conception which 

relies on the spectator theory of knowledge, according to which positions are fixed (because it 

implies a knowing artist and a deceived viewer) and emancipation postponed to the future.  

 

Technological Representation and Apparatuses as Praxis  

 

According to the phenomenological hypothesis, representations and apparatuses addressed here 

postulate a subject (the artist) projected into the real: it stems from the interaction of a subject 

operating within the real and his/her environment. The purpose of technological interventions, 

which are at the service of action (here social praxis), is to depict the malfunctioning of a given 

system (such as dynamics of domination or exclusion) so as to inform the public on social issues 

and create the conditions for social change. Consistent with critical sociology, which stems 

from philosophies of praxis (back to Fichte via Marx), technological representations and 

apparatuses—according to Boltanski—must “create the picture of the social order that will be 

subsumed to critique.”754 But to produce them, artists have had to appropriate sociological 

methodologies. As Boltanski argues, such a critical analysis must “equip itself with the requisite 

data.”755 That is precisely why artists started to experiment with new ways of mapping the 

terrain, which were at the centre of attention of Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler’s Services, 

that include interviews, polls and other forms of data collection. The practice of mapping was 

also the centre of attention for Fredric Jameson, who advocated this methodology in response 

to a “spatial turn” generated by the end of ‘Grand Narratives’ consistent with postmodernism:  

 
It is at least empirically arguable that our daily life, our psychic experience, our 
cultural languages, are today dominated by categories of space rather than by 
categories of time, as in the preceding period of high modernism. […] We cannot 
return to aesthetic practices elaborated on the basis of historical situations and 
dilemmas which are no longer ours. […] A model of political culture appropriate to 
our own situation will necessarily have to raise spatial issues as its fundamental 
organizing concern. I will therefore provisionally define the aesthetic of this new 
(and hypothetical) cultural form as an aesthetic of cognitive mapping.756 

 

To explain what cognitive mapping is, Jameson refers to urban planner and author Kevin 

Lynch’s The Image of the City (1960), which “taught us that the alienated city is above all a 

 
754 Luc Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 8.  
755 Ibid. 
756 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 16, 50-51. 
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space in which people are unable to map (in their minds) either their own positions or the urban 

totality in which they find themselves. […] Disalienation in the traditional city, then, involves 

the practical reconquest of a sense of place and the construction or reconstruction of an 

articulated ensemble […] which the individual subject can map and remap along the moments 

of mobile, alternative trajectories.”757 Informed by Louis Althusser’s redefinition of ideology, 

Jameson’s cognitive mapping “is called upon to […] enable a situational representation on the 

part of the individual subject to that vaster and properly unrepresentable totality which is the 

ensemble of society’s structures as a whole.”758 Concretely, such a mapping must depict the 

“social system” we live in, “in terms, for example, of social class and national or international 

context, in terms of the ways in which we all necessarily also cognitively map our individual 

social relationship to local, national, and international class realities.”759 In a more generic way, 

thus, it is meant to acknowledge spatial positions within a given system, connections between 

the different elements that constitute it and the type of relations that rule these connections. 

Now, to some extent, Jameson found in the work of Hans Haacke the demonstration of what 

cognitive mapping could be, thus providing a “solution” to “the fundamental problems posed 

by Postmodernism […]: namely, the possible political content of […] art,” in the 1990s.760 Such 

a practice, indeed, can operate from within the system, without being neutralized by it.  

 

Beside Fredric Jameson, sociologists Howard S. Becker and John Walton also acknowledged 

the paradigmatic nature of Haacke’s work in “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke,” 

which explains why Jameson focused on this artist. After having argued that Haacke “is mainly 

interested in the networks of relationships through which power is exercised in the art world 

and in the social, economic and political bases of that power,” the two sociologists observe that 

he “has made reasonable use of variants of social science methods […] by means of which [he 

gathered] data on a variety of participants and events in the art world and [gave] them, viewed 

as a system, more meaning than any one set of findings would have alone.”761 Ultimately, “like 

many good social scientists, he has viewed the phenomena he studies as connected in a system.” 

Through mapping his own field, in other words, Haacke has successfully produced 

technological representations of the art world, which purpose is to operate changes within a 

given system. From this perspective, the work of the artist is even more efficient than that of 

 
757 Idem, 51. 
758 Ibid. 
759 Idem, 52. 
760 Idem, 158. 
761 Howard S. Becker and John Walton, “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke,” 148.  
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scientists: because it “works in the same social space as those his work describes,” this work 

creates a feedback loop, which is described as follows by Becker and Walton: 

 
Haacke, operating in an art world with methods and results in many ways similar 
to those of social scientists, gets very different and much more substantial reactions 
to his work than social scientists get, in their world, to their work. His work 
provokes reactions from relevant parties such that the reactions themselves provide 
further information about the original subject of the work, the exercise of power in 
the art world. 762  

 

Such a technological conception of art, that oscillates between representation and apparatus 

(because it interacts with the very system it has been created for and operates directly within it) 

was not only informed by sociology. As theorist of art and technology Jack Burnham explained, 

from the mid-1960s onwards, “Haacke has identified his art with ideas implicit to General 

Systems Theory,” which, as Burnham recalled, has been developed by figures like Ludwig von 

Bertalanffy, whose thinking represents “a major departure from the mechanistic biology and 

physics of the past fifty years.”763 As the theorist further explains, Haacke was “attracted by 

Bertalanffy’s ability to see isomorphism [i.e., connections] between different field and at 

different levels of systemic complexity. Bertalanffy has shown that every living thing is by 

nature an open system.” 764 Ultimately, this explains why “the significance of some of Haacke’s 

political pieces lies in his ability to break down boundaries of existing art relationships,” on the 

model of system theory, which nurtured his fascination for “real-time systems.”765 Here again, 

the efficiency of Haacke’s work comes down to its ability to operate from within a system as 

an apparatus:   

 
Traditionally, art works exist in ‘mythical time,’ that is in an ideal historical 
timeframe separated from the day-today events of the real world. Some systems and 
conceptual artists, such as Haacke, attempt to integrate their works into the actual 
events of the ‘real world,’ that is the world of politics, money-making, ecology, 
industry, and other pursuits.766  

 

Two of Haacke’s most emblematic pieces well illustrate what technological representations and 

apparatuses can be. Condensation Cube (1963-65) consists of a transparent acrylic cube 

resembling a minimalist object, containing water. This piece, however, is not an ‘object,’ but a 

 
762 Idem, 150. 
763 Jack Burnham, “Steps in the Formulation of Real-Time Political Art,” in Jack Burnham and Hans Haacke (eds.), Framing 
and Being Framed: 7 Works 1970-75 (The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975): 132. 
764 Ibid. 
765 Ibid. 
766 Idem, 133. 
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‘real-time system,’ interacting with its environment: because of the temperature differential 

between the inside (of the cube) and the outside (of the gallery space), water vapour condenses 

into droplets that run down the walls of the cube, taking on random forms. Addressing this 

interaction Haacke argued that a “‘sculpture’ that physically reacts to its environment is no 

longer to be regarded as an object. The range of outside factors affecting it, as well as its own 

radius of action, reaches beyond the space it materially occupies. It thus merges with the 

environment in a relationship that is better understood as a ‘system’ of interdependent 

processes.”767 From this perspective, Condensation Cube is not only an early example of 

institutional critique, seeking to physically demonstrate that the white cube has measurable 

effects on art, but also an early example of a technological apparatus, that operates within a 

given system. 

 
Realized in 1971, Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, 

as of May 1, 1971 is a technological representation that comprises 146 photographs of 

Manhattan apartment buildings, mostly tenements; maps of Harlem and the Lower East Side; 

photographs and charts documenting real estate transactions; and texts with information about 

the location, ownership structure, and financial histories of the buildings. As Becker and 

Walton explain, all the facts exhibited by this mapping (which could “be checked in public 

records by anyone who wants to take the trouble [so that] their authenticity need not be 

guaranteed by any rigorous method of data gathering” 768) were meant to trace family 

memberships and corporate directorships to show the dependence of the Guggenheim Museum 

on Guggenheim family financial interests and the implication of those interests in the 

exploitation of the mineral wealth of underdeveloped countries. So that this mapping “give us 

useful material on the ideological arrangements of the art world, on the relations of beliefs and 

social position, and on the degree to which those without power live in a world made by people 

who believe very differently from them”—as the two sociologist put it.769 Addressing such a 

technological representation770 as emblematic of his cognitive mapping, Jameson argues, on his 

side, that “the museum itself, as an institution, opens up into its network of trustees, their 

affiliations with multinational corporations, and finally the global system of late capitalism 

proper, such that what used to be the limited and Kantian project of a restricted conceptual art 

 
767 In Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, xiii. 
768 Howard S. Becker and John Walton, “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke,” 146. 
769Idem, 147. 
770 According to the terminology developed in this dissertation, let us specify that this artwork is a technological representation 
when exhibited outside of the Guggenheim Museum in New York, and an apparatus when exhibited inside.  
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expands into the very ambition of cognitive mapping itself.”771 And for Rosalind Deutsche, 

finally: “when Haacke’s work attempted to heal this ideological breach in aesthetic thought, the 

Guggenheim Museum unveiled its repressive powers.”772 In the 1990s, such an ontological 

approach to action, which consisted in ‘unveiling’ systems of domination on the model of 

critical sociology, became the trademark of the second generation of institutional critique.773  

 

By way of examples, one could mention Mining the Museum (1992), made by Fred Wilson at 

the invitation of the Maryland Historical Society, which the artist described as “a very stodgy 

museum in Baltimore, [which] collection consists of deep Americana: historical objects like 

silver and chairs and that sort of thing, plus some nineteenth-century paintings.”774 This project, 

which consisted in the temporary reorganization of the institution’s permanent collection, took 

the form of a technological apparatus the allowed Wilson to intervene at the heart of the 

museum as system, to sort of reprogramme it from within through a decolonizing gaze. As the 

artists explained in a panel organized in the context of Fraser and Draxler’s Services:  

 
I basically reinstalled the third floor of that museum with objects I chose from their 
collection. I put on view things they had in storage but had never shown. For 
example, in a case with silver I placed, with the label ‘Metalwork 1700-1870,’ some 
slave shackles from the collection. In addition to showing things from the collection 
that had never been shown, the exhibition also introduced a history which the 
museum and the community wouldn’t talk about: the history of the exclusion and 
abuse that African-American people experienced in that area. It also examined the 
museum’s viewpoint on that history as indicated by its collecting patterns since 
1840. What they collected-and didn't collect-really showed where they were at.775 

 

Methodologically speaking, this project required a process of mapping that turned out to take a 

full year before the exhibition, during which Wilson travelled regularly from New York, where 

he was based, to Baltimore, “spending his time on the train reading 19th-century slave 

 
771 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 158.  
772 Rosalyn Deutsche, Evictions Art and Spatial Politics (The MIT Press, 1996): 165. 
773 Addressing this trend in the introduction to the anthology of Texte zur Kunst, the editors Catherine Chevalier and Andreas 
Fohr explained that “the metaphor of the ‘veil’ was used between New-York and Cologne” to describe the work of artists “who 
sought to ‘unveil’ structures of institutional and commercial domination.” Catherine Chevalier and Andreas Fohr (eds.), Une 
anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998, 13-14. In a similar way, Liam Gillick argues that: “on the one hand, 
there were those who spent their time unveiling the mechanisms of production” (i.e., institutional critique) “and, on the other, 
there were those who created global atmospheres through a process of veiling” (i.e., relational aesthetics, represented by artists 
such as Gillick himself, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Philippe Parreno and Carsten Höller). In Yves Aupetitallot, “Project 
Unité in Firminy–Interview with Yves Aupetitallot.” Let us also remember that, for Boltanski, the primary function of critical 
sociology is to “unmask” or “unveil” dynamics of domination that are to be found in the social order or in social relations. Luc 
Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 2, 5. 
774 Fred Wilson, in Barry, Judith, Andrea Fraser, Renée Green, Christian Philip Müller, Fred Wilson, “Serving Institutions,” 
October, Vol. 80 (Spring, 1997): 120. 
775 Ibid. 
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narratives and slowly learning the particular form of Maryland’s fraught history.”776 Describing 

his methodology to Andrea Fraser and the others attendees of the panel, Wilson explained that 

he “interviewed all the staff people at the museum, from the executive director all the way to 

the woman who cleaned the silver,” as a social scientist would have done. His goal was “to get 

their sense of the museum, to find out how they felt about their jobs and to learn about the 

institution and its hierarchies and internal relationships.” In the process, he discovered that “the 

staff generally didn’t talk to people outside of the institution because, as with most museums, 

they didn’t want their peers to know that there were any problems, and they didn’t talk to each 

other because, generally, they didn’t talk to each other.”777 From this perspective, his position 

as external agent played a key-role: “Because I am not within the museum structure, I become 

the sounding board for a lot of problems and, in a way, become very much a part of the 

institution. Some have said I become a kind of museum therapist.” As Wilson notes:  

 
The relationship between various staff people changed through their involvement 
in the project. Because it was dealing with African-American history, the 
maintenance staff was better at explaining what the show was about than the 
curatorial staff, which was not African-American and really had no contact with 
African-Americans other than the maintenance staff. In a similar way, the project 
created a dialogue between different communities in the Baltimore area. In order to 
do the project, I had to talk not only with the museum staff but also with local black 
historians and people who just knew a lot about their family histories. When those 
people then went to the museum because of the project, it created new avenues of 
collaboration.778 

 

In terms of outcomes, Wilson’s goal was to bring the audience in “with a lot of head-scratching 

and curiosity, but not hit them over the head with the most shocking thing. [He] wanted people 

to come in and realize that they had to do some work, to put it together.”779 As far as it concerns 

African-American communities, he sought to “empower [them] to ask the institution: Why 

don’t you do this or that? Why don’t you have this kind of exhibition? It put the museum’s feet 

to the fire a bit.”780 But, in the process, it also raised international attention on his work and on 

the museum, as this exhibition has been granted a Curator’s Committee Award in 1993 by the 

American Association of Museums. Ultimately, this technological apparatus did manage to 

change something at the level of the institution. According to the artist, “it was kind of 

 
776 Kerr Houston, “How Mining the Museum Changed the Art World,” BmoreArt (3 May 2017), 
https://bmoreart.com/2017/05/how-mining-the-museum-changed-the-art-world.html (accessed 6 October 2025). 
777 Fred Wilson, in Judith Barry et al., “Serving Institutions,” 121. 
778 Ibid. 
779 Kerr Houston, “How Mining the Museum Changed the Art World,” n.p. 
780 Fred Wilson, in Judith Barry et al., “Serving Institutions,” 121. 
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overwhelming for them. […] It was a good thing, but they couldn’t stay the same; that was the 

problem for them. You couldn’t put the genie back in the bottle.”781 With Mining the Museum, 

Wilson thus helped to decolonialize the museum by unveiling its colonial narrative. And to do 

this, he applied a methodology grounded in social sciences, based on research, mapping, 

interviews, and fieldwork, in and out the museum. 

 

Nowadays, such an approach is still one of the predominant forms that political art can take. 

Among many other examples, one could mention Bureau d’études (founded by Léonore 

Bonaccini and Xavier Fourt in 1998), which produces technological representations through 

the “mapping of contemporary political, social and economic systems.”782 As their website 

reads, “the visual analysis of transnational capitalism is based on extensive research and usually 

is presented in the form of large-sized murals” that make it possible to “visualize the mutual 

involvements and dependencies within the global media conglomerates,” thereby “revealing 

what normally remains invisible and contextualising apparently separate elements within a 

bigger whole, these visualizations of interests and cooperations re-symbolize the unseen and 

hidden.”783 One could also mention interdisciplinary collective Forensic Architecture (a 

research agency founded in 2010 by architects, software developers, filmmakers, investigative 

journalists, scientists, and lawyers at Goldsmith College in London), the “mandate [of which] 

is to develop, employ, and disseminate new techniques, methods, and concepts for investigating 

state and corporate violence.”784 Based on the ideas that “truth has to be made public in order 

to operate,” and that “mapping is power,” Forensic Architecture’s “investigations employ 

cutting-edge techniques in spatial analysis and digital modelling to reconstruct incidents of state 

violence and human rights violations.”785 They develop technological representations which are 

exhibited in famous art institutions such as the Museum for Contemporary Arts in Barcelona 

(MACBA, 2017) or the Institute for Contemporary Arts in London (ICA, 2018). Taking on 

“research projects at the invitation of individuals and communities directly affected by human 

rights violations,” Forensic Architecture “looks for projects in which [its] unique 

methodologies could be decisive in support of the pursuit of accountability or political 

 
781 Kerr Houston, “How Mining the Museum Changed the Art World,” n.p.  
782 Bureau d’Etudes [website] https://bureaudetudes.org/about/ (accessed 6 October 2025).  
783 Ibid.  
784 Forensic Architecture [website] https://forensic-architecture.org/about/agency.  
785 Forensic Architecture [website] https://forensic-architecture.org/about/agency , https://forensic-
architecture.org/investigation/a-cartography-of-genocide, ArchDaily [website] https://www.archdaily.com/982954/eyal-
weizman-on-forensic-architecture-mapping-is-power (accessed 6 October 2025).  
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transformation,” thus perfectly illustrating the form and stakes of a technological regime of the 

project, consistent with Mode 2 in sciences.786  

 

Now, this kind of praxis was critically addressed in the 1990s by engaged artists, curators and 

critics who preferred action here and now, rather than a politics of representation characteristic 

of an ontological conception of action. Among them, Grant Kester ironically argued that “the 

rhetoric of disclosure and revelation” became central in site-specific practices, so that “the artist 

emerged as a nomadic agent of deconstruction, wandering from site to site to expose the 

contingency of meaning.”787 Following the way paved by the pragmatic sociology of critique 

advocated by Boltanski, these artists, curators and critics refocused their attention “on actors en 

situation, as the main agencies of performance of the social, at the expense of a cartographic 

description of the world already there,” so giving shape to a technological conception of action 

known as socially engaged practices that favours action at the expense of representation.788  

 

3.4.5. Socially Engaged Practices: A Technological Form of Action 
 

With this sub-section, we come full circle, back to the first lines of the dissertation, where I 

addressed a conception of art that emerged under the umbrella of site-specific practices, 

according to which art ceases to be a language to interpret the world we live in and to make 

sense of it, but serves to produce tangible outcomes in society or to solve concrete problems. 

