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Abstract

The term ‘artist-led’ has become commonly used as shorthand to describe
cultural forms grounded in principles of self-organisation, largely as part of the
‘second economy’ of the globalised art system. The thesis critically explores this
self-organisation by visual arts practitioners in the UK following the Financial
Crisis (2007), arguing that the terminology itself is defunct. It proposes the
‘artist-led condition’ as a way to re-frame those self-organised practices,
enabling a social and productive benefit to practitioners through a framework of
collectivisation. One that acts as a composition of individuals acting in common
rather than flattening differences into a homogenous mass, supporting them to
be politically active in their own circumstances.

Situated within a broader discourse on self-organisation in the visual arts and
cultural resistance to neoliberal hegemony in times of austerity, the research
addresses key questions relating to socio-economic conditions of practice;
resistance to systems of social organisation and governance; and the impact of
increased internet connectivity. Outlining how artist-led self-organisation has
become established as the methodology for the majority of practitioners in the
period post-2007, it explores how neoliberal power structures have shaped its
development, perception and function, creating a paradoxical interdependence
between two sides that inherently oppose one another. Through this paradoxical
relationship critique is often recuperated by that system, with a small number of
practitioners able to stage meaningful critique through utilising dynamic
organisational forms. When viewing practitioners as a whole the subsequent
need for further dynamic forms of resistance shows the complex and modulated
potential to help bring about social change artist-led self-organisation possesses.
The artist-led condition specifically supports this potential, allowing for the
formation of networked and localised forms of resistance to neoliberal
governance in solidarity with one another.

Embracing the paradox of its own existence, the artist-led condition makes
public the potential it holds as a site of both problems and opportunities to
potentially utilise neoliberal hegemony as a tool to support self-organised
resistance to it. The research outlines the practical and ideological parameters of
it to demonstrate how it can be understood and function as a catalyst for new
models of self-organisation and organisational structures to be created, or
existing ones to be reformatted and repurposed for continued use. Re-framing
the understanding of artist-led self-organisation to provide practitioners with a
new framework of practice presenting new possibilities for social change.



No portion of the work referred to in the thesis has been submitted in support of
an application for another degree or qualification of this or any other university
or other institute of learning.
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Introduction

Increasingly in contemporary society artists self-organise to counteract
perceived failings by institutions of power; creating new and reformatting
existing social structures into forms they feel would better suit current and
future needs of practice and social life. This process of artistic self-organisation is
now commonly described in the UK as being ‘artist-led’. With clear links to
notions of ‘artist-run’ practices - the term widely used in continental Europe,
North America and historically in the UK to describe similar self-organised
activity by artists - there is a geographic and temporal specificity to the
popularity of the ‘artist-led’ descriptor in the UK post-2007! not apparent
elsewhere globally.

With both ‘artist-run’ and ‘artist-led’ prefixes rooted in historical genealogies of
self-organised theory and practice they take inherently ‘alternative’ approaches
to art, culture and social power structures, denoting some form of socially
oppositional stance grounded in self-organisation. In Western countries this
approach arguably stems from earlier recorded examples such as Joseph Wright
of Derby renting a room opposite the Royal Academy in 1785 to display his ‘View
of Gibraltar during the destruction of the Spanish Floating Batteries, 13
September 1782’ (1782) in rebuke to the Academy distancing themselves from
him two years earlier.2 Or more widely known, Gustave Courbet’s self-organised
exhibition of some forty pieces of his own work at his constructed Pavilion du
Réalisme directly opposite the Exposition Universelle, as a rebuke to the rejection

of his painting ‘The Painter’s Studio: A Real Allegory Summing up a Seven-Year

1 Referring to the period of time following the Global Financial Crisis and Great
Recession that changed the shape of everyday life and cultural provision, in the
UK and beyond, and is still felt today.

2 John Bonehill, “Laying siege to the Royal Academy: Wright of Derby’s ‘View of
Gibraltar’ at Robin’s Rooms, Covent Garden, April 1785,” Art History, 30(04),
(2007): 521-44; Jason E. Bowman, “Valuing the Artist-Led: Do We Still Want to
Lead, Run, Centralise and Initiate?” FOOTFALL Symposium, from TULCA Festival
of the Visual Arts 2014, 21 November, 2014; Dave Beech, “Keynote: Dave Beech,”
What We Don’t Talk About When We Talk About The Artist-Led, from Exhibition
Research Lab, Liverpool School of Art and Design, 31 January, 2020.



Phase of My Artistic Life’ (1855) from the 1855 exhibition.3 Routinely used since
the 18t century as a way to regain some form of personal autonomy* outside of
the art market and the perceived exclusionary confines of institutions as
capitalism became more entwined with artistic practice, these strategies of self-
organisation developed and employed by artists have recently been largely
shaped by neoliberal ideology of the free market, growing independence from
public subsidy, and an increased entrepreneurial ethos. It is this starting point of
practitioners basing their alternative stances on values propagated by the socio-
economic regime they generally oppose, whilst implicitly being trapped within
its machinations, that creates a paradox central to artist-led self-organisation
and regularly causes tension along political and ideological lines between those

that enact it.

As a piece of terminology the use of the ‘artist-led’ prefix has notably grown in
popularity in recent years in the UK post-Global Financial Crisis and Great
Recession (2007 - 2009) alongside the impacts those events had on the
provision for visual arts in the UK, and it is here the research is located. The
overwhelming predisposition of contemporary artistic practices now come

under its umbrella, occupying a generally non-commercial space of practice

3 Mary Morton, “To Create a Living Art. Rethinking Courbet’s Landscape
painting,” in: Courbet and the Modern Landscape ed. Mary Morton & Charlotte
Eyerman (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2006), 1-19.

4 By ‘autonomy’ here and throughout the thesis it refers to the idea of increased
self-governing. In context of the research breaking free of, or adapting, art
system structures relating to the creation, display and reception of artworks
ultimately perceived to serve the commercial art market. This position is drawn
from the neoliberal shift of society charted by sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve
Chiapello, outlined in Chapter 1 alongside debates on the role of art and the
artist. For an overview of perspectives on contemporary art and autonomy
(including the autonomy of the art object and practitioners’ relations to the
commercial market), see Paul Crowther, “Art and Autonomy,” The British Journal
of Aesthetics, Volume 21, Issue 1, (Winter 1981): 12-21; Hans Abbing, “The
autonomous artist still rules the world of culture,” in: A portrait of the artist in
2015: Artistic careers and higher arts education in Europe ed. Ineke van
Hamersveld, Ingrid Janssen, Cas Smithuijsen & Janneke Weijermars (Amsterdam:
Boekmanstichting, 2004), 55-66; Katherine Du, “Some Thoughts on Artistic (and
Economic) Autonomy | Katherine Du,” YouTube Video, 12:41, November 25,
2018, accessed August 18, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CGbgFixjkAQ
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commonly known as the ‘second economy’. In Revolutionary Time and the Avant-
Garde, art historian and philosopher John Roberts outlines the second economy

as the:

sphere of artistic and cultural activity that has little or no relationship to
the primary economy of art: salesrooms, auction houses, museums and
large public galleries. But - and here is the significance of its emergence
and expansion - it is where the majority of artists now labour, and
produce their ideas and cultivate their models, templates and networks.
This is not to say that these artists do not have any kind of economic or
critical relationship to the primary economy...but their work and the
work’s relationship to the social world is not governed by this
relationship.>

The ethos of artist-led self-organisation and the practitioners that enact it - that I
understand as being part of the second economy as outlined by Roberts — were
given an attemptive definition by the ongoing independent journal Doggerland

as:

Oppositional; independent; nomads; pseudo-institutional; conflicted;
collective; breeding grounds; devolved; social-clubs; mortgaging their
way towards the means of production. And also none of the above. All
absurd in their inadequacy. And yet, in spite - or perhaps because of - its
elasticity, the term persists, effectively defined by the specificity of each
user. A site with unclear boundaries.®

[t is this elasticity, in the spirit of self-organisation, allowing practitioners to
define the specific parameters of the term on a personal level that means there is
currently no way to effectively and holistically define it for universal application.
[t is unclear just what that term refers to more precisely - a social grouping, a
method of individual self-identification, a way of working and enacting practice,
a movement or collection of movements, or all of the above and more? Similarly,

this issue is apparent for the terms ‘artist’, ‘practitioner’ and ‘practice’ at a

5> John Roberts, Revolutionary Time and the Avant-Garde (London: Verso, 2015),
22.

6 Samuel Playford-Greenwell & Tom Prater, “Notes from the Middle Stone,”
Doggerland, Issue #1 (2016): 7.
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broader level within the visual arts.” When viewed together they serve to help
reinforce the contested nature of artistic existence. For the purpose of this thesis
[ use artist and practitioner interchangeably to describe any person creating
‘artworks’ using any method of production. This creation of artwork is the
output I refer to as their practice. The intention is to reinforce the contestable
and similarly elastic nature of each term and people’s understandings of them
(and others), whilst showing my own predisposition in relation to the
boundaries of definition for contemporary archetypes and methodologies of

practice.