Underpinning socially engaged practices, this conception is represented by artists such as Tania 

Bruguera, who developed useful art “to deal with issues that were once the domain of the state” 

or by the collective WochenKlausur, whose members see “art as an opportunity for achieving 

long-term improvements in human coexistence.”789 We may recall that WochenKlausur 

developed a problem-solving approach, which is explicitly technological in its use of creativity:  

 
Artists’ competence in finding creative solutions, traditionally utilized in shaping 
materials [as in technology], can just as well be applied in all areas of society: in 
ecology, education and city planning. There are problems everywhere that cannot 
be solved using conventional approaches and are thus suitable subjects for artistic 
projects. Theoretically, there is no difference between artists who do their best to 

 
786 Goldsmiths University of London [website] https://www.gold.ac.uk/news/10-years-of-forensic-architecture/ (accessed 6 
October 2025).  
787 Grant H. Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 56. As the art historian went 
on to argue: “During the 1990s, art practice was reinvented as a kind of potted cultural studies in which one selects a particular 
social, cultural, or representational system in order to ‘expose’ or ‘deconstruct’ the various ideological errors and complicities 
committed by its members.” Ibid.  
788 Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 24. 
789 Arte Útil [website] https://arte-util.org/about/ (accessed 6 October 2025). WochenKlausur [website] 
https://wochenklausur.at/methode.php?lang=en (accessed 6 October 2025). 
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paint pictures and those who do their best to solve social problems with clearly fixed 
boundaries.790  

 

On a theoretical level, precisely, such an approach to political art has proven challenging. In 

Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011 (2012), for instance, curator and author 

Nato Thompson wonders “how do we write such an interdisciplinary, case-specific narrative,” 

which involves projects that one “may not know how to categorize,” without “producing 

misleading causal relationships?”791 Answering this question has been the preoccupation of art 

historian Grant Kester since the early 2000s, with a series of publications that include 

Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (2004), The One and the 

Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context (2011), The Sovereign Self: 

Aesthetic Autonomy from the Enlightenment to the Avant-Garde (2023) and Beyond the 

Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art (2024), in 

which he observes that much of the research on socially engaged practices “is by either curators 

and artist-critics like [Pablo] Helguera, [Gregory] Sholette and Thompson or by figures who 

work in fields adjacent to art history, such as [Shannon] Jackson who is a performance studies 

scholar, or [Justin] Jesty, who is a Japanese studies specialist.”792 According to Kester, art 

historians have exhibited “less interest in socially engaged art, and when they did write about 

it, they often expressed scepticism about the artistic merits of this work or its capacity to 

generate a meaningful ‘aesthetic’ experience.”793 Without mentioning her, Kester must have 

Claire Bishop in mind. Indeed, while Bishop has long been identified as a critical voice ‘against’ 

the ethos of socially engaged practices, Kester has become one of the most articulate advocates 

of this new paradigm. That is why we will focus on his approach here.  

 

Addressing “the proliferation of collaborative and participatory work,” in 2011 Kester argued 

that there are three areas in which socially engaged practices have been particularly significant: 

First, they “complicate conventional notions of aesthetic autonomy,” because they converge 

with “other, adjacent, forms of cultural production and activism.”794 In other words, these 

practices embody the convergence of art with other social spheres. This, according to him, 

“raises an important set of ontological questions. What constitutes ‘art’ at this historical 

moment, and what are its constituent or defining conditions?” A second set of questions 

 
790 WochenKlausur [website] https://wochenklausur.at/methode.php?lang=en (accessed 6 October 2025). 
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793 Ibid. 
794 Grant Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 9-10. 
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concerns “the epistemological status of this work. What forms of knowledge do collaborative, 

participatory, and socially engaged practices generate?” For Kester, this has to do with recent 

debates, led by Claire Bishop in the 2010s, over the differentiation of ‘aesthetic’ and ‘ethical’ 

criteria in the evaluation of artistic production. Finally, collaborative practices “have important 

hermeneutic implications.”795 While many projects that Kester examines “include a physical 

component, the artists involved also identify various dialogical processes as integral to the 

content of the work. This suggests a model of reception, and a set of research methodologies, 

that are potentially quite different from those employed to analyse object-based art 

practices.”796 Kester thus, implicitly calls for a method of analysis specifically tailored for 

projects, rather than for objects. But, as we shall see, he never acknowledges the importance of 

the project as concept and means of action, which is omnipresent in his work. 

 

Since the 2000s, there have been two main ways to address the rise of socially engaged practices 

that seek concrete outcomes. First, there are those, like Bishop and Rancière, who, after Bürger 

and Habermas, critically address the convergence of art with other social spheres, and advocate 

a true politics of representation. In the essay “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its 

Discontents” and the book Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 

Bishop rejects the introduction of ethical criteria that betray this convergence and calls for the 

elaboration of aesthetic criteria able to maintain socially engaged practices within the 

framework of the aesthetic regime. Second, there are those, like Kester, WochenKlausur and 

Bruguera, who advocate socially engaged practices as a new form of political art and see the 

convergence of art and action as a natural evolution of artistic practices. In this regard, one of 

Kester’s main aims is to build a theoretical framework establishing a link of continuity between 

the historical avant-gardes and socially engaged practices.  

 

This dissertation, however, proposes a third way. In line with Bishop, I argue that socially 

engaged practices do challenge the aesthetic regime. But unlike her, I contend that the threshold 

has been crossed: by embracing the logic of the project, artists have de facto repositioned art in 

the sphere of action. Now, contrary to Kester, who sought to re-establish art in this sphere, 

through reconfiguring ideas of ‘avant-garde,’ ‘art’s autonomy’ and ‘aesthetics,’ I argue that 

artistic practices have been transformed from within by the technological logic of the project, 

which implies a specific form of action that relies on the creativity of individuals to solve 

 
795 Idem, 10.  
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concrete problems. Constitutive of a new regime called the technological regime of the project, 

this shift is particularly visible in the rhetoric used to address these practices, which betray a 

technological worldview, epistemology and practices. Developed exactly when a project 

society was arising in Western countries, socially engaged practices, thus, achieved the 

completion of the new regime. Two main causes can explain this shift in the artistic field. 

 

A Search for Effectiveness 

 

The first cause—which explains a move from the ontological to the technological in other 

domains, such as management, organization theory and action theory—is emblematic of 

changing values in the artworld. As already mentioned in the second chapter, in the face of 

social issues such as the AIDS crisis, homelessness and marginalization, some artists made a 

move towards activism in the 1990s. As Douglas Crimp argued: “We need cultural practices 

actively participating in the struggle against AIDS.”797 Such a move responded to a search for 

effectiveness that did not belong to the aesthetic regime, but to the field of action. As Suzanne 

Lacy stated:  

 
Moving into the public sector through the use of public space […] was inevitable 
for artists who sought to inform and change. Because of their activist origin, 
feminist artists were concerned with questions of effectiveness.798 

 
 
A decade later, WochenKlausur’s 2005 manifesto, “From the Object to the Concrete 

Intervention,” was based around the same value. As already mentioned in the introduction, the 

conception of art advocated in this text builds on a history of ‘failures’ that lead to “concrete 

action.”799 After having stated that “one of the functions of art has always been the 

transformation of living conditions” (consistent with a technological worldview) 

WochenKlausur suggested that Russian Constructivists and the Bauhaus, ‘failed’ because 

“people’s ideological principles, their worldviews and values cannot really be changed through 

colors, sounds and forms,” that the Situationists ‘failed’ because “they left behind little more 

than manifestos,” that conceptual art ‘failed’ because it remained within the traditional context 

of art,” and that activism in the 1970s ‘failed’ because it was “concerned with changing the 

world in its entirety.”800 In contrast to these approaches, socially engaged practices no longer 
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799 WochenKlausur, “From Object to Concrete Intervention,” 462-470. 
800 Ibid. 



 197 

“overestimates” the capabilities of art, which “must devote itself to very concrete strategies of 

effecting change.”801 Accordingly, WochenKlausur “sets precise tasks for itself and, in 

intensive actions that are limited in time, attempts to work out solutions to the problems it has 

recognized”—so demonstrating how socially engaged practices have been transformed from 

within by the technological logic of the project.802  

 

Beside the search for effectiveness addressed here, another cause led to the completion of a 

technological regime of the project: a crisis of representation which is a continuation of the two 

crises addressed in the previous section, that took the form of a critique of the ontological.  

 

From Representation to Action 

 

In Living as Form, Nato Thompson identified key characteristics of socially engaged practices, 

starting with their “anti-representational” nature.803 To illustrate his point, the curator and 

author mentioned Tania Bruguera who sought to “replace authors with initiators and spectators 

with users.”804 But the explanation he gives falls short. According to Thompson, such a critique 

of representation could be a “reaction to the steady state of mediated two-dimensional cultural 

production, or a reaction to the alienating effects of spectacle.”805 Proposing a more substantial 

explanation, Kester has elaborated an in-depth analysis of the anti-representational nature of 

socially engaged practices, which seeks to legitimize art’s move from a politics of 

representation to action here and now. The art historian justified this shift through a critique of 

the ontological described as a “de-transcendentalization:” it is as if artists sought to get rid of 

all residual components of the ontological at the heart of their practice.806 Taking Rancière’s 

aesthetic regime as reference, Kester’s critique relies on arguments that address different types 

of boundaries consistent with a dualistic worldview, and dynamics of domination located at the 

heart of politics of representation.  

 

The first argument has to do with art’s autonomy, which is constitutive of Rancière’s aesthetic 

regime. According to Kester, one of the central features of autonomy “is an apophatic [i.e., 
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oppositional] orientation in which the identity of an avant-garde practice is predicated on its 

differentiation from an adjacent form of cultural production.”807 In other words, there must be 

a boundary between art and other social spheres. Addressed in the second chapter of the 

dissertation, this aspect implies that art can have a political effectiveness as long as it operates 

from within its own sphere of value: art must stand in a position of exteriority in order to most 

effectively act upon the world. As Kester underlines, for Rancière “it would be futile, and even 

reactionary, for art to engage directly with political praxis”: there must be no “operational 

relationship between art and social change”; art must be “‘cut off’ from the social world.”808 

Advocated by scholars such as Bürger, Habermas, Rancière and Bishop, this exteriority 

“reiterates the quintessential structure of conventional aesthetic autonomy” (originally shaped 

by an ontological worldview, for an ontological epistemology) in which, as Kester further 

argues, “the work of art is understood as a monadic entity that can act on the world but that 

remains impervious to all external determination.”809 In turn, practices that operate outside the 

artworld “cease to exist as art.”810 This point is crucial, because it provides scholars with an 

argument to condemn artistic practices that blur the boundaries between social spheres and 

embrace action in the name of political effectiveness. As we have already pointed it out, even 

technological representations produced by the institutional critique must preserve an exteriority 

integral to criticism as a form of praxis. But, for Kester, the move from representation to action 

becomes a necessity when considering the dynamics of domination implied by the very idea of 

art’s autonomy, according to which art claims to occupy a privileged position to redeem society. 

Let us remember that the same critique was made by Luc Boltanski, when explaining his move 

from critical sociology to a pragmatic sociology of critique. 

 

The second argument addresses the very idea of a politics of representation. Here the boundary 

is not between the artistic field and other social spheres, but between the artist-as-producer and 

the viewer-as-spectator. In a way that resonates with Dewey’s critique of the spectator theory, 

the art historian addresses the aesthetic experience consistent with Rancière’s regime as a 

“‘textual’ mode of production in which the artist fashions an object or event that is subsequently 

presented to the viewer.”811 In turn, the work of art is presented to a spectator “fully-formed,” 

so that “the concept of textual production refers to the status of authorship and reception in the 
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work.”812 Accordingly, “criticality can only be secured via the spatial segregation between 

audience and stage, reader and page, or viewer and canvas.”813 With this argument, Kester thus 

suggests that Rancière’s aesthetic regime empowers the artist as producer at the expense of the 

spectator, whose agency is being restricted by a fully formed representation. But this is a very 

partial reading of the philosopher, who, precisely, developed a politics of spectatorship that 

empowers the viewer/reader.  

  

The third argument has to do with the nature of the aesthetic experience, which goes together 

with the politics of representation considered above. Here, Kester critically discusses a 

particular model of reception based on shock or disruption, which is consistent with the avant-

gardes: an “aesthetics of shock” considered by Peter Bürger “as a stimulus to change one’s 

conduct of life; [or a] means to break through aesthetic immanence and to usher in (initiate) a 

change in the recipient’s life praxis.”814 From this perspective, according to Kester, “the viewer 

is constructed as both a bourgeois in need of punishment (Adorno) and a proletarian in need of 

awakening (Brecht).”815 But this aesthetics of shock also applies to the institutional critique that 

seeks to unveil systems of domination, and to the politics of representation advocated by Bishop 

in the “Social Turn” and Artificial Hells. In all cases, for Kester, the constituent elements of 

this avant-garde tradition include “the a priori assumption of the viewer’s perceptual or 

cognitive naivete, and a belief in the intrinsically transgressive or liberatory power” of art.816 

Following Boltanski, one could argue that such representations “increase the asymmetry 

between deceived actors” and artists capable of “revealing the truth of their social condition to 

them,” therefore “overestimating” the power of art and reifying systems of domination in a way 

that denies the agency of individuals.817 Under these conditions, as Kester argued:  

 
The hapless modern subject is either controlled by a Matrix-like system of external 
domination, with no hope of independent action, or exposed to a relentless program 
of destabilization, violent confrontation, and therapeutic de-centering. The only 
exception to this unremittingly mechanistic picture of human behavior is the 
theorist, writer, or artist; the single agent who retains some power beyond inchoate 
desire or bodily sensation, some autonomy relative to structures of meaning, and 
some capacity to act back on the world in a coherent and expressive manner. The 
central intellectual task assigned to this felicitous agent is the search for hidden 
structures and their subsequent revelation. 818 

 
812 Idem, 10-11. 
813 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 51. 
814 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 80. 
815 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 129. 
816 Grant Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 11. 
817 Luc Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, 21. 
818 Grant Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 52-53. 
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The fourth and last argument has to do with the two different temporalities addressed in the 

previous chapter, which define two different conceptions of action associated with two variants 

of the project, one of which is ontological, the other technological: the former illustrated by 

Hegel, Marx and the avant-gardes, that projects an ideal society to come, the latter illustrated 

by pragmatism, that calls for action here and now. According to Kester, when “the utopic 

promise […] is deferred […] to an indefinite future,” as is the case with the avant-gardes, art is 

“defined by a deliberate depreciation of the creative and prefigurative power of political 

practice itself,” here and now.819 From this perspective, moreover, the artist “plays an absolute 

central role, as the single agent able to prefigure the transformed paradigm of the self towards 

which society as a whole should aspire.”820 Art and the artist, in other words, “serve as vessels 

for the new forms of consciousness necessary to launch a successful emancipatory project.”821 

And, here again the artists ends up in a privileged position: that of an ideal subjectivity defined 

as a “sovereign self” by Kester, who—like a prophet—can show the way towards an ideal 

society to come through their work and subjectivity.  

 

Further addressing the temporality at play in the avant-gardes and building on Hans Joas’ The 

Creativity of Action, Kester seeks to demonstrate that it betrays a dualistic conception of action 

embodied by top-down planning that separates phases of conception and realization, theory and 

practice: “In the avant-garde schema, [action] is typically framed in terms of the relationship 

between thought, which is understood as self-reflexive and critical, and the externalization of 

this generative insight […] directed by the organizing will of the artist or vanguard leader.”822 

Here thought unfolds along a “teleological axis” called teleological action by Joas, “which 

remains the essentially passive expression of an originary intention formed through reflective 

contemplation.”823 The avant-gardes, thus, embody an ontological conception of action, 

according to which “prefigurative modelling,” which consist in the “visualization of an 

alternative future” is established beforehand, therefore fixed.824 In other words, the anticipatory 

vision is separated from action. Quite often in this situation, the act of prefiguration is in the 

hands of an elite of deciders or artists, while action is realized on the field by a multitude of 

subalterns.  

 
819 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 22-23. 
820 Idem, 18. 
821 Ibid. 
822 Idem, 139-140. 
823 Ibid. 
824 Idem, 170, 231. 
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Altogether, these four arguments lead to the same conclusion: the sovereignty of art and the 

artist. In turn, the agency of the viewer/reader is denied as she/he is condemned to be a mere 

‘spectator’ in a system of representation shaped by the ontological, within which everything is 

fixed: the positions of the artist and the viewer as much as the system of domination which is 

to be unveiled. This led Kester to advocate a technological conception of action predicated on 

the idea that social change must be produced through action here and now and not through a 

politics of representation. A conception relying on the creativity of all individuals, able to create 

operative connections between theory and practice, artists and audiences, disciplines and 

sectors, through aesthetic experiences which are not oppositional but inclusive: a “dialogical” 

conception of art relying on an “event-based aesthetic paradigm” that makes it possible to 

undermine remnants of the ontological at the heart of artistic production. Addressing this 

paradigm, which embodies the fusion of art and action, Kester argues:  

 
At the core of the conventional model of aesthetic autonomy is a bifurcation 
between art, the privatized domain of representational play and critical distance, 
and the world of political practice or action, which is seen as instrumental and 
unreflective. In socially engaged art, these two domains [art and social praxis] are 
no longer segregated, and an engagement with symbolic or representational modes 
unfolds in an action-oriented context. […] I have described this shift as marking the 
transition from an object-or an image-based aesthetic to an event-based aesthetic 
paradigm.825 

 

With this changing paradigm, the project lurks beneath the surface, but Kester does not 

acknowledge the key-functions played by this concept and mode of action in the conception of 

art that he advocates. The logic of the project, however, is omnipresent in his approach to 

socially engaged practices, through a technological epistemology, conception of action and 

methodology.  

 

A Technological Epistemology 

 

As Kester argues, the two temporalities discussed earlier (action deferred in the future, versus 

action here and now) rely on two different conceptions of knowledge. On the one hand, there 

is a “transcendentalist epistemology, which locates the decisive source of generative insight in 

forms of reflection that are housed in ‘objective’ forms” and, on the other hand, an epistemology 

 
825 Idem, 119. 
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that stems from “a desire to learn from and through praxis,” which relies on a “non-

transcendental consensus that remains only provisionally binding and that is always subject to 

subsequent revision and reconsideration.”826 Kester, in other words, sets in opposition a linear 

model (consistent with Mode 1 in science), according to which knowledge is produced by 

thinkers first, on the basis of a subject-object divide, before being applied on the field by actors 

(the ontological), to a model based on the phenomenological hypothesis, according to which 

knowledge is produced in and for action by a subject projected into the real, so that both are 

mutually produced in the process (the technological). Embracing the latter, Kester seeks to 

redefine the notion of ‘aesthetics’ and ‘autonomy’ from this perspective, thus building new 

foundations for art at the heart of action. 

 

In line with the phenomenological hypothesis, Kester addresses socially engaged practices as a 

“de-transcendentalized aesthetic” through which “we have the capacity to transform our world 

here and now.”827 Accordingly, the “aesthetic quality” of socially engaged practices lies in a 

“social labour” theorized by Marx, according to which “production becomes the ‘mediator’ that 

allows for a dialogical reconciliation in which each self is able to ‘complete’ its ‘essential 

nature’ in and through the other.”828 In other words, the aesthetic quality of socially engaged 

practices now lies in the dialectical encounter of a subject and the real. Made possible by the 

project as matrix for this interaction, such an approach implies a new conception of autonomy, 

described by Kester as “the possibility of a process by which concrete human agents, existing 

in a provisionally egalitarian social framework, could develop their own consensual norms 

rather than having these norms imposed on them by a monological external authority.”829 To 

put it differently, individuals must be able to set the terms of the dialectical encounter consistent 

with the phenomenological hypothesis.  

 

Such a conception of aesthetic autonomy addresses art through the lens of action, which, 

according to Hans Joas, “presupposes firstly that the actor is capable of purposive action, 

secondly that he has control over his own body, and thirdly that he is autonomous vis-à-vis his 

fellow human beings and environment”—in other words, the actor must be free to act, in 

conjunction with others, according to her/his own projects.830 This is why Kester’s theory of 

 
826 Idem, 153, 146. 
827 Idem, 205. 
828 Idem, 147. 
829 Idem, 205, 168. 
830 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action, 147. 
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socially engaged practices, in turn, is first and foremost a theory of individual agency that builds 

on an anthropological conception of action going back to the Greek metis. Against the Frankfurt 

School and its heirs, including Habermas, who condemned instrumental rationality (consistent 

with the instrumental approach to technology), the art historian advocates “strategic or 

instrumental action” that he defines by “the ability to materially alter specific social or political 

structures”831 Describing such a form of knowledge in action (or in praxis), which he calls 

“praxial,” Kester explains:  

 
We might describe the forms of knowledge generated by socially engaged art 
practices in these contexts, as ‘praxial,’ entailing both performance-based learning 
and new mental or cognitive orientations that emerged in response to the situational 
matrix of the performance. This first form of praxial insight involves tactical 
knowledge, which emerges as participants observe the effects produced on an 
existing apparatus of power by particular symbolic gestures and physical 
interventions. […] This knowledge is highly situational and includes the capacity 
to adapt and modify a given ensemble of actions or gestures as they elicit a counter 
response from the particular governmental or regulatory structures they are 
targeting.832 

 

Ultimately, this explains why Kester, exactly like Gregory Sholette, stands for socially engaged 

practices “which are rooted in the structure of the capitalistic work process itself.”833 When 

there is no outside the system—as the technological worldview suggests, the only option left, 

indeed, is to act from within it. Starting from there, let us see what type of action socially 

engaged practices imply.  

 
A Technological Conception of Action  

 
According to Kester, socially engaged practices “can be simultaneously pragmatic (involving 

processes of concrete problem-solving), diagnostic (revealing new cognitive and institutional 

blockages and openings), and prefigurative (disclosing new modes of contestation that might 

be scalable or replicable in the future, as well as new insights into the process of social change 

more generally).”834 Concretely, these forms of action imply that social change is not any longer 

produced through the confrontation of a viewer with a representations, but through direct action 

and participation in the same project, beyond the distinction between artists and non-artists. As 

 
831 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 155. 
832 Idem, 123. 
833 Idem, 157. We should recall that Gregory Sholette argued that “in a world all but totally subjugated by the commodity form 
and the spectacle it generates, the only remaining theatre of action is direct engagement with the forces of production.” Quoted 
in Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 11.  
834 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 78. 
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Suzi Gablik argued in the 1990s, much of socially engaged practice focuses “on social creativity 

rather than on self-expression,” so contradicting “the myth of the isolated genius.”835 Relying 

on individual creativity, such a technological conception of action can take the form of a parade 

involving nonviolent protests, popular music, graffiti, internet memes and posters (such as 

Sarah Nakisanze’s Fashion Parade, 2017); “escraches” performance that consisted in street-

based interventions intended to reveal the previously anonymous homes of military and 

government officials associated with the disappearance of leftist activists following the 1976 

coup in Argentina (Grupo Arte Callejero, HIJOS, Colectivo Situationes, Grupo Etcetera, 

Bueno Aires, during the late 1990s); an honesty shop or a local festival reflecting on the cultures 

of the rural (Grizedale Arts, UK); playful environments destined to fight against a phenomenon 

of depopulation in a village (Unternehmen 1½, Switzerland), etc. In other words, socially 

engaged practices may relate to all types of projects that dissolve into the social and might not 

be identified as art anymore.  

 
With these projects, action is not deferred to the future but happens here and now in response 

to a specific problem or situation. To illustrate such a “situational engagement”—as he calls it, 

Kester refers to Colectivo Situaciones, whose members argued that “the future has already 

arrived, because it is nothing other than that which we are constructing, that which depends on 

us.”836 This approach to action is not only characterized by a temporality that breaks with the 

messianism at stake in the notion of Progress that informs the projected temporality of the 

historical avant-gardes, but also by a specific scale. Developed in response to concrete 

situations, socially engaged practices propose “innovative micro-solutions”—as Kester puts 

it—which are advocated in the WochenKlausur manifesto as follows:  

 
In contrast to the thinking of the seventies, today’s Activists are no longer 
concerned with changing the world in its entirety. It is no longer a matter of 
mercilessly implementing an ideological line, as it was in Joseph Beuys’ idea of 
transforming a whole society into a Social Plastic, or as it was in the thinking of the 
Russian Constructivists, the Futurists and many other manifesto writers of the 
Modern. At the end of the century, Activist art no longer overestimates its 
capabilities. But it does not underestimate them either.837  

 

Indexed on the epistemological hypothesis, such a technological conception of action belongs 

to actors embedded in the real, who are constantly exchanging information with their 

 
835 Suzi Gablik, “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism,” 76.  
836 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 105, 65. 
837 Idem 68, 74. WochenKlausur, “From Object to Concrete Intervention,” 467-468. 
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environment according to an iterative process akin to a feedback loop. Addressing socially 

engaged practices as an ongoing “experimentation” (without acknowledging the link with 

Dewey’s pragmatism), Kester argues that socially engaged practices imply “direct interaction 

with forms of political repression that are internally complex, ambivalent, and able to actively 

modulate themselves in response to intervention and critique.”838 As a result, the environment 

in which these artists operate is “reciprocally responsive and answerable in real time. […] The 

work thus unfolds through a dialectical exchange of force and counterforce as a given repressive 

apparatus modifies itself in response to a given artistic intervention.”839 Accordingly, the action 

of the individuals involved in a project “must constantly be rearticulated and modified in 

response to these ongoing exchanges.”840 The artwork, from this perspective is never fixed; it 

cannot reify into an object, because it “evolves […] through a series of iterations, each building 

on the experience accrued from the one that came before.”841 As Kester argues, ultimately, “this 

accounts for the intrinsic plasticity of engaged art practices as they move away from the 

physical stasis of an object-based aesthetic paradigm.”842 Now, if we ask where this move leads, 

the answer must be: towards the project, which for thinkers like Heidegger and Sartre is the 

matrix within which the iterative process consistent with the phenomenological hypothesis 

takes place, and within which operative connections are established, between individuals and 

their milieu, individuals and the collective, theory and practice, etc. This is why socially 

engaged practices have been described as a “connective aesthetics” by Suzi Gablik and as a 

“dialogical aesthetics” by Grant Kester. 

 

Such a connectionist conception of art made it possible to renegotiate the notion of authorship 

in the 1990s-2000s. Contradicting Claire Bishop, who once argued that socially engaged 

practices simply “sacrificed” authorship “in the name of a ‘true’ and respectful collaboration,” 

these practices embody an alternate form of authorship located at the heart of action: a form of 

distributed authorship akin to a process of co-creation, which bypasses the author/viewer 

divide.843 As a collective project, the work of art is no longer a finished object to be handed 

over to the viewer for decoding, but—Kester argues—a “process in which modes of expressive 

agency, reflective insights, and criticality are mobile and reciprocally negotiated rather than 

 
838 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 67. 
839 Idem, 67-68, 125. 
840 Idem, 108. 
841 Idem, 108. 
842 Ibid.  
843 Bishop, Claire. “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents,” Artforum, February 2006, pp. 181. 
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grounded autochthonously in a single subject.”844 In a way that perfectly illustrates the 

phenomenological hypothesis, Kester indeed defines the self as “malleable and open to the 

shaping influence of the other,” thus connecting “individual consciousness and social or 

collective action.”845 There lies the political effectiveness of socially engaged practices: such 

collaborative projects produce political subjects. In this case, the subjectivity of all the actors 

involved in an artistic project is produced, and not only the “sovereign self” of the artist, as 

Kester puts it. 

 

Theorized by Grant Kester in Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern 

Art (2004), this dialogical aesthetics has been closely analysed in “Connective Aesthetics: Art 

after Individualism” (1995), published by Suzi Gablik nine years before Kester’s book. But 

Gablik is just mentioned in a footnote by Kester, before disappearing in his subsequent 

publications. In her essay, Gablik asked herself whether art can build community:  

 
Are there viable alternatives to viewing the self in an individualistic manner? […] 
Can artists and art institutions redefine themselves in less spectatorially oriented 
ways in order to regain the experience of interconnectedness—of subject and object 
intertwining—that was lost in dualistic Enlightenment philosophies, which 
construed the world as a spectacle to be observed from afar by a disembodied 
eye?846  

 

Answering these questions in the affirmative, Gablik lays the foundations for a “connective 

aesthetics” that takes “interaction [as] the medium of expression.”847 Informed by technological 

epistemologies such as quantum physics, ecology, feminism and systems theory, her aesthetics 

refer to “interacting processes and relational fields” that “call for integrative modes of thinking 

that focus on the relational nature of reality rather than on discrete objects.”848 As Gablik had 

already argued in The Reenchantment of Art (1991), such a “radical relatedness has dramatic 

implications for our understanding of art.”849 In a way that perfectly illustrates the “thought of 

openness, […] of initial exteriority […] of being-with, of participation and sharing” addressed 

by Hörl as characteristic of the technological, Gablik argues:  

 
The boundary between self and Other is fluid rather than fixed: the Other is included 
within the boundary of selfhood. We are talking about a more intersubjective 

 
844 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 129. 
845 Idem, 81, 121. 
846 Suzi Gablik, “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism,” 81. 
847 Idem, 82-83 
848 Ibid. 
849 Idem, 83-84. 
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version of the self that is attuned to the interrelational, ecological, and interactive 
character of reality. ‘Myself now includes the rainforest,’ writes Australian deep 
ecologist John Seed. “It includes clean air and water.”850 

 

From this perspective, Gablik’s connectivism goes further than Kester’s dialogism, because it 

also reconnects human and non-humans in a way that resonates with Edgar Morin’s and Michel 

Serres’ epistemologies, Bruno Latour’s and Philippe Descola’s anthropological approaches, 

with Object-Oriented Ontology, Chus Martínez’s writing and curatorial approach, etc. Now, 

for Gablik, this vision has been shaped by feminism. According to the artist, author, critic and 

scholar “to see our interdependence and interconnectedness is the feminine perspective that has 

been missing not only in our scientific thinking and policy making but in our aesthetic 

philosophy as well. Care and compassion do not belong to the false ‘objectivism’ of the 

disinterested gaze.”851 This pushed her to advocate a listener-centred paradigm in these terms: 

 
Connective aesthetics sees that human nature is deeply embedded in the world. It 
makes art into a model for connectedness and healing by opening up being to its 
full dimensionality—not just the disembodied eye. Social context becomes a 
continuum for interaction, for a process of relating and weaving together, creating 
a flow in which there is no spectatorial distance, no antagonistic imperative, but 
rather the reciprocity we find at play in an ecosystem. Within a listener-centered 
paradigm, the old specializations of artist and audience, creative and uncreative, 
professional and unprofessional—distinctions between who is and who is not an 
artist—begin to blur. 852 

 

Exactly like Kester’s dialogical aesthetics, Gablik’s connective aesthetics negotiates a transition 

from a model of individual authorship to a model of collective relationship in a way that 

challenges the foundations of the aesthetic regime: shaped by a technological worldview and 

epistemology that relies on the phenomenological hypothesis, these forms of art reconnect 

everything that has been disconnected in the name of art’s autonomy. From a methodological 

perspective, as the book published by Suzanne Lacy in the wake of the exhibition Culture in 

Action (1995) suggests, this form of art has made of the practice of mapping the terrain its 

working modality of choice.853  

 

 

 

 
850 Ibid.  
851 Idem, 86. 
852 Ibid. 
853 Suzanne Lacy, Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art, 1995. 
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A Technological Methodology 

 

With socially engaged practices, the mapping is no longer meant to analyse how a system 

functions or malfunctions before creating technological representations or apparatuses (as is the 

case with the institutional critique), but to identify a problem to address and the resources to 

solve it. This involves collaborating with local communities, constituencies, funders, scientists, 

etc. This point can be illustrated by mentioning projects realized in the context of Culture in 

Action (1993). As Suzanne Lacy explains, “in her subsequent travels between California and 

Chicago, [she] began networking with large numbers of women, some of whom became part 

of the Steering Committee that was […] the means by which others were brought into the 

work.” Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle “visited over forty social service agencies in order to refine his 

approach to this project.” The members of Chicago-based collaborative Haha, on their side, 

“canvassed the city [and] found that the rich cultural and social complexity they desired was 

present in the wide array of immigrant groups in their own backyard.”854 In The One and the 

Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, Kester explained that AA Project 

realized by Ala Plastica consisted in “a process of spatial and cognitive mapping, developed in 

collaboration with the area’s residents, along with a bioregional study of the Rio de la Plata and 

Parana delta. [Throughout this project] Ala Plastica worked closely with local activist groups 

and NGOs, including the Producers Cooperative of the Coast of Berisso and the Health and 

Plants Network of Argentina.”855 As for the escraches, to give a last example, they started with 

“the research necessary to actually identify the perpetrators [before entailing] the laborious 

process of community interaction that preceded each escrache performance.”856  

 
In line with the very idea of connective or dialogical aesthetics, artists must also develop 

interrelational skills. According to artist Houston Conwill, “We can’t do [socially engaged] 

works without talking with people in the site. We do a tremendous amount of talking to people 

in the communities we work in […] and it’s a transformative experience. It transforms the work, 

and it transforms us.”857 Commenting on this quote, Suzanne Lacy explains that “the skills 

needed for this relational work are communicative in nature, a stretch for the imaginations of 

artists and critics used to the monologic and studio-based model of art.”858 On her side, Suzi 

Gablik argues that socially engaged practices are “listener-centred rather than vision-oriented. 

 
854 Mary Jane Jacob and Sculpture Chicago (eds.), Culture in Action: A Public Art Program of Sculpture Chicago, 67, 79, 88. 
855 Grant Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, 26. 
856 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 113. 
857 In Suzanna Lacy, “Cultural Pilgrimages and Metaphoric Journeys,” 35. 
858 Idem,” 35. 
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[Therefore,] it can only come into its own through dialogue, as open conversation, in which one 

listens to and includes other voices.”859 According to Gablik, artists “need to cultivate the 

compassionate, relational self as thoroughly as we have cultivated, in long years of abstract 

thinking, the mind geared to scientific and aesthetic neutrality.”860 Consistent with Hörl’s 

“thought of initial exteriority, […] of being-with, of participation and sharing,” such skills help 

in Grant Kester’s words, “consensual decision-making [and] complex negotiations across the 

different epistemological orientations, forms of identity, and belief systems held by individual 

participants.”861  

 

On a more pragmatic level, socially engaged projects also require managerial skills, such as 

“organizing and critical skills among the people with whom [artists] work,” (Yolanda Lopez), 

“fund-raising, community organizing, managing extensive logistics, and a host of other, 

heretofore nonart, skills.” (Mary Jane Jacob).862 Now, exactly like engineers in the Renaissance, 

who used to travel from one problem to solve to another, or the Deweyan subject confronted 

with everyday problems, artists build experience through developing and training these skills, 

that will serve further projects. According to Kester:  

 
While it is possible to accumulate a body of theoretical knowledge based on the 
insights gained through individual practices, each context, each situation, also 
provides new challenges and opportunities and calls forth new responses. […] It 
should also be noted that this form of knowledge is both creative and pragmatic and 
carries along with it the capacity to transform the consciousness of the participants 
or collaborators, as the initial success of a specific set of gestures can produce an 
enhanced sense of agency and a greater willingness to project the practice into new 
contexts in the future.863 

 

As these different skills suggest, ultimately, artistic practices have been transformed from 

within by the logic of the project: problem-solving, mapping, collaborating, negotiating, fund 

raising, managing, organizing, etc., do belong to the project. Now, if Andrea Fraser, Helmut 

Draxler, Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham among a few others identified a link between 

these skills or practices and the project, none of them has ever identified and named the logic 

at play with these skills or practices. In other words: What does the project stand for? The goal 

 
859 Suzi Gablik, “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism,”82-83 
860 Idem, 86. 
861 Erich Hörl, “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son rapport à la grande 
transformation des machines,” 50 (my translation). Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the 
Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 124. 
862 Yolanda Lopez is quoted in Suzanna Lacy, “Cultural Pilgrimages and Metaphoric Journeys,” 27. Mary Jane Jacob, “An 
Unfashionable Audience,” 57. 
863 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 123-124. 
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of this dissertation was to demonstrate that the project embodies a specific worldview (that of 

a constantly changing world where positions are never fixed), a specific epistemology 

(knowledge in and for action, based on the phenomenological hypothesis), and a conception of 

action (that relies on the creativity of individuals), all of which construct the technological.  