Because of this broad lack of definition within the visual arts, and in particular
the ‘artist-led’ moniker, it opens those enacting artist-led self-organisation to
misunderstandings between one another and from those practicing or existing
outside of its spatio-temporal confines. With artist-led self-organisation
increasingly becoming the orthodoxy for practitioners in the UK,8 this visible
increase in activity with no universally held structure has opened practitioners
to routine co-optation and exploitation by external forces. Profiting on their

productive, unproductive and useful labour® through processes such as

7 See Aileen Burns, Johan Lundh & Tara McDowell, eds., The Artist As Producer,
Quarry, Thread, Director, Writer, Orchestrator, Ethnographer, Choreographer,
Poet, Archivist, Forger, Curator, and Many Other Things First (Berlin: Sternberg
Press, 2018); Bojana Kunst, Artist at Work, Proximity of Art and Capitalism
(Alresford: Zer0 Books, 2015); Mika Hannula, Jan Kaila, Roger Palmer & Kimmo
Sarje, eds., Artists as Researchers - A New Paradigm for Art Education in Europe
(Helsinki: University of the Arts Helsinki, 2013); Clara Bodenmann-Ritter, ed.,
Jeder Mensch ein Kiinstler: Gesprache an der Documenta V (Frankfurt: Ullstein,
1972), 5-20.

8 “Artists’ Strategies,” a-n, March 11, 2008, accessed November 16, 2018,
https://www.a-n.co.uk/resource/artists-strategies/

9 Following the traditional Marxist understandings of productive, unproductive
and useful labour. Productive and unproductive are waged forms of labour.
However productive labour produces surplus value for an employer to profit
from; unproductive labour produces no surplus value to be extracted, but
instead material wealth (a non-monetary form) to sustain people/organisations
with. Useful labour is unwaged and produces material wealth. As artist Dave
Beech states, the grants, stipends and fees artists receive from state funding for
their practices are usually one-off and non-recurring, rarely do private
organisations employ artists full-time, and rarer still are practitioners that earn a
full-time living from their output (as sales are usually one-off and irregular, like

12




artwashing!? and gentrification, and through ‘professional development’
schemes that amount to free labour gained under the guise of unpaid
internships. Subsequently through profiting on all forms of practitioners’ labour,
much of the critique enacted by them in varying forms is also recuperated back
into the institutions and other power structures of society, effectively nullifying
it, further undermining the potential artist-led self-organisation holds for

resistance.

Throughout the thesis I use this lack of definition, and the confusion and negative
impacts caused as a result to argue for the need of a new understanding of artist-
led self-organisation. The research critically analyses artistic self-organisation in
the UK to define and propose the ‘artist-led condition’ as that new understanding
specific to post-2007 socio-economic conditions. This re-framing is intended to
specifically help increase knowledge and solidarity between practitioners and
their organisational structures. Providing a platform from which they could
potentially mobilise to counter the negative post-2007 conditions and ensuing

austerity measures in relation to public spending and provision on culture, in

state funding). So the majority of artist-led practices would be understood as
useful labour. This is in addition to the majority of practitioners (outside of a
privileged few) having waged jobs usually in the arts or hospitality industries to
support themselves. In this context both their unwaged and waged labour is
easily exploited by external parties. Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value: Volume
IV of Capital, Part 1-3, trans. Emile Burns, ed. S. Ryazanskaya (Moscow: Progress
Publishers, 1963); Dave Beech, Art and Postcapitalism: Aesthetic Labour,
Automation and Value Production (London: Pluto Press, 2019), 58-61.

10 When artists become co-opted into or consciously enter the gentrification
process whereby they occupy certain spaces and inadvertently or advertently
help to regenerate them through their practice; leaving them ripe for further
development by other external parties such as construction firms or private
landlords looking to profit from those same spaces. Feargus O’Sullivan, “The
Pernicious Realities of ‘Artwashing,” CityLab, June 24, 2014, accessed March 04,
2020,

https://www.citylab.com/equity/2014 /06 /the-pernicious-realities-of-
artwashing/373289/

Fauziya Johnson, Co-Founder of ROOT-ed Zine (a zine platforming artists of
colour and their concerns in the North West of England) also raised the point of
artwashing in relation to the L8 postcode in Liverpool at Open Forum 2,
organised by myself alongside a number of other events as part of the research.
See the Methods and Methodology sub-section below and Appendix 2 for further
information.

13



parallel to the changing art market and broader discussions around autonomy
within the art system. Focusing on artist-led self-organisation, the research
explores its rise to prominence in relation to the hegemonic dominance that
neoliberalism, globalisation and network culture have developed and continue to
hold over contemporary existence. Here hegemonic is understood as the idea of

a cultural hegemony outlined by the Marxist intellectual Antonio Gramsci:

the ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses of the population to
the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental
group; this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige (and
consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its

position and function in the world of production.!!

Following on from this, in order to define the three terms that have worked to
develop the neoliberal hegemony I draw on the work of activist writer George
Monbiot, sociologists David Held, Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt and
Jonathan Perraton, and new media activist and theorist Tiziana Terranova.

Monbiot states:

Neoliberalism sees competition as the defining characteristic of human
relations. It redefines citizens as consumers, whose democratic choices
are best exercised by buying and selling, a process that rewards merit and
punishes inefficiency. It maintains that “the market” delivers benefits that
could never be achieved by planning...Inequality is recast as virtuous: a
reward for utility and a generator of wealth, which trickles down to
enrich everyone, efforts to create a more equal society are both
counterproductive and morally corrosive. The market ensures that

everyone gets what they deserve.1?

11 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, ed.
& trans. Geoffrey Nowell Smith & Quintin Hoare (London: Lawrence & Wishart
Ltd., 1971), 12.

12 George Monbiot, “Neoliberalism - the ideology at the root of all our problems,”
The Guardian, April 15, 2016, accessed March 04, 2020,

14



Helping drive the dominance of the neoliberal system - and historically linked to
colonial and imperial exploitation often leveraged against countries in the Global
South to maintain a Western hegemony that has recently been challenged by
new world superpowers such as China - globalisation is characterised by Held,

McGrew, Goldblatt and Perraton as:

located on a continuum with the local, national and
regional...Globalization can be taken to refer to those spatio-temporal
processes of change which underpin a transformation in the organization
of human affairs by linking together and expanding human activity across

regions and continents.!3

As globalisation has developed in contemporary society alongside the rise of
digital communications technology, that same technology and globalised outlook
has fostered new modes of relations through ever-expanding networks to form

distinct network cultures. As Terranova outlines:

To think of something like a ‘network culture’ at all...is to try to think
simultaneously the singular and the multiple, the common and the
unique...they appear to us as a meshwork of overlapping cultural
formations, of hybrid reinventions, cross-pollinations and singular
variations. It is a tendency of informational flows to spill over from
whatever network they are circulating in and hence to escape the

narrowness of the channel and to open up to a larger milieu.14

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-
problem-george-monbiot

13 David Held, Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt & Jonathan Perraton, Global
Transformations: Politics, Economics and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999),
15.

14 Tiziana Terranova, Network Culture: Politics for the Information Age (London:
Pluto Press, 2004), 1-2.
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Context and Research Problem

As outlined, much of the artistic practice in the UK is now commonly described
under the umbrella of artist-led self-organisation. Within this grouping three key
facets of contemporary life - neoliberalism, globalisation and network culture -
have shaped and continue to shape how artistic practice is developed and
conceptualised within the wider art system. Within the art system globally, self-
organised practices form the basis for much of its functioning, with artist-led

self-organisation performing this role in the UK.

Traditionally the art system has been defined and widely understood from the
20t century onwards as the ‘art world’, or following art critic and philosopher
Arthur Danto’s definition in 1964, the ‘artworld’.1> However moving onwards
from the 1960s there was a focus on systemic structures within art, and often
rebellion against them. The general view of the art world came to be one of top-
down structural and systematic control by the institutions and actors involved in
the commercial art market.16 Despite opposition from large numbers of both
artists and curators that would self-organise to show their dissent through their
experimental practices,!” the focus shifted primarily from the creation of works
and their potential subsequent sale to one mirroring the structure of the
capitalist system of the time. Outrightly favouring the commercial market
trading art as a commodity that quickly became an investment tool for the global

financial elite.

Describing this holistic environment in which both commercial and non-
commercial practices co-exist in regular opposition, art historian and activist

Yates McKee outlines the art system in Strike Art as not meaning:

15 Arthur Danto, “The Artworld,” Journal of Philosophy, Vol.61 No.19 (1964): 571-
584.

16 Lane Relyea, Your Everyday Art World (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013).

17 Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s) (Cambridge:
The MIT Press, 2012).

16



a monolithic entity with all of its elements working in equilibrium, but
rather an unstable assemblage or meshwork with an ever-present
potential for antagonism between what Pierre Bourdieu would call the
dominant and dominated elements thereof.18

Within this ‘unstable assemblage or meshwork’ artist-led self-organisation is
positioned as a dominated element, with the commercial and institutional
aspects of the art system functioning as dominant over all others. This shift
toward an art system dominated by institutional structures and economic
investment privileging the wealthy, and instrumentalising certain practitioners
at the expense of others, will be explored in detail in subsequent chapters. But
throughout is used as the backdrop to frame the context of contemporary artist-
led self-organisation and the key facets of contemporary life of neoliberalism,

globalisation and network culture.