 

While the technological is omnipresent in the arguments and the terminology of authors like 

Gablik and Kester (which explains why they have been quoted extensively), they did not clearly 

identify the epistemological foundations on which a dialogical or connective aesthetics can be 

elaborated. By leaving the epistemological stakes of the project in the shadow, the artistic field 

not only failed to identify the hidden logic of site-specific practices (here described as the 

technological), but also the dynamics that explain the convergence of art with other fields and 

sectors, such as sciences, economics, politics, management, etc. All these operated a move from 

the ontological to the technological which led them to adopt similar modes of action, practices 

and values. In this regard, Kester perfectly illustrates what is to be lost, when the technological 

logic of the project stays in the shadow and when this convergence is not problematized. 

 

3.5. The Hidden Logic of Socially Engaged Practices 
 

In response to the “marginalization” of socially engaged practices in art criticism, Grant Kester 

proposes a theoretical framework destined to explore the relationship of these practices to 

aesthetic experience.864 To restore notions of ‘autonomy,’ ‘aesthetics’ and ‘authorship’ at the 

heart of a thought of action, the art historian indexes socially engaged practices to a 

phenomenon which is central to this dissertation: a process of “de-transcendentalization” that 

betrays a shift from the ontological to the technological.865 Critically addressing dualities and 

fixities inherent in the ontological (such as the differentiation of art with other social spheres or 

the position of the artists and that of the viewer), he lays theoretical foundations for a dialogical 

conception of art that operatively reconnects that which had been separated by the dualistic 

worldview: art and action, theory and practice, the individual and the collective, the subject and 

their environment, mind and body, etc.866 In doing so, he implicitly develops a theory of the 

project, without ever problematizing this notion, which is omnipresent in his body of work.  

 

 
864 Grant Kester, Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially Engaged Art, 138. 
865 Idem, 11, 92, 95, 104. Kester borrowed this term to Habermas.  
866 Idem, 167, 168, 181. 
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In Kester’s publications, the notion of the project is not only present quantitatively (in The One 

and the Many, for instance, the word appears 293 times), but also qualitatively. In Beyond the 

Sovereign Self, the art historian discusses a “paradigm of creative expression in which the 

author’s own subjectivity is not fixed but remains open to the shaping influence of 

otherness.”867 This, I argue, is integral to the logic of the project, which implies an iterative 

process shaped by the phenomenological hypothesis. In a similar way, Kester argues that 

socially engaged practices generate “an experiential and experimental insight into the 

mechanisms by which self and other are drawn together and pushed apart, moving through 

phases of dissensus and conciliation as they think, act and perform together,” but does not 

acknowledge that fact that these negotiations are consistent with the project.868 Addressing 

socially engaged projects, the art historian argues that such an “experiential matrix and the 

unique modes of haptic, cognitive, an effective knowledge that unfold within it provide the 

decisive points of creative intervention for any project.”869 How can the art historian not see 

that the project is precisely such an “experiential matrix”? On a much deeper level, Kester does 

not acknowledge the fact that his entire theoretical construction hangs by a phenomenological 

hypothesis, associated with the project as concept and mode of action. In leaving the project in 

the shadow, ultimately, he elaborates a narrative that provides us with a partial picture of 

socially engaged practices; one that dismisses major historical, epistemological and critical 

insights, and evacuates aporias and contradictions inherent in these practices. 

 

Rather than analysing socially engaged practices through the lens of the project, the art historian 

addressed these practices through the Marxian concept of ‘social labour,’ as an ongoing process 

implying a specific form of agency that comes down to the creativity of individuals.870 About 

his theoretical approach, the art historian claims to have assembled “an alternative framework 

from materials that are relatively unfamiliar in the field of art history.”871 But, instead of 

building his framework on schools of thought which are known for their contribution to the 

phenomenological hypothesis, to knowledge in action, and to the creativity of action, such as 

American pragmatism, Russian cultural-historical activity theory, Heidegger’s 

phenomenology, Sartre’s existentialism, action theory, actor-network theory, cybernetics, or 

 
867 Idem, 205. 
868 Idem, 193. 
869 Idem, 188. 
870 Idem, 197. To be fair, Kester does acknowledge the project once. But, as a form of the ontological. Critically addressing 
works the “boundaries” of which are “finite and often predetermined by the limitations of a specific exhibition space or 
commissioning process,” he names as examples: “an installation, project, painting, or performance that begins and ends at 
clearly market points in time.”  
871 Idem, 138. 
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information theory, Kester focuses on Marx, Jürgen Habermas, Axel Honneth and Mikhaïl 

Bakhtin, who can almost be considered as secondary with regard to the arguments developed 

by Kester. In so doing, the art historian manages to position socially engaged practices as the 

climax of a process of de-transcendentalization at play across social sciences and the artistic 

field, but at the cost of a form of amnesia. From the perspective of all the schools of thought 

which had long dealt with issues that the art historian addresses, socially engaged practices 

might well be considered an epiphenomenon. But, let me look more closely at what Kester 

misses by not identifying the technological logic of these practices.  

 

Kester proposes an almost heroic narrative that demonstrates how politically engaged artists 

manage to somehow purify artistic practices of all remnants of the ontological. But he does not 

acknowledge the fact that many other fields too, went through a similar process of de-

transcendentalization: not only art, philosophy and social science, but also politics (through 

governance), economics (through post-Fordism), management, organization theory, etc. In 

turn, all these fields converged towards a politics of innovation that relies on the creativity of 

individuals to solve concrete problems; the project being the key mode of action and 

governance tool of this politics. From this perspective, the phenomenon of “de-

transcendentalization” addressed by Kester is consistent with Zygmunt Bauman’s liquid 

modernity that melts the solids through processes of dedifferentiation, deregulation and 

horizontalization, which indexed art on other sectors. As far as the artistic field is concerned, 

this convergence has discourses of legitimation—that of the creative economy and the 

knowledge economy—and organizational forms—such as the new Departments of Culture, 

Media and Sport that arose in the 1990s. In this context, ultimately, engaged artists came to be 

seen as entrepreneurs by other sectors—so paving the way for a new generation of projectors, 

made for a project society. This point has been acknowledged by Andrea Fraser, Helmut 

Draxler, Bojana Kunst, Claire Bishop and Kuba Szreder, who address the project as a means to 

instrumentalize artistic production.  

 

As Fraser and Draxler rightly noted, the compatibility of the artistic field with other sectors 

stems from the skills and working modalities that artists develop through site-specific practices. 

As a matter of synthesis, let us remember that artists of minimalism learned to control how the 

variables of object, light, space, body, are to function in the gallery space, through a reskilling 
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addressed as a phenomenon of “professionalization” by Charles Harrison.872 Conceptual artists 

learnt to seize the world they live in, to quantify it and analyse it. Land artists learned the 

practice of project management: the knowledge of business, liability, land location, ownership, 

acquisition of materials, and labour cooperation with state and federal governments. Artists 

affiliated with institutional critique borrowed methodologies from the social sciences to 

produce cognitive mapping that depicted systems of domination. As for socially engaged artists, 

they learnt to act here and know, through collaborating, negotiating, managing teams and 

leading collaborative projects, which, as Paul O’Neill and Claire Doherty have stressed, 

requires “charismatic agency, whereby a key element of an individual’s […] practice is the 

visionary means they use to engage participants and visitors and to secure funding.”873 From 

this perspective, artists effectively gave up authorship of their work, but the lead came back 

under another form: that of the project manager who is one of the main figures in Boltanski and 

Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism. It is, indeed, stunning to observe how their 

description of the manager figure coincides with that of the socially engaged artist. To 

demonstrate this, I will quote extensively the two sociologists while replacing the word 

manager by that of socially engaged artist:  

 
[To succeed, socially engaged artists] must trust and be trusted, know how to 
communicate, discuss openly, and also be capable of adjusting to other people and 
situations. […] This is the price of co-ordinating themselves in mechanisms and 
projects. [Far from being] attached to an occupation or clinging to a qualification, 
[the socially engaged artist] proves adaptable and flexible, able to switch from one 
situation to a very different one, and adjust to it.  
 
[Socially engaged artists are] able to engage others, to offer involvement, to make 
it desirable to follow them, because they inspire trust, they are charismatic, their 
vision generates enthusiasm. All these qualities make them leaders of teams that 
they manage not in authoritarian fashion, but by listening to others, with tolerance, 
recognizing and respecting differences. They are not (hierarchical) bosses, but 
integrators, facilitators, an inspiration, unifiers of energies, enhancers of life, 
meaning and autonomy.  
 
[Ultimately, the socially engaged artist is] the one who proves capable of making 
connections between very different zones of expertise. [She/he] establishes 
collaboration between people from different disciplines or professions, belonging 
to various departments, institutions or firms, and brings together, for example, two 
experts each of whom has experience, but in different domains.874  

 

 
872 Charles Harrison, Essays on Art & Language, 46. 
873 Paul O’Neill and Claire Doherty (eds.), Locating the Producers: Durational Approaches to Public Art (Valiz, 2011): 7. 
874 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 111-117. 
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The operative potential associated with these skills has long been identified by other actors, 

from within and from without the artworld: commissioners, visual art officers, local politicians, 

curators, etc., who resorted to site-specific practices for diverse purposes, such as building and 

attracting larger audiences or solving a concrete issue. We may think of Robert Morris’ Grand 

Rapids Project (1974), which is “known as the first major art earthwork to be supported by 

government funds”; a work of art, which “to some degree […] is a civil works project, where a 

slope was stabilized, protecting recreational areas below and a storage tank essential to the 

city’s water supply at the top. [But also] landscape architecture, as the site has many of the 

functional and aesthetic elements of a park.”875 Or of Fred Wilson, who brought international 

attention to the Maryland Historical Society in the 1990s by operating like a “museum 

therapist” who changed for the better the relationship “between various staff people […] 

through their involvement in the project [and through creating] a dialog between different 

communities in the Baltimore area” around issues that dealt with African-American history—

a project the success of which incited “many people” to ask Wilson “to come to their museums 

and do the same thing.”876 These are just two iconic examples of the project economy that has 

developed since the late 1970s and of the phenomenon of convergence at stake in this economy.  

 

Paradoxically, politically engaged artists created the conditions of a convergence between art, 

politics and economics by developing site-specific practices. But Kester, who has implicitly 

theorized the conditions of this convergence, did not acknowledge the contradiction. The 

‘heroic’ narrative that he proposes—one that depicts engaged artists who gave up their 

sovereign self in favour of action here and now—focuses on single projects but not on the entire 

system on which these projects rely, especially in Western countries. This narrative does not 

acknowledge the fact that artists are pushed to produce one project after another; that they must 

find ways to fund their projects, which means that they must deal with criteria and timelines 

imposed by others, and develop strategies to convince constituencies and other actors on which 

their work hangs. It does not acknowledge the fact that political engagement can become a 

profession, embodied by artists who build a career out of site-specific projects the main 

beneficiaries of which might be these artists themselves, who get invited to talks, exhibitions 

or residencies and commissioned to do other projects. It does not acknowledge the fact that 

artistic practices might become mere procedures, as Miwon Kwon and Hal Foster have warned, 

thus falling into the trap of meaningless action theorized by Dewey and Joas.  

 
875 The Center for Land use Interpretation [website] https://clui.org/ludb/site/grand-rapids-project (accessed 8 October 2025). 
876 See Fred Wilson et al., “Serving Institutions,” October, Vol. 80 (Spring, 1997): 120-121. 
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Ultimately, if Kester’s approach shows similarities with the one developed here, his goal is 

totally different. While the art historian seeks to examine the ways in which socially engaged 

practices have transformed our understanding of the aesthetic and art’s autonomy through the 

convergence of art and action, I seek to demonstrate the rise of a new regime shaped by the 

technological. To pursue his goal, Kester sought to re-establish art at the heart of action. Here, 

on the contrary, I argue that art has been transformed from within by the technological logic of 

the project, which implies a specific conception of action embodied by the individual. To put it 

differently, if site-specific practices reconnected art with the social sphere for the sake of 

political engagement, art has in turn been transformed by its exposure to the real, according to 

the logic of action, which calls for more effectiveness and operativity. 

 

At this point, I see two alternatives. One is to reject these changes through arguing that art is 

losing its specificity. For those who embrace this position, this dissertation might provide some 

arguments. Site-specific practice, indeed, stands in an uncomfortable position between two 

antagonistic value spheres—that of art and that of action—and two regimes—the aesthetic 

regime and the technological regime of the project. From this perspective, which is on the side 

of the aesthetic regime, one can effectively argue that art is being instrumentalized by the 

project and its economy. The other alternative, which is on the side of the technological regime 

of the project, is to take note of the changes described in this dissertation and find ways to best 

deal with them. This option, which leads to the idea of the project-as-medium seems more 

viable to me, because it challenges the perspective of instrumentalization at a time when a 

greater number of artists, curators and scholars are working within the project economy.  
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CONCLUSION: THE PROJECT AS A MEDIUM FOR THE ARTISTIC FIELD 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, the approach proposed in this dissertation builds on a 

changing position: from an instrumental approach to the project to a more constructive one. 

This shift happened partly by comparing my hypotheses with the work of scholars, curators and 

artists, and through experiencing a loss of interest in essays and publications that reiterate, like 

a mantra, the same critique of creativity, immaterial labour, and the instrumentalization of art 

by capitalism. Such a form of criticism does not fit the logic of the project, which focuses on 

the means of action and on agency in the face of ever-changing situations. Proposing a different 

perspective than that of Bishop (who seeks to preserve the aesthetic regime as it is) and Kester 

(who seeks to re-establish the aesthetic regime at the heart of action), I argue that the use of the 

project has de facto repositioned art in the field of action, to which the project belongs. The 

project, in other words, has transformed the aesthetic regime from within, according to its 

technological logic, thereby creating a new regime that cannot be subsumed to the aesthetic 

regime. These two regimes, however, are not mutually exclusive; both inform artistic 

production, they may even cohabit within the practice of a single artist, whose body of work 

oscillates between the aesthetic regime and the regime of the project. I will now sum up a 

number of aspects which have been addressed in this dissertation.  

 

On an epistemological level, the project has enabled art to adapt to a major paradigm shift in 

Western culture, from the ontological to the technological, which can be identified in many 

disciplines and sectors. Informed by schools of thought that undermined the entire structure of 

the ontological and removed all sorts of epistemological boundaries and hierarchies in favour 

of a connectionist conception of knowledge, the project allowed artists to integrate external 

determinations into their production process, starting with light, space, or the site, before 

integrating cultural, social and political determinations. To do so, they experimented with new 

practices and methodologies that they borrowed from other fields and repurposed art by 

exposing it to the real. In the process, art started to be indexed on external factors rather than 

being ruled by its inner logic; it started to be operative again rather than running on idle. As 

demonstrated, this operativistic revolution is consistent with the development of site-specific 

practices, which witnessed the development of technological representations, apparatuses and 

actions that created the conditions of emergence of a new regime characterized by the following 

attributes: social accountability and reflexivity, site-specificity, transdisciplinarity, diversity of 

organizations and quality control.  
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From this perspective, the technological regime of the project helps us to explain the formidable 

expansion of the artworld, which, since the 1990s, has been operating on the territory of other 

fields and sectors, such as social sciences, social work, anthropology, economics, agriculture, 

ecology, etc., and in different contexts, such as urban communities, villages, academies, 

scientific laboratories, war zones, etc. Accordingly, the regime of the project has seen the 

emergence of new conceptions concepts articulating the phenomenon of convergence 

characteristic of the technological (between art & communities, art & sciences, art & academia, 

art & economics, etc), such as ‘connective aesthetics’ (Suzi Gablik), ‘dialogical aesthetics’ 

(Grant Kester), ‘organizational aesthetics’ (Kathrin Böhm), ‘knowledge production’ or ‘artistic 

research.’877 But this regime also explains the rising importance of project-based institutions 

such as biennials, local festivals, research institutes and art residencies, whose policies consist, 

precisely, in connecting sectors, actors, and constituencies. Among many other examples, let 

us mention La Becque’s Residency Program, in Switzerland, which website promotes a 

connectionist conception of art typical of the technological:  

 
Located on an exceptional slice of lakeside land on the shores of Lake Geneva AT 
La Tour-de Peilz, between Vevey and Montreux, […] La Becque dedicates 
particular attention to projects exploring the ever more intertwined notions of 
nature, the environment, and of technology. At the core of contemporary 
preoccupations and of growing urgency, these themes feed into all disciplines of 
the arts—and artists are among those best equipped to map out alternative 
relationships to both technology and nature.878  

 

In line with these aspects, which have to do with the project economy, the technological 

provides us with concepts to address this connectionist conception of art, such as Susan Leigh 

Star and James R. Griesemer’s boundary-objects, which “have different meanings in different 

social worlds but [a] structure [which] is sufficiently shared by enough worlds to make them 

recognizable, a means of translation”; Michel Serres and Bruno Latour’s quasi-object, which, 

according to the latter, “are in between and below the two poles [nature and society], at the very 

place around which dualism and dialectics had turned endlessly without being able to come to 

 
877 As far as ‘knowledge production’ and ‘artistic research’ are concerned, see for instance Maria Hlavajova, Jill Winder and 
Binna Choi (eds.), On Knowledge Production: A Critical Reader in Contemporary art (BAK, 2008): 7, where the editors argue 
that “terms that have become commonplace in the discourse of contemporary art—such as knowledge production artistic 
research, and interdisciplinary practice—remain arguably as nebulous and contested as ever,” and Jeroen Boomgaard and John 
Butler (eds.), The Creative Doctus Constellation: Exploring a New Model of Doctorate in the Arts (Gerrit Rietveld Academie, 
2021): 30, where the editors argue that “the ambition with artistic research is to create a new field, not only of research, but 
also of practices. A field that relates to existing academic practices, but at the same time establishes a new position for art and 
design in relation to society at large.”  
878 La Becque’s Residency Program [website], https://labecque.ch/en/residencies/, (accessed 27 June 2025). 
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terms with them”; or Peter Galison’s trading zone, which serves as an “intermediate domain” 

in which connections are established between different trades, fields and sectors.879 Indeed, 

while the two first concepts apply very well to artistic projects that connect various actors, 

communities and constituencies, the latter embodies institutions such as artist-in-residence 

programmes or research institutes that put artists in connection with different disciplines and 

contexts. 

    
On a historical level, this dissertation offers an archaeology of the technological that goes back 

to a foundational gesture, when Zeus swallowed Metis to put a term to a period of chaos and 

establish a stable world order based on fixed laws and hierarchies. This myth, which 

metaphorically refers to two antagonistic worldviews—the technological embodied by Metis 

and the ontological embodied by Themis—prefigures the many ways in which the technological 

and the demiurgical powers that it embodies have been controlled in Western cultures by setting 

epistemological boundaries that have legitimized social hierarchies. This archaeology has put 

the issue of change, of becoming, at the forefront: What can be changed? How? And, by whom? 

These are typically technological questions. Now, if the demiurgical power of the technological 

has long represented a threat to social order in Western societies, it has come back to the fore 

when social and epistemological revolutions called for it, and in doing so has created different 

cultures of the project. In this dissertation, we have considered cunning intelligence in Ancient 

Greek culture, the culture of elite Renaissance artisans who developed disegno, that of 

philosophers and social scientists who developed various forms of praxis, and that of artists 

who developed site-specific practices. We could also have discussed the culture of project 

management that became an autonomous discipline in the 1950s, but cultural producers and 

researchers know it too well, and it would not have helped to build an alternative to the 

instrumental approach to the project.  

 

Regarding these different cultures, it is striking to notice that the development of site-specific 

practices has restaged an entire history of the project, which has been for a great part outlined 

by Jean-Pierre Boutinet in his Anthropology of the Project (Anthropologie du projet, 1990). 

The notion of project was introduced into the field by conceptual artists who revisited the 

primary gesture of project-making, the architectural project, through producing earthworks. 

 
879 Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griesemer, “Institutional Ecology, ‘Translations’, and Boundary Objects: Amateurs and 
Professionals on Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology,” in Social Studies of Science, 19 (1989): 393; Bruno Latour, We 
Have Never Been Modern (Harvard University Press, 1993): 55; Peter Galison, Image and Logic: A Material Culture of 
Microphysics (The University of Chicago Press, 1997): 46. 
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Some years later, as artists affiliated with institutional critique unveiled systems of domination 

through developing critical projects on the model of the social sciences, socially engaged artists 

moved towards a pragmatic approach to the project. In their ambition to build community and 

to create a better world to live in, these artists actualized the trend of social projects, introduced 

by Enlightenment philosophers.880 When absorbed by a project economy controlled from 

outside by decision-makers through project management tools, however, the work of these 

artists fell into the category of individual projects, which has become a surrogate for social 

projects, after the end of grand narratives addressed by Jean-François Lyotard and after the 

dismantling of the welfare state transferred state responsibilities to the shoulders of individuals 

described as entrepreneurs. Accordingly, a projective injunction arose in the 1990s that called 

on individuals to sort out all sort of problems in society, through a politics of innovation set up 

in the wake of neoliberalism and post-Fordism. This created the conditions of emergence of a 

project society, which can be seen as a return of the time of projectors who compensated for 

the structural weaknesses of early modern states. But contemporary projectors are not trapped 

within this system. First because they have agency, and second, because they can learn from a 

history of the project, in which project management and its discontents just represent a small 

part.  

 

On a critical level, precisely, this dissertation has sought to bypass the aporia of the 

instrumentalization thesis, which usually addresses the project through a narrow perspective, 

that of the project management which regulates the project economy. To bypass this approach, 

one of the dissertation’s main goals is to reclaim the project, by demonstrating that it cannot be 

reduced to a tool destined to alienate artistic labour; it is also a key concept in Western 

epistemology and a mode of action in the hands of individuals. Raising awareness on the project 

and developing a knowledge of the project that informs artistic practices from within, as this 

dissertation has sought to do, is a way to empower artists, curators and scholars who work 

through the project economy. The technological logic of the project, in any case, contradicts 

the very idea of instrumentalization that suggests unidimensional dynamics within a fixed 

system. The connectionist world of the project, on the contrary, is intrinsically 

multidimensional and transient. Building on arguments developed by Gabriel Rockhill in 

Radical History & The Politics of Art (2014), one could consider the project as a force field that 

 
880 Such as Abbé de Saint-Pierre’s multi-volume Project for Perpetual Peace in Europe (1713, 1717), Rousseau’s “A Lasting 
Peace Through the Federation of Europe” (mid 1750s) or Kant’s Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Project (1795). 



 220 

requires a “multidimensional” form of agency. According to this philosopher, writer and 

cultural critic:  

 

It is […] necessary to develop a theory of multidimensional agency in order to 
provide a more complex and nuanced map of the force field of action. It is very 
common to situate agency within the human subject, which then negotiates its will 
in relationship to exogenous variables. Such an approach mistakenly rigidifies the 
opposition between individual and society, inside and outside, idealism and 
materialism. Agency, however, is not a singular force reducible to a voluntary will 
confronted with the constraints of an external world. Instead, there are multiple tiers 
and types of agency that overlap and intertwine in an interactive and codetermining 
force field of activity.881 

 

Accordingly, rather than developing a critique of the project economy as a system ruled by the 

laws of project management, we shall focus on the dynamics at play within the connections 

generated by the project as force field. This is precisely the path taken in the research projects 

that I carried out for EDHEA, which addressed art in relation to other sectors, and the position 

of artists in relation to that of the other actors in the project economy.  

 

Artists can refuse to be involved in this economy; many artists still produce art objects to be 

exhibited and sold in galleries. But many others choose to operate through projects or are 

pushed by necessity towards the project economy. For a great many, therefore, the project and 

its economy have become the primary medium for them to build their career and make their 

living. The project economy offers a great variety of projects proposed by project-based 

institutions and organizations within and without the artworld. These include: site-specific 

projects commissioned by museums or local festivals, calls for projects released by 

governmental organisations and private foundations, funding schemes and grants such as the 

famous one percent-for-the-arts, artists-in-residency programs in cities, villages or scientific 

laboratories, research projects in academies and universities, etc. But the project economy has 

also broadened the scope of activities that artists can be part of. As project heads, artists operate 

as managers, social workers, researchers, experts, facilitators, activists, etc. On the one hand, 

thus, the project and its economy have formidably expanded the reach of the artistic field, 

professionally speaking. But the agency provided by the project has a cost.  

 

 
881 Gabriel Rockhill in Radical History and The Politics of Art, 44. 
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To operate effectively at the heart of the real, artists have adopted working modalities (the 

project), practices (problem-solving, mapping, project management, etc.), skills (creativity, 

agility, mobility, etc.) and values (efficiency, operativity) that are compatible with other sectors. 

On the other hand, therefore, the use of the project has normalized artistic practices—so 

creating a state of indistinction, between the artistic field and these other sectors. Under these 

conditions, rather than passively contemplating the collusion of art and capitalism or 

denouncing the instrumentalization of artistic work, the focus should be on the means of action. 

I see two ways to do this: the former has to do with the project economy, the latter with the 

project as a form of art.  

 

a. Building a Culture of the Project Tailored for Artistic Production 

 

A response to the phenomenon of indistinction consistent with the project economy has been 

suggested by Zygmunt Bauman: we should ‘solidify’ that which has been liquified, re-

differentiate that which has been de-differentiated, by building a culture of the project tailored 

to artistic stakes.882 As we may learn from Boutinet, the different cultures of the project respond 

to specific purposes and are ruled by specific norms: the architectural project, for instance, 

allowed Renaissance architects to control complex processes of production so that they could 

become authors of an architectural gesture; some philosophical projects are existential, they are 

meant to give meaning to the life of individuals through their actions; social projects are meant 

to create a new social order; project management is meant to control complex processes of 

production from the top, etc. To some extent, any artistic project is made up of these different 

cultures. But now, it is for the artistic field to develop its own culture of the project, by defining 

what the specificities of an artistic project must be and establishing its own regulations.  

 

In Locating the Producers: Durational Approach to Public Art (2011), for instance, Paul 

O’Neill and Claire Doherty suggest that duration can be a criterion. In this publication, they 

address projects which have lasted for more than 100 days. In a more substantial way, artists, 

curators and scholars should find ways to have more control over the structure of the project 

economy and the dynamics at play within it: artistic projects are not made to be broken down 

into work packages, for stop-and-go processes, strict deadlines, issues imposed from outside 

by calls, quantitative outcomes, or to popularize scientific ideas, extend the network of 

 
882 Zygmunt Baumam, Liquid Modernity.  
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institutions, raise their visibility, sustain research departments, etc. Following the path opened 

by Andrea Fraser and Helmut Draxler in the 1990s (through Services), artists, curators and 

scholars should be able to frame their activity as project leaders by renegotiating the conditions 

of the project economy with cultural policymakers and deciders. One way to do this is to raise 

awareness and generate discussions within art institutions such as art schools, research institutes 

and cultural centres, where, as assistant professor of cultural policy and management Francesco 

Chiaravalloti has shown, a managerial logic, which does not fit the field, has been imposed 

through evaluation procedures.883 These institutions, indeed, have more weight than the 

individual artist-as-entrepreneur when it comes to gain leverage and bargaining with other 

sectors and impose a framework tailored for artistic stakes. Another option is to set up 

organizations, such as associations, cooperatives or enterprises, that give more bargaining 

weight to individual artists and allow them to break with the injunction to realize one project 

after another through working on long-term projects. This is precisely what is at stake in artist 

Kathrin Böhm’s organizational aesthetics and in Kuba Szreder’s critique of the projectariat. 

Another option is to turn meaningless procedures into meaningful practices.  

 

b. Making the Project a Medium in its own Right  

  

Anybody who has been involved with the project economy knows it only too well: as Miwon 

Kwon, Bojana Kunst and Kuba Szreder point out, in order to survive, artists must realize one 

project after another. To do so, they must adapt to calls for projects and other opportunities, and 

make lots of concessions, at the risk of renouncing the substance of their artistic project in the 

process. Under pressure to produce one project after another, one might start to give up concerns 

and questions that make a practice meaningful, thus turning artistic production or research into 

a meaningless gesture. One way to avoid this is to make of the project a medium in its own 

right, by which I mean that its use is self-conscious and self-critical, so that project-making can 

be addressed and legitimated from an artistic perspective. As this dissertation has demonstrated, 

many artists have already started to integrate procedures of the project into the medium, such 

as mapping, problem-solving, collaborating, managing teams, etc. But for the project to become 

a medium requires awareness of the issues and stakes involved in this concept and means of 

 
883 As Francesco Chiaravalloti explains, his thesis takes “a first step toward understanding the practice of evaluation in publicly 
funded arts organizations and what this practice tells us about the relationships of accountability in the arts sector.” With respect 
to the impact that New Public Management has on the arts sector, Chiaravalloti has addressed a phenomenon of “accounting 
colonization,” which some institutions manage to resist. Francesco Chiaravalloti, Performance Evaluation in the Arts: from the 
Margins of Accounting to the Core of Accountability, PhD dissertation, University of Groningen (2016): 263-265.  
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action from historical, epistemological and critical perspectives. Raising awareness of the 

project, changing the perceptions of it in the artistic field and giving meaning to changes that 

happened in this field since the 1990s onwards are the main goal of this dissertation. 

 

As I have emphasised, this approach is based on the following argument: that the logic of the 

project has transformed artistic practices from within by repositioning art in the field of action. 

Accordingly, the idea of the project as medium does not simply require the adaptation of 

concepts such as ‘art’s autonomy’ and the ‘aesthetic experience’ to action, but the application 

of a framework tailored for action in the artistic field. How to think about art, when it is indexed 

to the means-end logic of action? When it is no longer self-sufficient, but hangs on a field of 

action or a problem to solve to exist? What happens when, instead of art as a language, the 

expertise of artists focuses more on urban policies, climate change or artificial intelligence? 

When the centre of attention is not what artists produce but how they act in society. In other 

words, what is the meaning of an action, when performed by an artist? What are the 

characteristics of such an action and how should it be evaluated?  

 

Answers to these questions can be found in theories of action proposed by philosophy and 

sociology. As mentioned earlier, John Dewey, for instance, developed an aesthetics of action 

based on the concept of “roundedness.” Hans Joas advocated a non-teleological conception of 

action that unleashes the “creativity of action.” In both cases, the main idea is to put into 

question all the different steps of a project so that they can be meaningful for an artist: What is 

the vision that sustains our projects? What types of goals should we assign ourselves and what 

are the means to attain them? What is being constructed, through doing one project after 

another? Is there an underlining project—on the model of the existential project—that 

underpins this succession of realizations and gives them a coherence? How do we finance our 

projects? Should we get funded by Shell, if our project is on climate change? With whom do 

we work and how do we manage collaborative processes? As suggested by a manifesto written 

by Tania Canas, Arts Director of RISE Refugee (a refugee and asylum organization based in 

Australia), artists too might find themselves in the position to instrumentalize someone: “We 

are not a resource to feed into your next artistic project,” as the manifesto claims it.884 What is 

being produced by artists who operate across disciplinary and sectoral boundaries and how to 

 
884 Tania Canas, “10 Things You Need to Consider if You Are an Artist–Not of the Refugee and Asylum Seeker Community 
Looking to Work with Our Community,” RISE [website], https://www.riserefugee.org/10-things-you-need-to-consider-if-you-
are-a (accessed 25 April 2019). Also published by e-flux [website], http://conversations.e-flux.com/t/some-points-to-consider-
if-youre-an-artist-who-wants-to-make-work-about-refugees/2716 (accessed 30 November 2015). 
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evaluate such a production? How to differentiate social work from artistic projects that have 

turned aspects of social work into an artistic practice?  

 

In response to the development of site-specific practices, some of these questions have been 

addressed by art historians and critics like Hal Foster, Miwon Kwon, Grant Kester and Claire 

Bishop, among others. However, their critical tools have been shaped by and for the aesthetic 

regime: they have been tailored to evaluate artworks and not actions, artistic productions and 

not projects. From the perspective of action, indeed, what is to be judged is not intentions, 

decisions and actions that are materialized as artistic productions, but those of an individual 

acting on and intervening in the social fabric. The questions addressed in the previous 

paragraph, thus, are not (only) aesthetic, but (also) ethical. Contrary to Bishop, who once 

criticized the introduction of such criteria into the artistic field, I argue that the technological 

regime of the project does require them. In line with the philosophies of praxis that developed 

since Ancient Greece,885 the project transforms art into a form of life: not to retreat from the 

world, as Boris Groys suggested in “The Loneliness of the Project,” but to most effectively 

operate within it.886  

 

Ultimately, if we agree with the idea of a regime of the project, which has repositioned art in 

the sphere of action, we might be able to reconcile the proponents and opponents of artistic 

projects that seek to address or solve concrete issues in society. We shall, indeed, distinguish 

‘art’ as a language for talking about the world or imagining new worlds, from ‘art’ as an action 

with which to operate in the world. It will be agreed that these are two different forms of art, 

framed by different discourses and values because they belong to two different and sometimes 

irreconcilable conceptions of art and regimes: the aesthetic regime and the technological regime 

of the project. In the first case, art is an end in itself, in the second, it is a means to an end. 

Acknowledging this difference, socially engaged artists and curators like Adam Sutherland 

have decided “not to call [their activity] ‘art’ anymore.”887 Now, from this perspective, that of 

action, one can argue that ‘art’ has become a site, a point of intersection, a force-field or even 

a “field of immanence” (as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari call it), on which connections 

(between actors, disciplines, constituencies, etc.) are established according to its own terms 

 
885 See Pierre Adot, Qu'est-ce que la philosophie antique ? (Folio, 1995). 
886 Boris Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project.” 
887 Interview with Adam Sutherland, in Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working Modalities of Project Artists 
(00:25:29). When asked to define art, Sutherland’s answer is: “Art is an action that is happening all the time”—i.e., a “mindset,” 
a way of being and acting in the world. Idem (01:06:17). The very idea of defining what ‘art’ is, or can be, is anyway an 
ontological question, which has nothing to do with action, but aesthetics. 
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(that of art), and where information is produced by individuals who see themselves as actors 

seeking different forms of agency.888 As such, art provides actors from different horizons and 

disciplines with a unique framework. It is not only that the artistic field is ruled by different 

norms, such as those of sciences, politics or economics; art is characterised by the freedom of 

challenging existing norms and practices and constantly inventing new ones. Exactly like the 

aesthetic regime in the domain of representation, the technological regime of the project is 

defined by a state of indeterminacy and open-endedness in the domain of action that 

characterises its effectiveness as a means of action.  