This institutional dominance in the art system and beyond is the key site of
argument in relation to practices of artist-led self-organisation. The thesis
challenges the current status quo of precarity for practitioners brought about by
the neoliberal system and those institutions, showing how paradoxical the socio-
economic basis of their self-organisation is, and in turn how insidiously entwined
that same system has become in their ‘oppositional’ practices. With no universal
understanding of what the ‘artist-led’ moniker entails neoliberal power
structures have been able to maintain the status quo through exploiting their
practices, leading to the regular recuperation and nullifying of critique into, and
by, dominant social institutions. The thesis argues more dynamic forms of
organisation and critique - that some practitioners are beginning to utilise - are

required on a broader level to counteract this.

In light of this context, the central problem for the research is: How can
processes of artist-led self-organisation be re-framed in order to achieve greater

solidarity and understanding between practitioners, and allow for meaningful,

18 Yates McKee, Strike Art: Contemporary Art and the Post-Occupy Condition (New
York: Verso, 2016), 11-12.

17



effective, and sustained processes of social critique and resistance to develop to

counteract neoliberal hegemony?

Alongside addressing this central problem, the research also addresses the

following related key questions:

1. What are the social and economic conditions of artistic practice that emerged
post-2007, and how have they impacted upon current forms of artistic self-

organisation?

2. How has increased globalised connectivity impacted artist-led self-

organisation?
3. What is distinctive about new forms of contemporary self-organisation that
emerged post-2007, and what do they offer as models for future practitioners

to draw from and further develop?

4. What perceived and actual forms of resistance does artist-led self-

organisation offer wider systems of social organisation?

Contribution to Knowledge

In order to address the research problem and related key questions the thesis
proposes and defines a new conceptual framework to re-frame and broaden the
understanding of self-organisation within the visual arts as part of contemporary
UK society: the ‘artist-led condition’. It provides practitioners in the UK with a
clearer definition of who and what constitutes the ‘artist-led’ prefix. Outlining
the complex, and modulated potential for social change inherent to processes of
artist-led self-organisation, their existence within the identification of a UK-
specific, post-2007, social condition allows for the formation of effective and

meaningful networked and localised resistance in solidarity with one another.

The artist-led condition can be understood as:
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Paradoxical and pluriversal. It continues the genealogy of artist-led self-
organisation in existing paradoxically; an example of and counterpoint to
existing neoliberal hegemony. It uses this hybrid state to the benefit of
those subject to it, providing opportunities for the creation of meaningful
critique and resistance. Within this paradoxical nature the condition
exists uniquely for each individual, their own experiences of precarity

shaping their specific understanding.

Providing a form of collective identity. It allows people to unite as being
subject to the same general conditioning and condition(s) of existence.
Providing a sense of belonging and fostering a bond between those that
identify as such to help potentially guide, advise or mobilise practitioners.
They are able to question how they are in relation to one another in an

interdependent community.

‘Artist-‘centred and open to all. There is equality between all that does not
and should not negatively take into account race, identity, knowledge,
experience, class or privilege. Focused on the development of those that
identify as being subject to the condition, mainly based in the second
economy. Acting as a vehicle to unite a temporally and spatially varied
peer group together against the vicissitudes of neoliberal governance,

revelling in their differences as a site of strength.

Evolving from a lineage of self-organised practices and movements. Here
the inherent opposition to social hegemony embedded within practices,
whether acknowledged or not, is highlighted. This inherent opposition is
based on the desire to provide an alternative to current offerings, thus
implying some form of social and/or institutional critique, regardless of

how conscious the practitioner is of enacting it or not.

Dynamic and critically attentive. The borders of the condition are always

in flux, not only allowing for greater inclusion of those subject to it, but
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also ensuring its organisational structures are always sites of becoming.
Allowing them to institutionalise critical knowledge and practices as
dynamic forms without ever becoming static, constituted, sites of power

that could be easily recuperated.

- Fostering various concerns and movements. The condition is the
framework that provides the online/offline space and relations through
networked relations for other concerns and movements to develop from.
An incubator from which broadened understandings of artist-led self-
organisation, methodologies of practice and social movements can

develop from within to addresses specific concerns.

Making a direct intervention into existing knowledge of contemporary art in
relation to self-organisation by artists, the research offers a new
conceptualisation, providing structure to an often fleeting and ephemerally
perceived subject area. Previously the use of the ‘artist-led’ prefix to describe the
myriad of self-organised practices by artists was ill-defined and as such unfit for
purpose. Creating confusion between practitioners, a lack of structure for
meaningful discourse within and outside of its confines, and leaving them open
to routine co-optation and exploitation by external forces and agents. The artist-
led condition re-frames post-2007 self-organised practices in the UK, enabling a
social and productive benefit to practitioners through a framework of
collectivisation. One acting as a composition of individuals acting in common
rather than flattening differences into a homogenous mass, supporting them to

be politically active in their own circumstances.

The research positions this new framework external to the established public
and private institutions of the art system and its commercial market, within the
generally non-commercial second economy of the art system. In doing so it
creates a new perspective on artist-led self-organisation, repositioning the
practices and practitioners that are subject to it in a wider historical discourse
between Western art and capitalism. Furthermore it creates a significant body of

critical research on the artist-led condition, for use by any practitioners and
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researchers. In doing so broadening understanding of this newly defined
framework whilst contributing published research to wider discussions of self-

organisation by artists to counteract the current lack of available information.

Literature Review

Alongside the lack of definition on what the ‘artist-led’ moniker stands for, there
also exists a lack of published literature specifically on artist-led self-
organisation outside of a small number of books principally providing empirical
research on specific organisations sharing similar organisational models, and a
small number of digitally and independently published, critically engaged, texts
that have a relatively scant readership and reach. To date the existing
information on artist-led self-organisation in the UK is not represented in any
meaningful capacity in published materials and has so far been broadly
overlooked for detailed research at academic level. Instead it is seemingly
accepted as part of everyday life and generally ignored for in-depth critical
exploration. Instead information on issues stemming from or relating to artist-
led self-organisation is generally shared and disseminated informally between
practitioners through word of mouth or digital means. Not only does this risk
excluding certain demographics of practitioners and researchers from vital
knowledge, but it also risks creating homogenous networks where practitioners
encounter the same problems and pitfalls stemming from previous practitioners’
experiences through operating in a certain manner. Aside from this scant
literature specifically on artist-led self-organisation, throughout the research
draws on literature from other secondary sources covering artist-run and self-
organised artistic practices globally,'° alongside key theoretical bodies of work

covering the subjects of neoliberalism, globalisation and network culture.

The literature available on artist-led self-organisation can generally be separated

into categories of either history or theory. Within these categories the content

19 Their inclusion is based on their influence on subsequent artist-led practices,
or the interchangeability between the two terms if published post-2007.
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can range from case studies on specific organisations, overviews of historical

time periods, or critical appraisals, interviews and opinion pieces.

Examples of published historical material include Caustic Caustic,?° Artists in the
City: SPACE in 68 and beyond,?! It Was Never Going To Be Straightforward,??
Leaving Las Vegas,?3 City Racing: The Life and Times of an Artist-Run Gallery,**
and Transmission: Committee for the Visual Arts,?> that cover the operation of the
organisations Caustic Coastal, SPACE, g39, Project Space Leeds (PSL), City Racing
and Transmission respectively. Although from this list City Racing closed after a
decade of activity in 1998, and PSL was institutionally transformed into The
Tetley in 2013, the other organisations still remain active across online and
offline spaces. Despite Transmission and g39 calling themselves artist-run
organisations (after being founded during the UK heyday of the use of the ‘artist-
run’ moniker in 1988 and 1997 respectively) they regularly group themselves
together with those identifying as being ‘artist-led’. If viewed chronologically
there is a clear shift in the literature that occurs between identifying as ‘artist-
run’ from SPACE in 1968 to ‘artist-led’ (as a potential outlier) by PSL in 2006,
with regular instances of revisionism over the terms used to describe
organisations during this period.?¢ That is not to say the two are not and cannot
be interchangeable to a certain degree, but rather nostalgia for organisations and
their histories risks blurring the boundaries of already elastic terminologies even
further. This category of literature reinforces the general conditions artist-led
organisations and practices develop under; namely responding to a perceived

lack in cultural provision and self-organising in varying capacities to counteract

20 Caustic Coastal, Caustic Caustic (Manchester: Caustic Coastal, 2020).

21 Anna Harding, ed., Artists in the City: SPACE in ‘68 and beyond (London: SPACE,
2018).

22 Emma Geliot, ed., It Was Never Going To Be Straightforward (Cardiff: CTA,
2013).

23 Project Space Leeds, Leaving Las Vegas (Leeds: Project Space Leeds, 2012).
*John Burgess et. al, eds., City Racing: The Life and Times of an Artist-Run Gallery
(London: Black Dog Publishing, 2002).

25 Transmission, Transmission: Committee for the Visual Arts (London: Black Dog
Publishing, 2002).

26 This point will be explored further in Chapter 1.
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it, all whilst negotiating the dynamics of further institutionalising in an attempt

to safeguard their futures.