 

Having reached the end of this dissertation, I want to go back to an important point (stated in 

an explicit way just before this conclusion), which explains why this text might seem to struggle 

between different standpoints: the arguments developed here can be used both to advocate the 

rise of a technological regime of the project and to criticize it, or to undermine it as a form of 

art. Since I started working on the notion of the project, indeed, I have been torn between 

instinct and reason, between personal inclinations and a will to adapt to changes that happened 

at the heart of art institutions, academies and culture departments. In line with Bernard 

Stiegler’s approach to technology, that of the pharmakon which is at the same time the poison 

and the remedy, the idea that the project can become a medium for artists certainly is a way to 

transform the project economy into a more viable and meaningful environment.889 As a teacher, 

this is the type of discourse that I feel comfortable defending, if I never again want to hear a 

student telling me: “I think that I don’t want to be an artist anymore”—as happened after a 

seminar with masters students during which I deconstructed the managerial logic at play in the 

project economy. As far as I am concerned, I must say that the process of doing this research 

has radically shifted my perspective on the project, its economy and technological forms of art 

such as socially engaged practices. In considering art through the lens of the technological, I 

now feel able to work within the context of the project economy and to address new forms of 

art in a much more meaningful way. This is possible because I do not ask myself the same 

questions and do not answer these questions with the same tools. But whether I embrace the 

technological conception of art addressed in this dissertation or not, well, that is another 

question. I can at least hope to have historicized and problematized changes that—for better or 

worse—have taken place in the artistic field since the 1960s through a different light and in a 

 
888 Kurt Lewin, “Frontiers in Group Dynamics: Concept, Method and Reality in Social Science; Social Equilibria and Social 
Change;” Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of Art; Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 
889 Bernard Stiegler, La technique et le temps (Fayard, 2018): 849, 850, 856, 874, 876.  
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constructive way. And, in the process, I finally answered a question rooted in the idealism of 

my twenties—one which is central to cultural sociologist Pascal Gielen’s Creativity and other 

Fundamentalisms (2013),890 namely: Why does art seem to have given up its love for 

transcendence?  

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
890 Pascal Gielen, Creativity and other Fundamentalisms (Mondriaan, 2013). 



 227 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

Adorno, Theodor W. Aesthetic Theory. Translated by Robert Hullot-Kentor. Continuum, 1997. 
 
Agamben, Giorgio. The Time That Remains: A Commentary on the Letter to the Romans. 
 Stanford University Press, 2005. 
 
———. “What is an Apparatus?,” in What is an Apparatus? And Other Essay. Stanford 
 University Press, 2009. 
 
———. Creation and Anarchy: The Work of Art and the Religion of Capitalism. Stanford 
 University Press, 2019. 
 
Alberro, Alexander and Blake Stimson (eds.). Institutional Critique. An Anthology of 
 Artists’ Writings. MIT Press, 2009. 
 
Alberti, Leon Battista. On the Art of Building in Ten Books. Translated by Joseph Rykwert, 
 Neil Leach and Robert Tavenor. The MIT Press, 1992. 
 
———. L’Art d’édifier. Le Seuil, 2004. 
 
Antille, Benoît. “Voyage à Heidiland: Quelques considérations sur les résidences d’artistes et 
 la création site-specific en tant que système.” Hors-Piste: La recherche à l’ECAV. 
 art&fiction, 2014. 
 
———. “Creative Villages: A Pilot Artistic Programme in Leytron.” Creative Villages’ 
 Journal, n.01 (2016).  
 
———. “Some Thoughts on the Notion of the Project.” In Creative Villages’ Journal, n.02 
 (2016).  
 
———. “The Removal of the Context: A Methodological Statement.” in Creative Villages’ 
 Journal, n.03 (2017).  
 
———. “Landscape Sculpture Parks in the Valais: Towards a Critique of the Economy of 
 Project Work.” Journal of Alpine Research 105-2 (2017).  
 
———. “Creative Villages: Conclusions of a Pilot Contemporary Art Project in a Rural Area 
 Excerpts.” In Creative Villages’ Journal, n.04 (2018).  
 
———. Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working Modalities of Project 
 Artists. A documentary realized by Benoît Antille and Stéphane Darioly (2018-2019, 
 2023-2025), 1’35’’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iwIjp9Vn0Xw.    
 
———. Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet. Enquête sur une revolution 
 silencieuse. art&fiction, 2025  
 
Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by Roger Crisp. Cambridge University Press, 2014. 



 228 

 
Aubert, Isabelle. “Sujet et intersubjectivité. La philosophie de Habermas face aux théories de 
 Fichte et Husserl.” Trajectoires, no.2 (2008). 
 https://journals.openedition.org/trajectoires/209. 
 
Aupetitallot, Yves. “Firminy–Interview with Yves Aupetitallot.” MAY Editions, vol.4, no.12 
 (2014). https://www.fareedarmaly.net/site/assets/files/1257/may12-yves_firminy.pdf.  
 
Bachelard, Gaston. Le nouvel esprit scientifique. Les Presses universitaires de France, 1968. 
 
———. The new scientific spirit. Beacon Press, 1984.  
 
Baker, Elizabeth C. “Artworks on the Land.” In Alan Sonfist (ed.). Art in the Land: A Critical 
 Anthology of  Environmental Art. Plume, 1983. 
 
Barry, Judith, Andrea Fraser, Renée Green, Christian Philip Müller, Fred Wilson, “Serving 
 Institutions.” October 80 (Spring, 1997): 120-129. 
 
Bauman, Zygmunt. Liquid Modernity. Polity, 2000. 
 
Bayly, Simon. “The End of the Project: futurity in the culture of catastrophe.” Angelaki, 18:2 
 (2013): 161-177. 
 
Becker, Howard S. and John Walton. “Social Science and the Work of Hans Haacke.” In Jack 
 Burnham and Hans Haacke (eds.). Framing and Being Framed: 7 Works 1970-75. The 
 Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975. 
 
Benjamin, Walter. “The Author as Producer.” In Walter Benjamin. Understanding Brecht. 
 Verso, 1998. 
 
Bensaude-Vincent, Bernadette. Les vertiges de la technoscience. Façonner le monde atome par 
 atome. La Découverte, 2009.  
 
Bernstein, Richard J. Praxis and Action: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity. 
 University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971. 
 
Berthoud, Arnaud. “Jean-Pierre Dupuy, L’avenir de l’économie. Sortir de l’écomystification.” 
 La Découverte 11 (2013): 223-227. 
 
Bishop, Claire. “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents.” Artforum, 44 (February 
 2006): 178– 83. 
 
———. Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. Verso, 2012. 
 
Blazwick, Iwona, Susan Cahan, Michael Clegg, Stephan Dillemuth, Andrea Fraser, Martin 
 Guttmann and Ute Meta Bauer. “Serving Audiences.” October 80 (Spring, 1997): 128-
 139. 
 
 
 



 229 

Blazwick, Iwona, Ulrich Bischoff, BüroBert (Renate Lorenz and Jochen Becker), Susan Cahan, 
 Michael Clegg, Stephan Dillemuth, Helmut Draxler, Andrea Fraser, Martin Guttmann, 
 Renée Green, Ute Meta Bauer, Fred Wilson. “Serving Communities,” October 80 
 (Spring, 1997): 140-14. 
 
Boltanski, Luc. On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation. Polity, 2011. 
 
———. The New Spirit of Capitalism. Verso, 2012.  
 
Bourdieu, Pierre and Hans Haacke. Free Exchange. Polity, 1995. 
 
Bourriaud, Nicolas. The Radicant. Sternberg Press, 2009. 
 
Boutinet, Jean- Pierre. Anthropologie du projet. PUF, 1990.  
 
Bordowitz, Gregg Tom Burr Aria Dean Andrea Fraser James Meyer Nicholas C. Morgan 
 Christian Philipp Müller and Blake Oetting. “Institutional Critique.” November 
 Magazine 4. https://www.novembermag.com/content/institutional-critique/.  
 
Bordowitz, Gregg. “A Conversation Between Douglas Crimp and Gregg Bordowitz, January 
 9, 1989.” In Jan Zita Grover. AIDS: The Artists’ Response. Exh. cat. Ohio State 
 University, 1989. 
 
Brenson, Michael, Eva M. Olson, Mary Jane Jacob and Sculpture Chicago (eds.). Culture in 
 Action: A Public Art Program of Sculpture Chicago. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
Buchloh, Benjamin H. D. “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in 
 Contemporary Art.” Artforum 21 (1982): 43–56. 
 
———. “Conceptual Art 1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of 
 Institutions.” October 55 (Winter 1990): 105–143.  
 
———. “Perestroïka dans l’art.” In Catherine Chevalier and Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une 
 anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998. JRP Ringier & Les Presses du 
 reel, 2010.  
 
Buck, Louisa and Daniel McLean. Commissioning Contemporary Art: A Handbook for 
 Curators, Collectors and Artists. Thames & Hudson, 2012. 
 
Bureau d'études de SmartBe (eds.). L'artiste, un entrepreneur ? Les Impressions nouvelles, 
 2011. 
 
Buren, Daniel. “The Function of the Studio.” In Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (eds.). 
 Institutional Critique. An Anthology of Artists’ Writings. MIT Press, 2009. 
 
Bürger, Peter. Theory of the Avant-Garde. Manchester University Press, University of 
 Minnesota Press, 1984. 
 



 230 

Burn, Ian. “The Sixties: Crisis and Aftermath (or the Memoirs of an Ex-Conceptual Artist).” In 
 Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (eds.). Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology. 
 MIT Press, 1999. 
 
Burnham, Jack. “Steps in the Formulation of Real-Time Political Art.” Framing and Being 
 Framed: 7 Works 1970-75, edited by Jack Burnham and Hans Haacke. The Press of the 
 Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975. 
 
Caillet, Aline. L’art de l’enquête: Savoirs pratiques et sciences sociales. Mimésis, 2019. 
 
Cardinal, Linda and Caroline Andrew (eds.). La démocratie à l’épreuve de la gouvernance. Les 
 Presses de L’Université d’Ottawa, 2011. 
 
———. “Autour de Gilles Paquet.” In Linda Cardinal and Caroline Andrew (eds.). La 
 démocratie à l’épreuve de la gouvernance. Les Presses de L’Université d’Ottawa, 2011. 
 
Catherine Chevalier and Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 
 1990 à 1998. Les Presses du Réel, JRP|Ringier, 2010. 
 
———. “Préface.” In Catherine Chevalier and Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une anthologie de la revue 
 Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998. Les Presses du Réel, JRP|Ringier, 2010. 
 
———. “Looking back without anger, Entretien avec Isabelle Graw.” In Catherine Chevalier et 
 Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998. JRP 
 Ringier & Les Presses du reel, 2010. 
 
Caye, Pierre. “Translation, notes et presentation.” In Leon Battista Alberti, L’Art d’édifier. Le 
 Seuil, 2004. 
 
Chiaravalloti, Francesco. Performance Evaluation in the Arts: From the Margins of 
 Accounting to The Core of Accountability. PhD diss., University of Groningen, 2016. 
 
———. “Performance Evaluation in the Arts: A Multidisciplinary Review and a New 
 Pragmatic Research Agenda.” In Yuha Jung, Neville Vakharia, and Marilena 
 Vecco (eds.). The Oxford Handbook of Arts and Cultural Management. Oxford 
 Handbooks, 2024: 641-662. 
 
Ciaravino, Joselita. Un art paradoxal: La notion de disegno en Italie - XVe-XVIe siècles. 
 L’Harmattan, 2004. 
 
Clark, Ron et al. (eds.). Independent Study Program: 40 Years. Whitney Museum Of American 
 Art 1968-2008. Whitney Museum Of American Art, 2008. 
 
Clegg, Michael, Martin Guttmann, BüroBert (Renate Lorenz and Jochen Becker), Stephan 
 Dillemuth, Helmut Draxler, Andrea Fraser, Susan Cahan, Fred Wilson, Renée Green, 
 Ute Meta Ulrich Bischoff Bauer, and Iwona Blazwick. “Serving Communities.” 
 October 80 (Spring, 1997): 140-148. 
 
Cometti, Jean-Pierre. La démocratie radicale. Gallimard, 2016. 
 



 231 

Coquet, Michèle. “Alfred Gell, Art and Agency. An Anthropological Theory.” L’Homme 157 
 (2001): 261-263. https://doi.org/10.4000/lhomme.5658.  
 
Crimp, Douglas. “Serra’s Public Sculpture: Redefining Site Specificity.” In Rosalind Krauss, 
 ed. Richard Serra: Sculpture. Exhibition catalogue. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
 1986. 
 
———. “AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism.” October 43 (Winter, 1987): 3-16. 
 
———. On the Museum’s Ruins. MIT Press, 1993.  
 
———. “Appropriating Appropriation.” In On the Museum’s Ruin. The MIT Press, 1993. 
 
Crossick, Geoffrey and Patrycja Kaszynska. Understanding the value of arts & culture (Arts 

 and Humanities Research Council, 2016), https://www.ukri.org/wp-
 content/uploads/2021/11/AHRC-291121-UnderstandingTheValueOfArts-
 CulturalValueProjectReport.pdf. 

 
Cusset, François. French Theory: Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Cie et les mutations de la vie 
 intellectuelle aux Etats-Unis. La Découverte, 2003. 
 
———. La décennie: le grand cauchemar des années 1980. La Découverte, 2008.  
 
Davies, Andrew. Projects: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press, 2017. 
 
De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. University of California Press, 1984. 
 
Decter, Joshua and Olivier Zahm. “Project Unité, Firminy.” Artforum 32 (November 1993): 91-
 92. 
 
Decter, Joshua. “Culture in Action: Exhibition as Social Redistribution.” In Exhibition as Social 
 Intervention: ‘Culture in Action’ 1993. Afterall, 2014. 
 
———. “L’administration de la résistance Culturelle.” In Catherine Chevalier et Andreas Fohr, 
 eds. Une anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998. JRP Ringier & Les 
 Presses du reel, 2010. 
 
De Heusch, Sarah, Anne Dujardin and Héléna Rajabaly. “L’artiste entrepreneur, un travailleur 
 au project.” In Bureau d'études de SmartBe (ed.). L'artiste, un entrepreneur? Les 
 Impressions nouvelles, 2011. 
 
Deitch, Jeffrey. “The New Economics of Environmental Art.” In Art in the Land: A Critical 
 Anthology of Environmental Art, edited by Alan Sonfist. Plume, 1983. 
 
De Leij, Noortje. The Terms of Critique on Art as Critique in October Journal. PhD diss., 
 University of Amsterdam, 2025. 
 
Deleuze, Gilles and Felix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 
 University Minnesota Press, 1987. 
 



 232 

Deneault, Alain. Gouvernance: Le management totalitaire. Lux, 2013. 
 
Deranty, Jean-Philippe. Jacques Rancière: Key Concepts. Routledge, 2010. 
 
Derrida, Jacques. Writing and Difference. The University of Chicago Press, 1978. 
 
Descartes, René. Discourse on the Method. Oxford University Press, 2006. 
 
Detienne, Marcel and Jean-Pierre Vernant. Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society. 
 The University of Chicago Press, 1991. 
 
Deutsche, Rosalyn. Evictions Art and Spatial Politics. The MIT Press, 1996. 
 
De Vrièse, Muriel, Bénédicte Martin, Corinne Melin, Nathalie Moureau and Dominique Sagot-
 Duvauroux. Diffusion et valorisation de l’art actuel en région : Une étude des 
 agglomérations du Havre, de Lyon, de Montpellier, Nantes et Rouen. Cultures études 1 
 (2011): 1-16. 
 
Dewey, John. “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy.” In Creative Intelligence: Essays in 
 the Pragmatic Attitude, edited by John Dewey. Holt, 1917.  
 
———. Art as Experience. Perigee Books, 1980. 
 
———. Logic: The Theory of Inquiry. Saerchinger Press, 2008. 
 
Dicker, Georges. “Knowing and Coming-to-Know in John Dewey’s Theory of Knowledge.” 
 The Monist 57 (April 1973): 191-219. 
 
Dosse, François. “Le sujet captif: entre existentialisme et structuralisme.” L'Homme et la 
 société 101 (1991): 17-39. 
 
Draxler, Helmut. “The Turn from the Turns: An Avant-Garde Moving Out of the Centre (1986–
 1993).” In Exhibition as Social Intervention: ‘Culture in Action’ 1993–Exhibition 
 Histories. Afterall Books, 2014. 
 
Duhot, Jean-Joël. L’énigme platonicienne. Kimé, 2017. 
 
Dumont, Augustin. “Sollen et altérité selon Fichte. Sur l’intersubjectivité fondamentale, éthique 
 et juridique.” Philosophiques 43 (Autumn 2016): 273–296. 
 
Dupuy, Jean-Pierre. “Two Temporalities, Two Rationalities: A New Look at Newcomb’s 
 Paradox.” In Paul Bourgine and Bernard Walliser (eds.). Economics and Cognitive 
 Science. Pergamon Press, 1992. 
 
———. “Temps et rationalité.” Cahiers d'économie politique 24-25 (1994): 69-104. 
 
———. L’avenir de l’économie. Sortir de l’écomystification. Flammarion, 2012. 
 
Engeström, Yrjö. From Teams to Knots: Activity-Theoretical Studies of Collaboration and 
 Learning at Work. Cambridge University Press, 2012. 



 233 

 
Esquível, Patricia. L’Autonomie de l’art en question : L’art en tant qu’art. L’Harmattan, 2008. 
 
Fattal, Michel. Logos, Pensée et Vérité dans la Philosophie Grecque. Harmattan, 2001. 
 
Feenberg, Andrew. Transforming Technology: A Critical Theory Revisited. Oxford University 
 Press, 2002. 
 
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb. The vocation of the scholar. John Chapman, 1847.  
 
———. Gesamtausgabe, vol.3, part 2. Frommann-Holzboog, 1962–2012.  
 
———. The Science of Knowledge. Cambridge University Press, 1982.  
 
———. Die Wissenschaftslehre. Zweiter Vortrag im Jahre 1804. Felix Meiner Verlag, 1986. 
 
———. The Vocation of Man. Anodos Books, 2019.  
 
Fogh Jensen, Anders. The Project Society. Aarhus University Press, 2012. 
 
Fonnesu, Luca. “Entre Aufklärung et idéalisme : l'anthropologie de Fichte.” Revue Germanique 
 Internationale 18 (2002): 133-147. 
 