Published material on the theory of artist-led self-organisation generally serves
to expand upon the historic material published whilst contextualising the
content with more critical rigour, often through a variety of platforms. Examples
here include Self-Organised?’ edited by curator and art historian Stine Hebert
and curator Anne Szefer Karlsen, “DIY « DIWO ¢ DIA”28 by artist Louise Ashcroft
published in Art Monthly, and “People like us”2° by artist Kevin Hunt published
digitally through the artists’ information company, a-n. I would argue these texts
outline the theoretical issues that drive artist-led self-organisation outside of
responding to a lack of provision, and expand upon the implications of that lack
of provision through socio-political and economic viewpoints. The arguments
and case studies put forward - broadly for the need of autonomy and self-
determination, self-organised methodologies, and embedding adaptability within
organisational structures and practices - expand on the rise of self-organisation

in the visual arts in contemporary neoliberal society.

With the relationship between neoliberalism and the visual arts crucial to artist-
led self-organisation on a number of levels (and explored throughout the thesis),
examples of pertinent literature to help understand and contextualise this
dynamic in contemporary society include The New Spirit of Capitalism3° by
sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, Spectre at the Feast3! by political

economist Andrew Gamble, and Dark Matter32 by art activist Gregory Sholette.

27 Stine Hebert & Anne Szefer Karlsen, eds., Self-Organised (London: Open
Editions/Occasional Table, 2013).

28 Louise Ashcroft, “DIY « DIWO e DIA.” Art Monthly, No.424, (March 2019): 11-
15.

29 Kevin Hunt, “People Like Us,” a-n, May 26, 2017, accessed November 15, 2017,
https://static.a-n.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07 /People-like-us.pdf

30 Luc Boltanski & Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Gregory
Elliott, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2018).

31 Andrew Gamble. The Spectre at the Feast. Capitalist Crisis and the Politics of
Recession, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).

32 Gregory Sholette, Dark Matter: Art and Politics in the Age of Enterprise Culture
(New York: Pluto Press, 2011).
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Although seemingly disparate, these texts help to chart the course of how the
neoliberal orthodoxy has shifted since its inception to its current form, including
the unwieldy nature of the free market and the system’s propensity for
recessions. Within this Boltanski and Chiapello map how a network-based
managerial dogma was instilled within the neoliberal system that changed how
the global free market was approached and managed, and effects that had on
labour, production and consumption globally. Gamble takes up many of the
threads from Boltanski and Chiapello to further this line of thought by showing
how the Financial Crisis manifested in 2007, and how other such crises have

occurred as an inherent mechanism within the capitalist system.

Sholette can be seen to then show how that same capitalist system under the
guise of neoliberalism has marginalised and exploited visual artists from its
inception, particularly from the Great Recession onwards. Using the astrophysics
term dark matter (describing the unseen matter supporting the universe
allowing it to continue functioning and expanding), Sholette applies this to the
art system to describe all of the ‘unseen’ roles allowing the system to function on
a daily basis (including processes of artist-led self-organisation). In doing so it
rationalises the vast swathes of practitioners that will ultimately ‘fail’ to achieve
the status of a recognised and profitable artist, but who increasingly come to
work in socially engaged and non-commercial environments. Through this
interpretation it allows for artist-led self-organisation to be viewed alongside
other self-organised and non-commercial visual and socially engaged arts
practices globally as part of a wider discourse on the vicissitudes of neoliberal

governance and inequalities it produces for practitioners.

With globalisation growing exponentially in the 1980s it is no surprise its rise is
tied to the same time period in which neoliberalism gained supremacy as the
dominant world economic system. Acting in tandem, the push toward wider

globalisation would allow new economic markets to be opened up to the
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Western world. Examples here include Globalization and Its Discontents33 by

economist Joseph Stiglitz, The Globalization Paradox3* by economist Dani Rodrik,
Art and Globalization3> edited by art historian and critic James Elkins, sociologist
Zhivka Valiavicharska and writer and academic Alice Kim, and Globalization and

Contemporary Art3¢ edited by art and social historian Jonathan Harris.

Stiglitz sets out his case for globalisation as fundamentally flawed, driven by a
neoliberal zeal for the free market that serves to impoverish developing nations
for the profit of others (in a continuation of the historic colonial origins of
globalisation itself). This seemingly imbalanced process is further critiqued by
Rodrik who argues that even for developed nations globalisation presents a
serious issue in that democracy, national self-determination and economic
development are all vying for control but have to exist in equilibrium to avoid
negative outcomes for a particular state, which they rarely do. This turbulent
melting pot of a process seen by many as aiding to connect the world and
develop economic growth, but which is actually constantly contested from all
sides, is where contemporary art finds itself often used as a pawn. Both Art and
Globalization and Globalization and Contemporary Art argue this case, citing the
rise of biennale culture as indicative of art’s co-optation into this process,
becoming part of a global experience economy marketed through the lens of
cultural tourism. As part of this rise of biennales they also argue for globalisation
as having aided the circulation of art into galleries and exhibition spaces
throughout the world like never before in history, creating new art scenes,
movements and subjects. Artist-led self-organisation fits within this wider global
discourse as occupying a specific moment and niche within the visual arts

makeup of the UK.

33 Joseph Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (London: Penguin Books,
2002).

34 Dani Rodrik, The Globalization Paradox: Why Global Markets, States and
Democracy Can'’t Coexist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

35 James Elkins, Zhivka Valiavicharska & Alice Kim, eds., Art and Globalization
(Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 2010).

36 Jonathan Harris, ed., Globalization and Contemporary Art (Chichester: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011).
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As part of this moment and niche in UK art history artist-led self-organisation -
like much of contemporary society - relies heavily on network culture and digital
communications technology to function and share information and examples of
practice and organisational structures. Key examples include Organized
Networks37 by media theorist Ned Rossiter, Organization after Social Media38 by
Rossiter and fellow media theorist Geert Lovink, and Also-Space, From Hot to

Something Else3° by artist Reeinart Vanhoe.

In both texts Rossiter and Lovink attempt to reconcile how increased internet
access and interactivity alongside neoliberalism and globalisation has prompted
the emergence of new forms of social organisational and power structures, often
at odds with previous understandings of social relations. Although bringing
about lasting social change is on the one hand more difficult than ever before, as
Rossiter and Lovink convey, there is a potential for change innate to new
network forms that are increasingly being utilised globally. Vanhoe provides an
example of just how such networking between artists operates using Indonesian
artist collective ruangrupa as a case study. Although not defining themselves as
‘artist-led’ ruangrupa fall into the same self-organising methodology of practice,
and parallels can be drawn between UK practitioners. Here Vanhoe’s research
points toward a collective model and dynamic of practice as opposed to the
traditional, generally individual, Western one. He shows how ruangrupa use
their networks (in online/offline spaces) to their advantage and arguably shows
examples of what artist-led organisations and practitioners could utilise for their

own benefit.

In selecting the material above for inclusion as central to guiding the research

and the arguments developed within it, other bodies of work, theories and

37 Ned Rossiter, Organized Networks: Media Theory, Creative Labour, New
Institutions (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, Amsterdam: Institute of Network
Cultures, 2006).

38 Geert Lovink & Ned Rossiter, Organization after Social Media (New York:
Autonomedia, 2018).

39 Reinaart Vanhoe, Also-Space, From Hot to Something Else: How Indonesian Art
Initiatives Have Reinvented Networking, Onomatopee #136 (Eindhoven:
Onomatopee, 2016).
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practices relating to artist-led self-organisation were overlooked. This is due to

both theoretical and practical concerns and limitations.

Firstly, with regards to contemporary self-organisation by artists the decision
was made to focus on material from the UK wherever possible given the subject
matter of the research. With the various monikers used to describe these
processes globally, even in a Western or Western European context, the
literature often worked to reinforce historical trends that were already apparent.
Examples here are Artist-Run Spaces. Nonprofit Collective Organizations in the
1960s and 1970s edited by journalist Gabriele Detterer and artist Maurizio
Nannucci,#? and Inventing Downtown: Artist-Run Galleries in New York City, 1952
- 1965, by curator Melissa Rachleff.4? Although both are from a key period in the
genealogy of what would become artist-led self-organisation in the UK, and
provide detailed examples of organisations, there is other material that provides
better theoretical contextualisation to the practices and ideologies of the self-
organisation during that period. Secondly, there were practical limitations
relating to documentation of recent and current practices and organisations.
Here examples such as the UK-based online/offline platforms Doggerland,*?
MAP#* and Sluice** provide critical engagement and documentation of practice,
but it is often sporadic and can become contingent not long after publication.
Although this very much reinforces the realities of artist-led practices and
maintaining organisations alongside other forms of labour, it means to date there
has been sporadic and esoteric information that often cannot keep pace with
what is happening, or that acts to document those situations. Acting as a record

of recent history in the same way as the two example publications above do for

40 Gabriele Detterer & Maurizio Nannucci, eds., Artist-Run Spaces. Nonprofit
Collective Organizations in the 1960s and 1970s (Zurich: JRP|Ringier & Les
presses du réel, 2012).

41 Melissa Rachleff, Inventing Downtown: Artist-Run Galleries in New York City,
1952 - 1965 (New York: Prestel, 2017).

42 “About,” Doggerland, accessed August 10, 2020,
https://www.doggerland.info /about/

43 “About,” MAP, accessed August 10, 2020,
https://mapmagazine.co.uk/about

44 “About,” Sluice, accessed August 10, 2020,

http://sluice.info/#about
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1950 - 1970. Despite not being wholly relevant to shape the main arguments put
forward throughout the thesis, the information does provide broad overviews
and instances of critical insight into specific issues, and where relevant has been

included for contextual reference.