Forman, Paul. “The Primacy of Science in Modernity, of Technology in Postmodernity, and of 
 Ideology in the History of Technology.” History and Technology 23 (March/June 2007): 
 1-152. 
 
Foster, Hal. eds. The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. Bay Press,1983.  
 
Foster, Hal, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century. The MIT Press, 
 1996. 
 
———. “The Artist as Ethnographer.” In Hal Foster (ed.). The Return of the Real: The Avant-
  Garde  at the End of the Century. The MIT Press, 1996. 
 
Foster, Hal, Rosalind Krauss, Silvia Kolbowski, Miwon Kwon and Benjamin, Buchloh. “The 
 Politics of the Signifier: A Conversation on the Whitney Biennial.” October 66 
 (Autumn, 1993): 3-27. 
 
Foucault, Michel. “The Political Function of the Intellectual.” Radical Philosophy 17 (Summer 
 1977): 12-14.  
 
Fraser, Andrea. “How to Provide an Artistic Service: An Introduction.” Presented at: The 
 Depot, Vienna, October 1994. http://artarchives.net/artarchives/frasertexts.html. 
 
———. “Services: A Proposal for an Exhibition and a Topic Of Discussion.” Lüneburg 
 Kunstraum, January 1994. http://artarchives.net/artarchives/frasertexts.html. 
 



 234 

———. “Services: A working-group exhibition.” In Beatrice von Bismarck, Diethelm Stoller, 
 Ulf Wuggenig (eds.). Games, Fights, Collaboration. Das Spiel von Grenze und 
 Überschreitung. Cantz, 1996. 
 
———. “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique.” Artforum 44 (September 

 2005). https://www.artforum.com/features/from-the-critique-of-institutions-to-an-
institution-of-critique-172201/.  

 
———. “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique.” In Alexander Alberro 
 and Blake Stimson (eds.). Institutional Critique. An Anthology of Artists’Writings. MIT 
 Press, 2009. 
 
Fried, Michael. “Art and Objecthood” (1967). In Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, edited by 
 Gregory Battcock. Dutton, 1968.  
 
Fukuyama, Francis. “The End of History?.” The National Interest 16 (Summer 1989): 3-18. 
 
———. The End of History and the Last Man. Free Press, 1992. 
 
Gablik, Suzi. “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism.” In Suzanne Lacy (ed.). 
 Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
Galison, Peter. Image and Logic: A Material Culture of Microphysics. The University of 
 Chicago Press, 1997. 
 
Garin, Eugenio. Moyen Âge et Renaissance. Gallimard, 1990. 
 
Gehlen, Arnold. Man in the Age of Technology. Columbia University Press, 1980. 
  
Gell, Alfred. “The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology.” In 
 Jeremy Coote and Anthony Shelton (eds.). Anthropology, Art, and Aesthetic. Oxford 
 University Press, 1992. 
 
———. Art and Agency. An Anthropological Theory. Oxford University Press, 1998.  
 
Germer, Stefan. “Parmi les vautours: L’art contextual dans son context.” In Catherine Chevalier 
 et Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 à 1998. JRP 
 Ringier & Les Presses du reel, 2010. 
 
Gibbons, Michael, Camille Limoges, Helga Nowotny, Simon Schwartzman, Peter Scott and 
 Martin Trow. The New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and 
 Research in Contemporary. SAGE Publishing, 1994. 
 
Gibbons, Michael, Helga Nowotny and Peter Scott, “‘Mode 2’ Revisited: The New Production 
 of Knowledge.” Minerva 41 (2003): 179-194.  
 
Gielen, Pascal. The Murmuring of the Artistic Multitude: Global Art, Memory and Post-
 Fordism. Valiz, 2009.  
 
———. Creativity and other Fundamentalisms. Mondriaan, 2013.  



 235 

 
Gieryn, Thomas F. “Boundary-Work and the Demarcation of Science from Non-Science: 
 Strains and Interests in Professional Ideologies of Scientists.” American Sociological 
 Review 48 (December 1983): 781-795. 
 
Graber, Frédéric. “Du faiseur de projet au project régulier dans les travaux publics (XVIIIe-
 XIXe siècles): Pour une histoire des projets.” Revue d'histoire moderne et 
 contemporaine 58 (2011): 7-33. 
 
Graber, Frédéric et Martin Giraudeau (eds.). Les Projets: Une histoire politique (XVIe - XXIe 
 siècles). Presses des Mines, 2018. 
 
Gratton, Johnnie, and Michael Sheringham. The Art of the Project: Projects and Experiments 
 in Modern French Culture. Berghahn Books, 2005. 
 
Graw, Isabelle. “Les jeunes font de la recherche (Armaly, Dion, Fraser, Müller).” In Catherine 
 Chevalier and Andreas Fohr (eds.). Une anthologie de la revue Texte zur Kunst de 1990 
 à 1998. JRP Ringier & Les Presses du reel, 2010. 
 
Greenberg, Clement. “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6 (Fall 1939): 34-49.  
 
———. Art and Culture. Beacon Press, 1961.  
 
———. “Recentness of Sculpture” (1967). In Gregory Battcock (ed.). Minimal Art: A Critical 
 Anthology. Dutton, 1968. 
 
———. “Modernist Painting.” In Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison (eds.). Modern Art and 
 Modernism: A Critical Anthology. Harper & Tow, 1982. 
 
———. “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” in Art & Culture Critical Essays. Beacon Press, 1989. 
 
Greffe, Xavier. L’artiste-entreprise. Dalloz, 2012. 
 
Gropius, Walter. Bauhaus Manifesto and Program (1919). https://bauhausmanifesto.com.  
 
Groys, Boris. “The Loneliness of the Project.” In Going Public. Sternberg Press, 2010. 
 
Gruen, John. “Michael Heizer: You Might Say I’m in the Construction Business.” Artnews 

 (Decembre, 1977). https://www.artnews.com/art-news/retrospective/theres-no-
understanding-of-my-work-michael-heizer-on-his-monumental-art-in-1977-4398/.  

 
Habermas, Jürgen. “Modernity—An Incomplete Project.” In Hal Foster (ed.). The Anti-
 Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. Bay Press, 1983. 
 
———. The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. Polity, 1987. 
 
———. “Modernity: An Unfinished Project.” In Maurizio Passerin d’Entrèves and Seyla 
 Benhabib (eds.). Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity: Critical Essays 
 on the Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. The MIT Press, 1997. 
 



 236 

Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri, Empire. Harvard University Press, 2000. 
 
Harrison, Charles. Essays on Art & Language. Basil Blackwell, 1991.  
 
Heidegger, Martin. “The Question Concerning Technology.” In The Question Concerning 
 Technology and Other Essays. Garland Publishing, 1977. 
 
Heimendinger, Nicolas. “Le grand récit de la critique institutionnelle.” Marges 22 (2016): 50-
 63. http://journals.openedition.org/marges/1094.  
 
———. Being and Time. SUNY Press, 2010.  
  
Heinich, Nathalie. Pour en finir avec la querelle de l’art contemporain. L’Echoppe, 2000. 
 
Héraclite, Fragments (Citations et témoignages). Translation Jean-François Pradeau. 
 Flammarion, 2004. 
 
Hilaire-Pérez, Liliane. “Etat, science et entreprise dans l’Europe modern.” In Dominique Pestre, 
 ed. Histoire des sciences et des savoirs, vol.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières. Editions 
 du Seuil, 2015.  
 
Hillaire, Norbert. eds., L’artiste et l’entrepreneur. Editions de la Cité du design, 2008. 
 
Holt, Robin. Strategy Without Design: The Silent Efficacy of Indirect Action. Cambridge 
 University Press, 2009.  
 
Horkheimer, Max, “Traditional and Critical Theory,” in Critical Theory: Selected Essays. 
 Continuum, 1975. 
 
Hörl, Erich. “Du déplacement technologique du sens. Sur la métamorphose du sens dans son 
 rapport à la grande transformation des machines.” Rue Descartes 64 (2009): 50-65.  
 
———. “The Technological Condition.” Parrhesia 22 (2015): 1-15. 
 
Hottois, Gilbert. Le signe et la technique. La philosophie l’épreuve de la technique. Aubier 
 Montaigne, 1984. 
 
Houston, Kerr. “How Mining the Museum Changed the Art World.” BmoreArt (May 2017). 

https://bmoreart.com/2017/05/how-mining-the-museum-changed-the-art-world.html.  
 
Ingold, Tim. Lines: A Brief History. Routledge, 2007. 
 
Jacob, Mary Jane. “An Unfashionable Audience.” In Suzanne Lacy (ed.). Mapping the 
 Terrain: New Genre Public Art. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
———. “Outside the Loop.” In Michael Brenson, Eva M. Olson, Mary Jane Jacob and Sculpture 
 Chicago (eds.). Culture in Action: A Public Art Program of Sculpture Chicago. Bay 
 Press, 1995. 
 



 237 

Jacob, Mary Jane and Sculpture Chicago (eds.). Culture in Action: A Public Art Program of 
 Sculpture Chicago. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
James, David and Günter Zöller (eds.), The Cambridge Companion of Fichte. Cambridge 
 University Press, 2016. 
 
Jameson, Fredric. “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.” New 
 Left Review 146 (July-August 1984): 53-92. 
 
———. “Hans Haacke and the Cultural Logic of Postmodernism” (1986), In Brian Wallis 
 (ed.). Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business. MIT Press, 1987.  
 
———. Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Verso, 1991. 
 
Joas, Hans. The Creativity of Action. University of Chicago Press, 1997. 
 
Judd, Donald. “Specific Objects” (1964). https://juddfoundation.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/04/Specific_Objects_1964.pdf.  
 
Kandinsky, Wassily. On the Spiritual in Art. Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1946. 
 
Kanelopoulos, Charles. “Travail et technique chez les grecs. L’approche de J.-P. Vernant.” 
 Techniques & Culture 54-55 (2010): 335-353. 
 
Kapp, Ernst. Elements of a Philosophy of Technology. University of Minnesota Press, 2018. 
 
Kaye, Nick. Site-Specific Art: Performance, Place, and Documentation. Routledge, 2000. 
 
Kester, Grant H. “Aesthetic Evangelists: Conversion and Empowerment in Contemporary 
 Community Art.” Afterimage 22 (January 1995): 5-11. 
 
———. Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art. University of 
 California Press, 2004. 
 
———. The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context. Duke 
 University Press, 2011. 
 
———. Beyond the Sovereign Self: Aesthetic Autonomy from the Avant-Garde to Socially 
 Engaged Art. Duke University Press, 2023. 
 
Kohler, Catherine. Parcours des artistes en Suisse romande: ressources et étapes clés. 
 Observatoire Romand de la Culture, 2024. 
 
Kosuth, Joseph. The Sixth Investigation 1969 Proposition 14. Gerd De Vries/Paul Maenz, 
 1971. 
 
Krause Knight, Cher. Public Art: Theory, Practice and Populism. Wiley-Blackwell, 2008. 
 
Krauss, Rosalind. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field.” October 8 (Spring, 1979): 30-44. 
 



 238 

———. A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition. Thames & 
 Hudson Ltd, 2005. 
 
Kunst, Bojana. Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism. Zero Books, 2015. 
 
Kwon, Miwon. “One Place after Another: Notes on Site Specificity.” October 80 (Spring, 
 1997): 85-110. 
 
———. One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity. The MIT Press, 
 2002. 
 
Lacy, Suzanne (eds.). Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
———. “Cultural Pilgrimages and Metaphoric Journeys.” In Suzanne Lacy (ed.). 
 Mapping the  Terrain: New Genre Public Art. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. Harvard University Press, 1993. 
 
Le Moigne, Jean-Louis. La Modélisation des systèmes complexes. Dunod, 1999. 
 
———. Les Epistémologies constructivistes. Que sais-je?, 2021. 
 
Lewin, Kurt. “Frontiers in Group Dynamics: Concept, Method and Reality in Social Science; 
 Social Equilibria and Social Change” (June 1947). In Human Relations: 5-41. 
 
LeWitt, Sol. “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967). In Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, 
 eds. Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology. MIT Press, 1999.  
 
Lind, Maria and Raimund Minichbauer (eds.). European Cultural Policies 2015: A Report 
 with Scenarios on the Future of Public Funding for Contemporary Art in Europe. 
 Iaspis—International Artists Studio Programme, 2015. 
 
Lippard, Lucy R. Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972. 
 University of California Press, 1997. 
 
Lorino, Philippe. Pragmatism and Organizational Studies. Oxford University Press, 2018. 
 
Lundin, Rolf A., Niklas Arvidsson, Tim Brady, Eskil Ekstedt, Christophe Midler, Jörg Sydow. 
 Managing and Working in a Project Society: Institutional Challenges of Temporary 
 Organizations. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
 
Lyotard, Jean-François. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Manchester 
 University Press, 1984. 
 
Marx, Karl. Theses on Feuerbach (1888). 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/theses/theses.htm. 
 
Mazadiego, Elize, ed., Charting Space: The Cartographies of Conceptual Art. Manchester 
 University Press, 2023. 
 



 239 

Menger, Pierre-Michel. Portrait de l’artiste en travailleur : Métamorphoses du capitalisme. Le 
 Seuil. La République des idees, 2002. 
 
Mersch, Dieter. “A Critique of Operativity: Notes on a Technological Imperative,” Applying 
 the Actor-Network Theory in Media Studies, edited by Markus Spöhrer and Beate 
 Ochsner. Information Science Reference, IGI Global, 2016. 
 
Meyer, James. What Happened to the Institutional Critique? Exhibition catalogue. American 
 Fine Arts, Co. and Paula Cooper Gallery, 1993. Reprinted in Peter Weibel (ed.). Kontext 
 Kunst. Dumont, 1993. 
 
———. “The functional Site,” in Erika Suderburg (ed.). Space, Site, Intervention: Situating 
 Installation Art. University of Minnesota Press, 2000. 
 
Milot, Pierre. “La reconfiguration des universités selon l'OCDE.” Actes de la recherche en 
 sciences sociales 148 (June 2003): 68-73. https://doi.org/10.3406/arss.2003.3323. 
 
Morris, Robert. “Notes on Sculpture.” In Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (eds.). 
 Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology. MIT Press, 1999. 
 
Moscovici, Serge. Essai sur l’histoire humaine de la nature. Flammarion, 1977. 
 
Murray, Robin, Julie Caulier-Grice, Geoff Mulgan. The Open Book of Social Innovation. 

Young Foundation & NESTA, 2010. https://youngfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/10/The-Open-Book-of-Social-Innovationg.pdf. 

 
Myers-Szupinska, Julian. No Places: Earthworks and Urbanism, 1966-1980. PhD dissertation, 
 Berkeley University of California, 2006. 
 
Nordmann, Alfred. “Collapse of Distance: Epistemic Strategies of Science and 
 Technoscience,” Danish Yearbook of Philosophy 41 (2006): 7-34. 
 
Obrist, Hans Ulrich. Ways of Curating. Penguin Books, 2025. 
 
O’Doherty, Brian. Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space. The Lapis Press, 
 1986. 
 
Olson, Eva M. “New Art, New Audiences: Experiments in Public Art,” In Michael Brenson, 
 Eva M. Olson, Mary Jane Jacob and Sculpture Chicago (eds.). Culture in Action: A 
 Public  Art Program of Sculpture Chicago. Bay Press, 1995. 
 
O’Neill, Paul and Claire Doherty (eds.). Locating the Producers: Durational Approaches to 
 Public Art. Valiz, 2011. 
 
Panofsky, Erwin. Idea: A Concept in Art Theory. University of South Carolina Press, 1968.  
 
Paquet, Gilles. “La gouvernance en tant que manière de voir: le paradigm de l’apprentissage 
 collectif.” In Linda Cardinal  and Caroline Andrew (eds.). La démocratie à l’épreuve de 
 la gouvernance. Les Presses de L’Université d’Ottawa, 2011. 
 



 240 

Pestre, Dominique. “The Production of Knowledge between Academies and Markets: A 
 Historical Reading of the Book The New Production of Knowledge.” Science, 
 Technology & Society 5 (2000): 169-181. 
 
———. “Regimes of Knowledge Production in Society: Towards a More Political and Social 
 Reading.” Minerva 41 (2003): 245-261. 
 
Pradeau, Jean-François. Introduction. In Héraclite, Fragments (Citations et témoignages), 
 trans. Jean-François Pradeau. Flammarion, 2004.  
 
Prigogine, Ilya and Isabelle Stengers. Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature. 
 Bantam Books, 1984. 
 
———. La nouvelle alliance. Gallimard, 1986. 
 
Rancière, Jacques. “The Distribution of the Sensible,” in The Politics of Aesthetics. Continuum, 
 2004. 
 
———. Le spectateur émancipé. La Fabrique Editions, 2008. 
 
———. The Emancipated Spectator. Verso, 2009. 
 
———. Aesthetics and Its Discontents. Polity, 2009. 
 
———. Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics. Continuum, 2010. 
 
Rebanks, James. Why Art Works: The Value of the Contemporary Visual Arts in Lancashire 

and Cumbria. North by Northwest, 2012. https://static.a-n.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/12/NbyNW-Impact-Study-James-Rebanks.pdf 

 
Roberts, Lissa, Simon Schaffer and Peter Dear (eds.). The Mindful Hand: Inquiry and Invention 
 from the Late Renaissance to Early Industrialisation. Edita KNAW, 2007. 
 
Rockhill, Gabriel. Radical History and the Politics of Art. Columbia University Press, 2014. 
 
Rorimer, Anne. New Art in the 60s and 70s: Redefining Reality. Thames & Hudson, 2004. 
 
Rugg, Judith. Exploring Site-Specific Art: Issues of Space and Internationalism. Bloomsbury 
 Publishing, 2010.  
 
Saint-Simon, Henri. Œuvres complètes, t.3. Presses Universitaires de France, 2012. 
 
Schaeffer, Jean-Marie. L'Art de l'âge moderne: L'esthétique et la philosophie de l'art du XVIIIᵉ 
 siècle à nos jours. Gallimard, 1992. 
 