Methodology and Methods

The research combines the critical analysis of literature with a form of

autoethnographic approach to provide its methodology.

In any detailed enquiry into alternative forms of social organisation there are a
number of figures that recur as key to establishing an understanding of the
dynamics (and challenging) of social structures. In order to theoretically
contextualise the research [ draw upon the work of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu,
philosopher Jacques Ranciére and political theorist Chantal Mouffe to structure a
base framework from which to create arguments outlining the development and
possible future effectiveness of artist-led self-organisation, in line with wider
debates surrounding social power structures in neoliberal contexts. Bourdieu
outlines how power is culturally inscribed in citizens through institutions and
their agents that then continue the established social hierarchy; his concepts of
habitus and fields*> are central to describing this socially constructed nature of
power. Following this, Ranciéere’s writings on, and interpretation of, dissensus*®
are key to understanding the role of artist-led self-organisation as a vehicle for
developing and enacting critique, and creating new social organisational
structures and methodologies. Ranciere makes the case for needing social spaces
of free thought, subversion and resistance in order to evaluate existing
structures and develop new ones. Artist-led self-organisation - part of a
genealogy of self-organised artistic and cultural practices - offers the
emancipatory potential for creating just such spaces. Although it undoubtedly

runs the risk of being recuperated and instrumentalised by agents and

45 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste,
(London: Routledge, 1984).

46 Jacques Ranciere, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics (London: Continuum,
2010).
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institutions in power, becoming stuck in a state of consensus, there exists the
potential for practitioners to create instances of dissensus against the pervading
status quo. Although dissensus acts as the methodology of critique for
practitioners it is Mouffe’s concepts of agonism and pluralism*’ that help
speculate as to how it could be applied in contemporary society. Agonism
describes the relationship between adversaries, rather than enemies, who
occupy the same space and have different ideas for how it should be governed,
with pluralism providing the structure within which dissensus can help bring
about a new socio-political consensus with critique continually occurring,
ensuring consensus is always challenged in an ongoing democratic process. This
framework then allows artist-led self-organisation to be positioned within wider
global discourses on critique, social organisational structures, art system
hierarchies and neoliberal society, and more detailed arguments made on the

efficacy of those organisational processes.

Within this framework the research utilises a paradoxically semi-
autoethnographic approach drawing on my own experiences to date to develop
arguments around the role, necessity and potential of artist-led self-organisation.
Sociologists Tony Adams, Stacy Holman Jones and Carolyn Ellis describe

autoethnography as a research method that:

* Uses aresearcher's personal experience to describe and critique
cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences.

* Acknowledges and values a researcher's relationships with others.

* Shows people in the process of figuring out what to do, how to live,
and the meaning of their struggles.

* Balances intellectual and methodological rigor, emotion, and
creativity.

* Strives for social justice and to make life better.*8

Autoethnography links explicitly to the underlying goal of the research to

highlight the inequalities, repression and exploitation faced by those enacting

47 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London: Verso, 2009).

48 Tony E. Adams, Stacey Holman Jones & Carolyn Ellis, Autoethnography
(Understanding Qualitative research) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1-
2.
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artist-led self-organisation in order to argue for the need to re-frame those
practices. To fulfil this goal a mixed-method approach to collecting data was used
from both primary and secondary sources, through fieldwork in my own
involvement and embeddedness in the field of artist-led self-organisation,
exploratory observation, and critical argumentation. Although the flow of the
argument throughout the thesis is relatively linear, in using this mixed-methods
approach to address the research problem and answer the research questions
the process was decidedly non-linear; arguably in keeping with broader
processes of artist-led self-organisation and my own practice. Questions were
regularly answered concurrently or in non-sequential order to ensure the
arguments being made remained cohesive, despite any tension this may have

caused.

Having been embedded in processes of artist-led self-organisation since 2010 I
have gained an in-depth knowledge of the subject area and developed an
extensive global network of peers, with my research being presented in the UK,
[taly, Japan and Australia over the course of the research project. My
embeddedness was treated as existing ‘experiential data’ following the work of
sociologist Anselm Strauss, who stated such data essential because “they not
only give added theoretical sensitivity but provide a wealth of provisional
suggestions for making comparisons, finding variations, and sampling widely on
theoretical grounds.”#? In working and practicing in both artistic and curatorial
capacities in artist-led contexts as part of my practice, the research can be
understood to exist in relative tension between ethnographic and practical
approaches. It can be seen to move away from the myth of ethnographic
objectivity, using my own practical subjectivity (and that of other practitioners)

alongside ethnographic methods to inform it.

Observation was also selected in order to draw on primary sources of data. This
allowed me to spend time in different artist-led environments to observe

subjects first-hand. Building relationships and trust with them, and in turn

49 Anselm L. Strauss, Qualitative analysis for social scientists (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 11.
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participating in and experiencing the activities of their groups, collectives or
organisations.>? Notes were made during periods of informal observation during
visits and conversations to contribute to a general contextualisation of artist-led
self-organisation to inform the project. Given the nature of artist-led activity a
‘traditional’ observational approach of spending relatively long periods of time in
one location or with one social group was not possible. This was due to the very
nature of practitioners and their organisations as they had regular turnover of
staff or stakeholders compared to larger institutional organisations, operated on
an ad-hoc basis around other working commitments and social needs, or were
only intended to be accessible for finite periods at any given time e.g. around
events. | attended as wide a variety of specific events and conducted as many site
visits as was feasible in the research period to broaden my knowledge of
commonalities in the field. Copies of notes, along with a full list of research visits,

can be found in Appendix 1.

The tension between ethnographic and practical methodologies was
intentionally exploited in order to reflect on my findings and make them public
using critical argumentation as a method throughout. Although this may seem
counterintuitive to autoethnography it was in keeping with the paradoxical
nature of artist-led self-organisation on a broad level (which will be outlined
throughout the thesis), forming a paradoxical auto-ethnographic methodology.
Critical argumentation was developed from field notes taken during informal
observation and from my own experiences and served to form the main points of
discourse in the thesis, with a number of public events serving to reflect on those
notes, experiences, and arguments with the input of other practitioners and

leaders in the field.

There was always the desire to make the ethnography of the research public,
principally to begin discourse on certain subjects accepted as part of artist-led
self-organisation that had been previously overlooked, and to add salient critical

points to other established discourses. In making it public wherever possible, the

50 Piergiorgio Corbetta, Social Research: Theory, Methods and Techniques
(Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2003), 235-263.
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ethnography began to reinforce the need for a new understanding of artist-led
self-organisation to practitioners in the broader field of practice. It allowed the
research to prove the need for itself in both reflecting on the practical fieldwork
and in part answering the research problem and key questions through a further
method of practice. To do this I developed and staged three strands of events -
the Open Forum discussion series, researcher/practitioner roundtables, and the
What We Don’t Talk About When We Talk About The Artist-Led symposium, all
held at the Exhibition Research Lab (ERL) at Liverpool John Moores University at
various points throughout the final two years of the research period.>! Alongside
the benefits to critical discourse and public reflection on fieldwork the events
also served to platform all of the practitioners and organisations involved within
an academic context. Legitimising them within Liverpool John Moores University
at a level that had not previously been achieved. A level that was new for any
larger scale arts institution within the city, with the hope that this interaction
would set an example for other organisations in the local arts community to

follow in the future after the research project was concluded.

The Open Forum series acted to explicitly platform practitioners from
underrepresented backgrounds from a group of local organisations giving a
broad cross-section of artist-led activity in the city. It highlighted issues they
were encountering or had encountered, whilst allowing their representatives to
receive direct feedback from audiences about those issues, and their
organisational structures, programming and outputs. There were three of these
events held 18:00 - 20:00 on 11 March, 17 June, and 09 December 2019. The
setup for each was intentionally simple: a laptop, projector, PA system, and chair,
alongside refreshments for attendees. The idea was to keep an informal
atmosphere to encourage open and frank discussion, whilst making the speakers
feel comfortable, as artist-led organisations had not previously been given such a
platform that was open to staff, students and the general public to attend within

the university.

51 All of which are fully referenced in Appendix 2.
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The organisations selected were OUTPUT gallery, represented by Gallery
Manager Gabrielle de la Puente; ROOT-ed Zine, represented by ROOT-ed Zine Co-
Founder Fauziya Johnson; and The Royal Standard, represented by outgoing
Director Sufea Mohamad Noor with contributions from then current Directors
Benjamin Lunt and Benjamin Nuttall. The organisations were selected as they
were broadly concerned with using different models to realise public exhibition
programmes representing artists from or based in Merseyside, promoting artists
of colour and their concerns in the wider North West region, and studio
provision and professional development for practitioners alongside public
exhibition and event programmes. The discussions worked to provide a brief

overview of practice in the city from key artist-led organisations.