———. Art of the Modern Age: Philosophy of Art from Kant to Heidegger. Princeton University 
 Press, 2009. 
 
Schatzberg, Eric. Technology: Critical History of a Concept. The University of Chicago Press, 
 2018. 



 241 

 
Schiller, Friedrich. On the Aesthetic Education of Man. Dover Publication, 2004.  
 
Schön, Donald A. “The Theory of Inquiry: Dewey’s Legacy to Education.” Curriculum Inquiry, 
 22 (Summer, 1992): 119-139. 
 
Schultz, Émilien. “Le temps d’un projet: Les temporalités du financement sur projet dans un 

laboratoire de biophysique.” Temporalités 18 (2013). 
https://doi.org/10.4000/temporalites.2563. 

 
Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
 Have Failed. Yale University Press, 1998. 
 
Shank, J. B. “Les figures du savant, de la Renaissance au Siècle des Lumières.” In Dominique 
 Pestre (ed.). Histoire des sciences et des savoirs, t.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières. 
 Editions du Seuil, 2015. 
 
Simon, Herbert A. The Sciences of the Artificial. The MIT Press, 1996. 
 
Simondon, Gilbert. On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects. University of Minnesota 
 Press, 2017. 
 
Sloterdijk, Peter. “The Time of the Crime of the Monstruous: On the Philosophical Justification 
 of the Artificial.” In Not Saved: Essays After Heidegger. Polity, 2017. 
 
Smith, Adam. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nation. Metalibri, 2007. 
 
Smithson, Robert. “Cultural Confinement” (1972). In Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, 
 edited by Jack Flam. University of California Press, 1996.  
 
Suderburg, Erika (eds.). Space, Site, Intervention: Situating Installation Art. University of 
 Minnesota Press, 2000. 
 
Sussman, Elisabeth. “The 1993 Whitney Biennial.” Artforum 54 (Summer 2016). 
 https://www.artforum.com/columns/the-1993-whitney-biennial-229179/. 
 
Star, Susan Leigh, James R Griesemer. “Institutional Ecology, ‘Translations’, and Boundary 
 Objects: Amateurs and Professionals on Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology.” 
 Social Studies of Science 19 (1989): 387-420. 
 
Stiegler, Bernard. La technique et le temps. Fayard, 2018.  
 
Szreder, Kuba. The ABS of the Projectariat: Living and Working in a Precarious World. 
 Manchester University Press, 2021. 
 
Talon-Hugon, Carole. L'artiste en habits de chercheur. Presses Universitaires de France, 2021. 
 
Tanke, Joseph J. “What is the Aesthetic Regime.” Parrhesia 12 (2011): 71-81.  
 
Thompson, Nato. Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011. MIT Press, 2012. 



 242 

 
Tiberghien, Gilles A. Land Art. Art Data, 1995. 
 
Toffler, Alvin. Future Shock. Random House, 1970. 
 
———. The Third Wave. William Morrow, 1980. 
 
———. “Science and Change.” In Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue With Nature, 
 edited by Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers. Bantam Books, 1984. 
 
———. The Adaptative Corporation. Bantam Books, 1985. 
 
Van Damme, Stéphane. “Un ancient regime des sciences et des savoirs,” In Dominique Pestre, 
 ed. Histoire des sciences et des savoirs, t.1: De la Renaissance aux Lumières. Editions 
 du Seuil, 2015.  
 
Van Maanen, Hans. How to Study Art Worlds: On the Societal Functioning of Aesthetic Values. 
 Amsterdam University Press, 2009. 
 
Vérin, Hélène. “Le mot: ingénieur.” Culture et Technique 12 (1984): 18-27. 
 
———. La gloire des ingénieurs. L’intelligence technique du XVIe au XVIIe siècle. Albin 
 Michel, 1993. 
 
Vico, Giambattista. On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians, Unearthed from the Origins 
 of the Latin Language. Including the Disputations with the Giornale de’ Letterata 
 d’Italia, translated by L. M. Palmer. Cornell University Press, 1988. 
 
Vogel, Steven. “What is the ‘Philosophy of Praxis’?” In Darrell P. Arnold and Andreas Michel, 
 eds. Critical Theory and the Thought of Andrew Feenberg. Palgrave Macmillan, 2017. 
 
Von Borries, Friedrich. The World as Project: A Political Theory of Design. Jap Sam Books, 
 2020. 
 
Warin, Isabelle. “La notion de technè en Grèce ancienne.” Artefact 15 (2021): 43-60. 
 
WochenKlausur. “From Object to Concrete Intervention,” In Institutional Critique: An 
 Anthology of Artists’ Writings, edited by Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson. The 
 MIT Press, 2009. 
 
Yamamoto, Koji, Distrust, Innovations, And Public Service: ‘Projecting’ in Seventeenth and 
 early Eighteenth-Century England. PhD dissertation, University of York, Department 
 of History, 2009. 
 
———. “Projets des ‘Projectors’ (Angleterre, XVIe-XVIIe siècles).” In Frédéric Graber and 
 Martin Giraudeau (eds.). Les projets: Une histoire politique (XVIe-XXIe siècles). Presse 
 des Mines, 2018. 
 
Zweig, Stefan. The World of Yesterday. Memoirs of a European. Pushkin Press Classics, 2024.  
 



 243 

APPENDIX: THE PHD CANDIDATE’S PUBLICATIONS ON THE PROJECT  
 
- Arts visuels en Valais: un état des lieux. Cahiers de l’Observatoire de la Culture, no.1. 
Service de la Culture de l’Etat du Valais, 2013. 
 https://www.vs.ch/documents/33695260/33710503/N°1+-+Arts+visuels+en+Valais+-
+un+état+des+lieux.pdf/1710f487-2b6f-4af2-a8f8-9a97885f8d3c?t=1579264629075&v=1.0.  
 
 - “Voyage à Heidiland: Quelques considérations sur les résidences d’artistes et la création 
site-specific en tant que système.” Hors-Piste: La recherche à l’ECAV. art&fiction, 2014. 
 
- “Creative Villages: A Pilot Artistic Programme in Leytron.” Creative Villages’ Journal, 
n.01 (2016). https://edhea.ch/content/4-projets/69-creative-villages/journal-creative-
villages.pdf. 
 
- “Some Thoughts on the Notion of the Project.” In Creative Villages’ Journal, n.02 (2016). 
https://edhea.ch/content/4-projets/69-creative-villages/journal-creative-villages-2.pdf. 
 
- “The Removal of the Context: A Methodological Statement.” in Creative Villages’ Journal, 
n.03 (2017). https://edhea.ch/content/4-projets/69-creative-villages/journal-creative-villages-
3.pdf. 
 
- “Landscape Sculpture Parks in the Valais: Towards a Critique of the Economy of Project 
Work.” Journal of Alpine Research 105-2 (2017). https://journals.openedition.org/rga/3730. 
 
- “Creative Villages: Conclusions of a Pilot Contemporary Art Project in a Rural Area – 
Excerpts.” In Creative Villages’ Journal, n.04 (2018). https://edhea.ch/content/4-projets/69-
creative-villages/journal-creative-villages-4.pdf.  
 
- Le monde de l’art face à la logique du projet. Enquête sur une révolution silencieuse. 
art&fiction, 2025 
 
 
Documentaries 
 
- Ars Contemporaneus Alpinus: Sculpture Parks as a Curatorial Strategy. A documentary 
realized by Benoît Antille and Stéphane Darioly (2015), 50’’.  
 
- Contemporary Art at the Test of the Rural: Working Modalities of Project Artists. A 
documentary realized by Benoît Antille and Stéphane Darioly (2018-2019, 2023-2015), 
1’35’’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iwIjp9Vn0Xw.    
 
 
 
 



ABSTRACT 

 

Art’s Move Towards the Sphere of Action: Foundations for a Technological Regime of 

The Project 

 

Acknowledging the reconfigurations that have taken place in the artistic field since the 1960s, 

this dissertation seeks to establish a new regime of artistic production called the ‘technological 

regime of the project,’ which stems from a number of converging factors. From inside the field, 

this regime has been made possible by a new conception of art that took shape with the 

development of site-specific practices. From outside, it has been structured by a project-based 

economy shaped by the creative and knowledge economies and ruled by a new wave of 

managerial cultural policies. In both ways, but from two different perspectives, art started to be 

seen as a means of action to address or solve concrete problems in society, beyond disciplinary 

and sectoral boundaries, rather than a language for reinterpreting the world or imagining new 

worlds. From within, the new regime embodies political engagement; from without, it is the 

vector of a politics of innovation set up to increase competitiveness in the face of globalization 

and compensate for the dismantling of the welfare state. 

 

Critically addressing the convergence between art and other sectors, the art world tends to view 

the project economy as a way to instrumentalize artistic production. Considering the number of 

artists, curators and scholars who work within this economy, however, this dissertation 

proposes an alternative approach: it focuses on agency rather than instrumentalization and seeks 

to give meaning to these reconfigurations. To this end, it reclaims the working modality on 

which the project economy relies: as a concept and mode of action, the project must not be 

reduced to the logic of management. Instead, the project reflects a specific way of thinking and 

acting which has transformed artistic production from within. 

 

To construct this argument, the introduction places the notion of the project in historical context, 

at the heart of an epistemological shift in Western culture, between two antagonistic complexes 

that imply a specific worldview, epistemology and the conception of order: the ontological, 

which that considers the world as given and ruled by fixed law, and the technological, which 

postulates a world in constant change. In the first case, knowledge serves to unveil being; in the 

latter, it informs processes of becoming.  

 



The first chapter develops the idea of a regime change by demonstrating that Jacques Rancière’s 

aesthetic regime—which often serves as a reference for problematizing the above-mentioned 

convergence of art with other social spheres—does not apply to site-specific practices. In the 

scientific field, however, a new regime was identified in the 1990s, which reflects the 

reconfigurations that took place in the artistic field in that period. In the process of applying 

this alternative regime to site-specific practices, the issue of ‘the technological’ progressively 

emerges and, with it, the dynamics that we take as characteristic of these two regimes: While 

the aesthetic regime stems from a process of differentiation, which allowed art to singularize 

itself, the technological regime of the project is characterized by a process of convergence, 

which is meant to create operative connections in order to act effectively within the world.  

 

The second chapter defines the technological as a specific conception of knowledge in and for 

action that expresses itself through the project. Based on this idea, I propose a series of concepts 

and principles that establish the technological in opposition to the ontological, with a view to 

applying them to artistic production. In this regard, the phenomenological hypothesis 

(according to which knowledge stems from the dialectical interaction of an individual with their 

environment, both being mutually produced in this process) and technological interventions 

(that include representations, apparatuses and actions) play a key-role in this dissertation. This 

chapter, then, identifies dynamics of regime change that shed light on a dialectical link which 

binds the ontological and the technological together in Western culture.  

 

In the third chapter, these foundations are applied to four cultures of the project that belong to 

the artistic field or inform it: metis (cunning intelligence) in Ancient Greek culture, disegno in 

the Renaissance, praxis in philosophy and social sciences from the 19th century onwards and 

site-specific practices since the 1960s. This chapter therefore analyses different forms of agency 

(metis, the act of construction, criticism and individual creativity) and practices that belong to 

the technological (such as problem solving and mapping the terrain). In doing so, it proposes a 

reflexion on change (becoming), which is in the nature of the technological: what can be 

changed, by whom, and how? Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates how artistic practices have 

been transformed from within by the logic of the project, when exposed to the real, in a way 

that has pushed art towards the sphere of action.  

 

To demonstrate the rise of a technological regime of the project, this dissertation applies a new 

theoretical framework to artistic production, one tailored for the project, the technological and 



action. This framework changes the perception that the artistic field has of the project, its 

economy and the reconfigurations that have occurred in the field over the last decades. It is thus 

turning of the project into a “medium” of sort, at a time when it has become a primary working 

modality for the artworld.  



ABSTRACT 

 

De verschuiving van kunst naar het domein van de actie: fundamenten voor een 

technologisch regime van het project. 

 

Deze dissertatie erkent de herstructureringen die zich sinds de jaren zestig in de kunstwereld 

hebben voltrokken en tracht een nieuw regime van artistieke productie te vestigen, het 

zogenaamde ‘technologische regime van het project’, dat voortkomt uit een aantal 

convergente factoren. Vanuit het veld zelf is dit regime mogelijk gemaakt door een nieuwe 

opvatting van kunst die vorm kreeg met de ontwikkeling van locatiegebonden praktijken. Van 

buitenaf is het gestructureerd door een projecteconomie, gevormd door de creatieve en 

kenniseconomie en beheerst door een nieuwe golf van managementgerichte cultuurpolitiek. 

Op beide manieren, maar vanuit twee verschillende perspectieven, begon kunst te worden 

gezien als een middel om concrete maatschappelijke problemen aan te pakken of op te lossen, 

voorbij disciplinaire en sectorale grenzen, in plaats van een taal om de wereld te 

herinterpreteren of nieuwe werelden te verbeelden. Van binnenuit belichaamt het nieuwe 

regime politiek engagement; van buitenaf is het de drager van een innovatiepolitiek die is 

opgezet om de concurrentiekracht in het licht van globalisering te vergroten en de afbraak van 

de verzorgingsstaat te compenseren. 

 

De kunstwereld kijkt kritisch naar de convergentie tussen kunst en andere sectoren en 

beschouwt de projecteconomie vaak als een manier om artistieke productie te 

instrumentaliseren. Gezien het grote aantal kunstenaars, curatoren en wetenschappers dat 

binnen deze economie werkt, stelt dit proefschrift echter een alternatieve benadering voor: het 

focust op handelingsvermogen in plaats van instrumentalisering en probeert betekenis te 

geven aan deze reconfiguraties. Daartoe herwaardeert het de werkwijze waarop de 

projecteconomie steunt: als concept en als manier van handelen mag het project niet worden 

gereduceerd tot de logica van management. In plaats daarvan weerspiegelt het project een 

specifieke manier van denken en handelen die de artistieke productie van binnenuit heeft 

getransformeerd. 

 

Om dit argument te onderbouwen, plaatst de inleiding het begrip project in een historische 

context, in het hart van een epistemologische verschuiving in de westerse cultuur tussen twee 

antagonistische complexen die een specifiek wereldbeeld, epistemologie en ordeconcept 



impliceren: het ontologische, dat de wereld als gegeven en beheerst door vaste wetten 

beschouwt, en het technologische, dat een wereld in constante verandering postuleert. In het 

eerste geval dient kennis om het zijn te onthullen; in het tweede geval geeft zij richting aan 

processen van wording. 

 

Het eerste hoofdstuk ontwikkelt het idee van een regimeverandering door aan te tonen dat 

Jacques Rancière’s esthetische regime – dat vaak als referentiepunt dient voor het 

problematiseren van de eerdergenoemde convergentie van kunst met andere maatschappelijke 

sferen – niet van toepassing is op locatiegebonden praktijken. In de wetenschap werd echter in 

de jaren negentig een nieuw regime geïdentificeerd, dat de reconfiguraties weerspiegelt die in 

die periode in de kunst plaatsvonden. Bij de toepassing van dit alternatieve regime op 

locatiegebonden praktijken komt de kwestie van ‘het technologische’ geleidelijk naar voren, 

en daarmee de dynamiek die wij kenmerkend achten voor deze twee regimes: terwijl het 

esthetische regime voortkomt uit een proces van differentiatie, waardoor kunst zich kon 

verbijzonderen , wordt het technologische regime van het project gekenmerkt door een proces 

van convergentie, dat bedoeld is om operationele verbindingen te creëren om effectief in de 

wereld te kunnen handelen. 

 

Het tweede hoofdstuk definieert het technologische als een specifieke opvatting van kennis in 

en voor actie die zich uitdrukt via het project. Op basis van dit idee stel ik een reeks concepten 

en principes voor die het technologische tegenover het ontologische plaatsen, met het oog op 

de toepassing ervan in de artistieke productie. In dit verband spelen de fenomenologische 

hypothese (volgens welke kennis voortkomt uit de dialectische interactie van een individu met 

zijn omgeving, waarbij beide in dit proces wederzijds worden geproduceerd) en 

technologische interventies (waaronder representaties, apparaten en handelingen) een 

sleutelrol in dit proefschrift. Dit hoofdstuk identificeert vervolgens dynamieken van 

regimeverandering die een dialectische link blootleggen die het ontologische en het 

technologische in de westerse cultuur met elkaar verbindt. 

 

In het derde hoofdstuk worden deze fundamenten toegepast op vier projectculturen die tot het 

artistieke veld behoren of daaraan ten grondslag liggen: metis (sluwe intelligentie) in de 

Oudgriekse cultuur, disegno in de Renaissance, praxis in de filosofie en sociale 

wetenschappen vanaf de 19e eeuw en locatiegebonden praktijken sinds de jaren 60. Dit 

hoofdstuk analyseert daarom verschillende vormen van handelen (metis, de daad van 



constructie, kritiek en individuele creativiteit) en praktijken die tot het technologische domein 

behoren (zoals probleemoplossing en het in kaart brengen van het terrein). Daarbij wordt een 

reflectie op verandering (worden) voorgesteld, die inherent is aan het technologische: wat kan 

er veranderd worden, door wie en hoe? Uiteindelijk laat dit hoofdstuk zien hoe artistieke 

praktijken van binnenuit zijn getransformeerd door de logica van het project, wanneer ze 

worden blootgesteld aan de realiteit, op een manier die kunst naar het domein van actie heeft 

geduwd. 

 

Om de opkomst van een technologisch regime binnen het project aan te tonen, past dit 

proefschrift een nieuw theoretisch kader toe op artistieke productie, een kader dat is 

afgestemd op het project, het technologische en het actiegerichte. Dit kader verandert de 

perceptie die de kunstwereld heeft van het project, de economie ervan en de reconfiguraties 

die zich de afgelopen decennia binnen het veld hebben voorgedaan. Het transformeert het 

project daarmee tot een soort 'medium', in een tijd waarin het een primaire werkmodaliteit 

voor de kunstwereld is geworden. 
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