The roundtables comprised of past and present academic researchers and
practitioners from around the UK focusing on self-organisation in the visual arts.
They were held on 22 February and 22 May 2019, 10:00 - 17:00 and 10:30 -
17:00, and were attended in person/via video call by Dan Howard Birt, Jenny
Cavanagh, Emma Coffield, Martin Cox, Jacqui Hallam, Katy Morrison, Jonathan
Orlek, Filippo Romanello, Emilia Telesse, Sevie Tsampalla and John Wright.
Subsequently a number of the other invitees were involved in follow up
discussions via email and in a shared Google Doc. It was this ongoing
conversation (fed into by the group) that would further reinforce the need for a

larger-scale public gathering and discussion of artist-led self-organisation.

Contextualising issues on a local level and broader issues on a national and
international level through the two strands of events informed the development
process of the larger-scale What We Don’t Talk About When We Talk About The
Artist-Led symposium. Held on 31 January 2020 10:30 - 19:00 and with an
audience capacity of circa 140, it was the largest event the ERL has staged in its
history and garnered global attention. There were keynotes from 12¢ Collective
(Eva Duerden, Kelly Lloyd and Lou Macnamara), Dave Beech and More Than
Meanwhile Spaces (Emma Coffield, Rebecca Huggan, Rebecca Prescott and Paul
Richter), and following an open call contributions from Dean Casper, Emma

Coffield, Michael D’Este, Juliet Davis-Dufayard, Dan Goodman, Susan Jones, Rory
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Macbeth, Katy Morrison, Sufea Mohamad Noor, Jonathan Orlek, Lauren Velvick
and John Wright. The symposium was groundbreaking in both its size and scope,
and served as a real-time critical reflection on the fieldwork staged until that
point, reaffirming the arguments made in the thesis and helping to provide

external perspectives in answering the research problem and key questions.

Overview of Chapters

The thesis is structured into five chapters supplemented by appendices.

The first chapter ‘Artist-Led Self-Organisation’ focuses on the conception and
development of artist-led modes of self-organisation, paying special attention to
the post-2007 period. It details how self-organised visual arts practices
understood collectively as being ‘artist-led’ developed in the UK from the post-
war period onwards following the fall of the original avant-garde. It expands the
understanding of the history of artist-led self-organisation, and contextualises it
in relation to other self-organised movements. Focusing on the socio-economic
and political conditions instrumental in its emergence, the chapter establishes a
timeframe for its inception and rise to prominence. In doing so it shows the
influence other recent global self-organised movements in the visual arts, and
culture at large, have had on artist-led self-organisation, including examples such
as the DIY movement, the alternative space movement, and processes of artist-
run self-organisation. The chapter is informed by a mixture of socio-economic
theorists, historians and visual arts theorists including Andrew Gamble, Sarah
Lowndes, Melissa Rachleff, Gabriel Gee, and John Roberts in order to show the
complex and interconnected development of contemporary self-organisation by
artists. Crucially, the chapter acts to frame the observations and arguments that

will be made in the rest of the thesis.

Building upon this, Chapter 2, ‘Online/Offline Structural Concerns of Self-
Organisation’ explores the organisational components of artist-led practices.
This is achieved through focusing on the field of practice and power dynamics

with the rest of the art system, and practitioners’ utilisation of digital
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communications technology in relation to self-organisation, networks and
network theory. The chapter specifically addresses how such technology has
been employed by practitioners to form a wider network. One that plays a
central role in information dissemination and the application and development
of organisational forms across online/offline spaces. Key references in this
chapter are drawn from philosophers, sociologists and media theorists including
Pierre Bourdieu, Manuel Castells, Geert Lovink and Ned Rossiter, covering
subject areas of social fields, the exploitative nature of the art system, and media

theory.

The third chapter, ‘Organising in Precarity’, focuses on the question of how
practitioners function in a wider state of global precarity. It specifically explores
issues relating to sustainability, safeguarding, representation and accountability
in relation to artist-led practices, with new operational models utilising
online/offline spaces and means outlined within the overarching conditions of
contemporary precarity. The use of these forms to create and enact critique is
then explored as a key part of artist-led self-organisation. The chapter analyses
how they offer the opportunity and potential for practitioners to help bring
about meaningful social change through dissensual and agonistic processes. Key
references in this chapter come from sociologists, philosophers and political
theorists including Ursula Pasero, Chantal Mouffe, Pierre Bourdieu, Jacques
Ranciere and Ned Rossiter, relating to issues of (artistic) precarity, and the
potential for critique through artist-led self-organisation utilising dissensus and

agonism.

The following chapter ‘The Artist-Led Paradox’ makes explicit the paradoxical
elements of artist-led self-organisation that have been exposed throughout the
thesis. It outlines how a multitude of smaller paradoxical elements, often taken
for granted by practitioners, are indicative of a larger paradoxical whole that
could bring the future use of ‘artist-led’ into question as a moniker for
oppositional visual arts practices. Here the closely entwined relationship
between artist-led self-organisation and neoliberalism is critically explored,

raising questions of using it to practitioners’ advantage in future for further
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mobilisation, and developing and enacting dissensual critique. These impacts are
explored throughout the chapter in relation to institutional critique and the
back-and-forth agonistic relationship between artist-led practitioners and
institutions. Charting how practitioners’ roles have become increasingly
structuralised within the art system, and how that has led many to accept the
neoliberal hegemony of wider society, culminating in artist-led self-organisation
acting as a neoliberal exemplar. Key references in this chapter are drawn from
sociologists and psychologists including Jacques Ranciere, Gerald Raunig and
Martin Seligman, focusing on subjects such as the recuperation of critique,
instituent practices and a third wave of institutional critique, and the

psychological underpinnings of current social power dynamics for artists.

Building on the arguments set out in the previous chapters, Chapter 5, ‘“The
Artist-Led Condition’, takes the paradoxical nature of artist-led self-organisation
as a starting point from which to argue that a new understanding of it and what
roles it can perform is urgently needed. In doing so the ‘artist-led condition’ is
defined for the first time, moving away from understanding the ‘artist-led’
moniker as a piece of terminology or social movement, and instead as a
pluriversal combination of external factors and processes unique to the
contemporary era. The chapter outlines the artist-led condition as acting as a
way for practitioners to potentially reconcile the ideological underpinnings of
their self-organisation with the neoliberal reality they and their practice exist in.
Analysing how they could enact institutional and social critique through their
practices to offer more possibilities as a site of potential to catalyse future action
for change in a wider social totality with other members of society. Key
references are drawn from sociologists, academics and artists including Paul van
Seters, Paul James, Emma Coffield and Dave Beech, concerned with the
limitations faced by contemporary social movements and self-organised
practices, the paradoxical importance of naming and defining a universally
applicable term to re-frame artist-led self-organisation, and using dissensus to

achieve social change.
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Chapter 1: Artist-Led Self-Organisation

Self-organisation has over time become increasingly utilised by artists as a way
to counteract perceived failings by governing social structures and institutions,
creating alternatives to them to present and enact different methodologies of
social existence and creative practice. This self-organisation, recently described
as being ‘artist-led’ in context of the UK, has quickly become the default approach

for the majority of practitioners in the visual arts.

This chapter outlines for the first time specifically how artist-led self-
organisation came to be in the UK, paying special attention to the socio-economic
and political conditions instrumental in facilitating its rapid rise as a dominant
methodology of contemporary practice. After analysing the differences in and
implications of the terms used to define self-organised practices, the chapter
shows an historical lineage between the DIY, avant-garde and counterculture
movements spanning 1950s - 1970s, and Thatcherism and New Labour
spanning 1980s - 2000s. This is in order to ground the pre-history of artist-led
self-organisation. Summarising general trends in a partial history, informing the
specific discussion of its rise concurrently with the Global Financial Crisis of

2007 - 20009.

Exploring ideas of cultural and artistic self-organisation, neoliberal hegemony,
and capitalist crises that are central to artist-led self-organisation, key references
include political economist Andrew Gamble, writer and curator Sarah Lowndes,
curator Melissa Rachleff, art historian Gabriel Gee, and art historian and
philosopher John Roberts, used to outline the social, political and economic
conditions that created such fertile ground for artist-led self-organisation to

flourish in.

The chapter seeks to answer the following research sub-questions:
- What is the historical genealogy of artist-led self-organisation in the UK?
- How has the capitalist economic system impacted those processes of self-

organisation?
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- How could processes of artist-led self-organisation be contextualised in

relation to wider socio-economic trends of the contemporary era?

Genealogies

The lack of fixed definition for what exactly constitutes the ‘artist-led’ moniker or
artist-led self-organisation means its broad similarities to a host of other terms
leads to a number of complications and contentious issues arising. Although the
historical development of the term itself will be examined throughout this
chapter and the resultant paradoxes produced by it specifically addressed in
Chapter 4, here it would initially be remiss not to make clear its close relation to
the terminology of ‘DIY’, ‘self-organisation’ and ‘artist-run’ which further muddy
the water of just what artist-led self-organisation is. With DIY, artist-run and self-
organisation in contemporary society stemming from the 1950s, 1960s and
1970s a clear lineage of progression is established leading to the ‘artist-led’
moniker beginning at an indeterminate point later in time, with each movement
or piece of terminology drawing upon those that have gone before in varying
degrees to orient itself. Throughout this chapter I demonstrate how this
indeterminacy has come about and propose a new date for the ‘beginning’ of
artist-led self-organisation, in line with its wider acknowledgement and rise in

popular usage around the turn of the Global Financial Crisis in 2007.

Within this lineage DIY and self-organisation can be seen as the basis of the
approaches and practices constituting both artist-run and artist-led practices. In
her book The DIY Movement in Art, Music and Publishing, Lowndes outlines the

historical DIY movement and its ethos by saying:

Do-It-Yourself grew out of the desire for both thrift and self-reliance in
the post-war years that presaged a wider shift in the 1950s and 1960s—
from the dominant ‘top-down’ cultural model toward self-directed and
self-realized modes of expression...Since the 1960s the DIY movement has
developed and diversified as participants across the world worked
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collaboratively to redress the feelings of alienation and mystification
engendered by late capitalism.52

Thematically developing from this starting point of learning-by-doing, self-
organisation in an artistic context, according to writer and curator Barnaby

Drabble, has come to mean:

both a process of self-determined organising (as opposed to being
organised by someone else) and an entity, an organisation of subjects
created by the participants on their own terms (as opposed to one created
for them to operate within).>3

Undeniably there are obvious links between ideas of DIY and self-organisation,
and it is clear they both feed into the development of the ‘artist-run’ and ‘artist-
led’ monikers and their implicit opposition to social hegemony. As art historian

Lane Relyea states in context of DIY and artists:

DIY serves as the honorific term for the kind of subject required by the
constant just-in-time turmoil of our networked world. It has come to
stand for a potent mix of entrepreneurial agency and networked sociality,
proclaiming itself heir to both punk autonomy, the notion of living by
your wits as an outsider, and to a subcultural basis for authentic artistic
production, the assumption that truly creative individuals exist in
spontaneously formed social undergrounds. 54

Like the DIY/self-organisation dynamic there are also clear similarities between
the two ‘artist-‘ terms with a tangibly similar ethos shared between them. As
artist and curator Gavin Murphy states in “What makes artist-run spaces

different?”:

The artist-run model and ethos is one which perpetuates alternative -
and often non-hierarchical - modes of organisation and economies of
exchange (knowledge and resources). A non-commercial approach to
producing art and culture, it supports and develops experimental or
unrepresented forms of practice and discourse, and proposes a model of

52 Sarah Lowndes, The DIY Movement in Art, Music and Publishing (London:
Routledge, 2018), xiii.

53 Barnaby Drabble, “On De-Organisation,” in: Self-Organised, ed. Stine Hebert &
Anne Szefer Karlsen (London: Open Editions/Occasional Table, 2013), 19.

54 Relyea, Your Everyday Art World, 5.
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social and cultural interaction that could be seen to eschew the roles of
producer and consumer.>>

Although the ‘artist-run’ moniker is more popular on a global scale and
originated earlier, in the UK ‘artist-led’ has overtaken it to become more
synonymous with contemporary practitioners. This is a case specific to the UK,
with ‘artist-run’ clearly informing the basis for ‘artist-led’ as a piece of
terminology and methodology describing self-organised practices (as evidenced
by Doggerland’s attemptive artist-led definition>¢ outlined in the Introduction),
appropriated into its makeup in many respects. Because of this influential
relationship and the perceived interchangeability of the terms by practitioners
and commentators there is a certain level of confusion between them. As
outlined by academic Emma Coffield, confusion in vocabulary leads to confusion
in engagement with the self-organised ideas and practices of others, and a
homogenising of them by practitioners and gatekeepers of resources alike.5”
Here distinctions between the terms can be drawn from the definitions of the
words on the right of the hyphenation that creates the compound. In both
instances the meaning of ‘artist’ as the compound modifier is fairly explicit, but
inferences drawn from the verbs that form ‘led’ and ‘run’ as the head of the

compound give two subtle but altogether different meanings.

Although there is a common link of the artist as a figure being in charge to both
terms, they begin to take on slight nuances shaping what the term can be
understood to represent. Of course, as per Coffield, individuals’ understanding of
each piece of terminology (and others describing self-organisation) often overlap
or are distorted, meaning these boundaries can become further confused.>8 In

my understanding, ‘artist-run’ takes on a more managerial and processual

55 Gavin Murphy, “What makes artist-run spaces different? (And why it’s
important to have different spaces),” in: Artist-Run Europe:
Practice/Projects/Spaces, ed. Gavin Murphy & Mark Cullen (Eindhoven:
Onomatopee, 2017), 5.

56 Playford-Greenwell & Prater, “Notes from the Middle Stone”: 7.

57 Emma Coffield, “The problem with naming,” What We Don’t Talk About When
We Talk About The Artist-Led, from Exhibition Research Lab, Liverpool School of
Art and Design, 31 January, 2020.

58 [bid.
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underpinning, with ‘artist-led’ a slightly more wistful and arguably somewhat
romanticised one. It could be inferred ‘artist-run’ is more didactic and ‘artist-led’
slightly more enigmatic within the pair; ‘artist-run’ (communally) managing
outputs and production whereas ‘artist-led’ - in a distorted channeling of the
spirit of the avant-garde - positioned at the forefront of experimental or
underrepresented cultural production setting a trail for others to follow.>? This
positioning of artists in the UK at the vanguard of culture, somehow leading
society forward from a privileged position, is dubious at best given the reality for
practitioners is often wholly different (and will be explored in subsequent
chapters). Both prefixes are also problematic in relation to self-organisation as
their compounds of run and lead are inherently centralised and hierarchical in
their organisational logic, further confusing their supposed definitions and

potential applications.

Given those who constitute artist-led or artist-run practices often do so with the
primary focus of self-organising to control their autonomy, these nuances often
escape detailed scrutiny and instead, following Coffield, become accepted as an
assumption of uniformity and interchangeability between the two terms. This is
arguably reinforced in the specific geographic areas they find popular usage; the

UK has (recently) incubated ‘artist-led” whilst the rest of the (mainly Western)®°

59 My understanding is somewhat similar to that put forward by the More Than
Meanwhile Spaces collaborative research project, initially organised by
Newcastle University and The NewBridge Project, in defining an artist-led
initiative: “we know that ‘artist-run’ suggests an initiative managed day-to-day
by artists - which can leave little time for a creative practice. ‘Artist-led’, on the
other hand, suggests an initiative driven by artists (i.e. via a board), where
responsibility for running the initiative day-to-day is given to a dedicated team.”
More Than Meanwhile Spaces, More Than Meanwhile Spaces 2018/19
(Newcastle: Newcastle University & The NewBridge Project, 2019), 2.

60 For examples of literature on artist-run practices and organisation in North
America, Europe, and parts of South East Asia see Detterer & Nannucci, Artist-
Run Spaces; Rachleff, Inventing Downtown; Jeff Khonsary & Kristina Lee Podesva,
eds., Institutions by Artists: Volume One, (Vancouver: Fillip Editions/Pacific
Association of Artist Run Centres, 2012); Gavin Murphy & Mark Cullen, eds.,
Artist-Run Europe: Practice/Projects/Spaces, Onomatopee #127 (Eindhoven:
Onomatopee, 2017).
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world has favoured ‘artist-run’. Cultural attitudes towards the figure of the artist
also play a role in this popularity with practitioners. Broadly, in other countries
the practitioner will usually have confidence in their ability to recoup some level
of remuneration (usually correlating with the level of philanthropy or public
subsidy present in the relevant country), and so associate more with the
business sense or acumen relating to self-organisation seemingly implied in
artist-run practices. This is particularly apparent in areas of Northern Europe,
where artist-run organisations are often state supported and highly
institutionalised to provide (amongst other things) more security for
practitioners, with many aping the German Kunstverein model.6! In the UK
however, a more commercially minded and remunerated practice is usually an
unattainable goal for most, and so the terminology shifts. This stems from
specific socio-economic conditions imposed upon practitioners through the
provision of state support, combined with the recognition of the status of the
artist in wider society. These themes will be explored later in this chapter and
throughout the thesis, but here it is prescient to note how it has helped move UK

practitioners towards the ‘artist-led’ moniker.

Although there is a relative ease with which both terms can be understood in
relation to, or indeed in certain instances stand-in for, one another doing so
serves only to undermine the potential effectiveness of each. This assumed
uniformity by practitioners and external commentators extends to other terms
and definitions of practice regarded as ‘alternative’ (and grounded in self-
organisation). Ones associated with, and subsumed by, both artist-run and artist-
led practices. These include but are not limited to models and practices such as:
artist-run initiatives, artist-led initiatives, artist-initiated, artist-focused, self-led,
institutions by artists, artist collectives, artist co-operatives, alternative galleries,

alternative spaces, grassroots organisations, DIY organisations, independent art

For a comprehensive map of global artist-run organisations see “Indie Art
Guide,” Artist Run Alliance, accessed November 12, 2019,

https: //artistrunalliance.org/indie-art-guide/

61 Francesca Gavin, “What the World Can Learn from Germany’s Small-Scale
Institutions,” Artsy, April 08, 2015, accessed January 08, 2020,
https://www.artsy.net/article /artsy-editorial-what-the-world-can-learn-from-

germany-s
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spaces, parallel spaces, meanwhile spaces, self-instituting, raw spaces and self-
organised art initiatives. Generally these terms are also associated with a
grouping of phrases and keywords that provide a framework of connected
subjects, further blurring boundaries, including but not limited to: alternative,
oppositional, marginal, countercultural, independent, DIY, not-for-profit, parallel

and networked.62

In using ‘artist-led’ and ‘artist-run’ as umbrella terms under which others are
grouped it presents problems not just for the definition of artist-led self-
organisation, but its history. Given the nature of DIY and self-organised activity
within the visual arts there often doesn’t exist a lasting historical record of
practice and so history becomes known contingently through word of mouth, or
passed on by those that have survived longest. This allows a certain degree of
historical revisionism, or even intentional /unintentional forgetfulness to occur.
Regardless of the intention, it serves only to destabilise the timeline of the ‘artist-
led’ moniker; allowing practitioners or organisations to effectively rewrite their
own history and change their status or definitions alongside that of their peers.
This means a starting point for historicised artist-led self-organisation cannot be
universally agreed upon or is dubious at best, and falls in line with other much-
contested definitions of terms in the art system (as mentioned in the
Introduction) such as ‘artist’ or ‘practice’. A prime example of this is the
publication Artists in the City by SPACE.®3 It charts the inception and
development of SPACE as an organisation, but at various points the texts
throughout refer to it as being both ‘artist-run’ and ‘artist-led’; even the blurb on
the back cover makes this oversight. Although it may seem a minor issue, when
coupled with no universal definition of the term, and its overlaps with other
similar pieces of terminology and historical movements, it significantly

contributes to maintaining an air of confusion.

62 Coffield raised a similar grouping of terms in her presentation at the What We
Don’t Talk About When We Talk About The Artist-Led symposium. Coffield, “The
problem with naming.”

63 Harding, Artists in the City.
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As outwardly artist-led self-organisation is not a site of definitive boundaries it
seems the problem will persist of no definition existing to cater to all of its
constituents, maintaining a certain sense of confusion and leaving practitioners
open to potential co-optation. But how did this come about? The influence of the
social and artistic movements that preceded its inception are critical to
understanding its makeup and relationship with the key social developments of
recent capitalist society: neoliberalism, globalisation and network culture. The
remainder of this chapter focuses upon the key points in time and cultural shifts
that allowed this to happen, taking in an ‘artist-led’ pre-history spanning from
the 1950s post-war years through to the 2007 Global Financial Crisis, before

arriving at the form of artist-led self-organisation we know today.

DIY/Avant-Garde/Counterculture

The early development and use of the term artist-run - that would ultimately
become the ‘artist-led’ moniker in the UK - was formed from a milieu of social
movements that emerged following the Second World War. These included the
neo-avant-garde and counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s, which will be
shown to have stemmed from the DIY movement of the 1950s that first grew to
prominence in North America. In its infancy the DIY movement broadly sought to
empower people with the skills, knowledge and resources to be able to tackle
minor renovation and cosmetic construction work to improve aspects of their
homes through creative tendencies in a networked form of learning and
experimentation. Although initially these networks would be relatively informal,
over time they would be harnessed as useful tools within capitalism and spawn

mass advertising campaigns and businesses solely focused on DIY enthusiasts.

Shortly after the DIY movement began to gain popularity in North America the
1951 Festival of Britain would introduce this concept of accessible DIY (without
the need for specialist training) to the British public, building on the ‘make do
and mend’ ethos conditioned into the wider national psyche during the war

years. The Festival (amongst other things) showcased new pieces of moderately
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priced textile and furniture design available to the general public®4 alongside
new prefabricated architectural designs, all of which were intended to help in
the wider regeneration of the country following the end of the war. Although the
upsurge in DIY after the Festival cannot be framed as the genesis for artist-run
practices, it is the wholesale change in mindset it engendered in the British
public that is of critical importance. Without this shift in thinking toward self-
reliance, dependability and adapting to shortages of materials and commodities,
self-organisation and countercultural practices would not have had the fertile
space to grow in the following decades. In this way DIY can be seen as a key
attitudinal shift toward the eventual creation of artist-led self-organisation

arising from the social uncertainty of the post-war years.

After living under the restrictions imposed by rationing the sudden availability
of new resources to improve living conditions and the ease with which they
could be used, constructed and installed in home environments cannot be
underestimated. During this decade new power tools, paint, wallpaper and
plastics were developed, and coupled with home technological advances meant
most homes in the country could be transformed for little cost. Many of those
same advances would go on to be utilised by practitioners to create works and
spaces as part of artist-run and artist-led self-organisation decades later. Whilst
the DIY movement would begin with weekend craftspeople and hobbyists, as
time went on this ethos would splinter into a variety of creative approaches to
the aesthetics and mindset of cultural practices. In context of the research
particular importance is placed upon how this ethos was combined with self-
organisation by artists to give rise to the ‘artist-run’ and ‘artist-led’ monikers on

practical and ideological levels.

In America this combination would take hold almost immediately, and gave rise
to artist-run practices as we understand them today. From roughly 1952

onwards artists - notably in New York - would group together to form co-

64 Suzanne Reimer & Philip Pinch, “Geographies of the British government’s
wartime Utility furniture scheme, 1940-1945,” Journal of Historical Geography,
Vol.39 (January 2013): 99-112.
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operative gallery and project spaces in vacant property in the downtown area of
the city. In these newly repurposed spaces they could regain varying degrees of
autonomy by controlling the production and display of their practice,
experimenting with new forms of art making away from the overtly commercial
gaze of their uptown counterparts. In doing so it would begin to challenge and
shift the traditional division of labour within the art system and set in motion
artists occupying less-than-desirable spaces in urban centres. Increasingly, new
mediums were incubated in those spaces making use of performance, audience
participation, political sensibilities and temporality to define new modes of
creation. The co-operative models during this period shared the administrative
decisions, expenses and acclaim garnered through their public programmes and
continued until roughly the mid-1960s. During this period the co-operative
model would begin to be replaced in many instances by other artist-run
organisational models, some of which were decidedly more commercial than

others.65

Alongside the DIY movement and rise in popularity of the artist-run co-operative
gallery model émigré artists and the latest line of the avant-garde in Europe and
North America - propagated from earlier in the twentieth century by groups
such as Dada, the surrealists and the constructivists - were also fomenting a shift
in attitudes against the dominant art and social systems. Emigré artists,
understood to be processing the traumas of war, would help catalyse new
approaches to artmaking, and help in part to drive the new avant-garde groups.
From the post-war years and beyond the avant-garde were understood by a
variety of monikers: neo-avant-garde, post-avant-garde, post-war avant-garde or
even simply by their original avant-garde title. These monikers were arbitrary,
used to designate the movement at a specific point in time after the Second
World War following its supposed ‘death’ and ultimate failure. The movement
was seeking, in broad terms, to attack the institution of art and revolutionise

everyday life through merging it with art itself with no distinction between

65 Rachleff, Inventing Downtown.
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them.®® Whereas pre-war the groups had been unsuccessful in their attempts to
sublate art into the everyday fabric of life, post-war those that took up the avant-
garde cause did so (in the eyes of art critic Peter Biirger in “Avant-Garde and
Neo-Avant-Garde”) mistakenly, with their forebears’ methodologies for
revolution having been incorporated within the institution of art, and nullified, in

the intervening years:

While the historical avant-gardes could rightly consider the social context
of their actions to be one of crisis, if not revolution, and could draw from
this realization the energy to design the utopian project of sublating the
institution of art, this no longer applied to the neo-avant-gardes of the
1950s and 1960s...While the historical avant-gardes could still connect
their practices with a claim to transgression, this is no longer the case for
the neo-avant-gardes, given that avant-garde practices had in the
meantime been incorporated by the institution.t”

This position is crucial in understanding the formation of artist-run practices at
the same time, and later artist-led self-organisation, and can be seen as a deeply
problematic starting point for many paradoxes inherent to both. In trying to take
up the mantle of a movement once aiming for revolution that had been co-opted
by the economic system and recuperated by the cultural institutions it opposed,
the groups understood as the neo-avant-garde were unable to connect
experimental art and politics to create a continuation of the original movement’s
reason for being.%8 As such they began to follow the example of artistic
experimentation set out by their predecessors and probed the idea of what the
very concept of art could be, often eschewing political associations in doing so.
During this time artist-run, and years later artist-led, practices would continue
this process of experimentation whilst being similarly institutionalised. In trying

to avoid that institutionalisation they would attempt to reconnect with politics as

66 Peter Biirger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1994).

67 Peter Biirger, “Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde: An Attempt to Answer
Certain Critics of “Theory of the Avant-Garde”,” trans. Bettina Brandt & Daniel
Purdy, New Literary History, Vol.41, No.4, What is an Avant-Garde? (Autumn
2010): 712.

68 Artist Jason Bowman's description of artist-run and artist-led practices moving
from radicalism to self-aggrandisement can be seen to be drawn from this avant-
garde impulse. Bowman, Valuing the Artist-Led.
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the original avant-garde had done. Art historian Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen states in
“The Self-Destruction of the Avant-Garde” that through this experimentation

these contemporaneous avant-garde practices:

made possible a continuous process of inquiry where art should no longer
seek to destroy or create the world anew. The idea of the avant-garde
played a limited role in this process of expansion: Artistic practice and
political reflection was not united into one text but was kept separate.
The avant-garde synthesis of artwork and world was replaced with more
moderate approaches that on the one hand continue the radical and
coherent critique of the avant-garde wager, but on the other hand does
not degenerate into megalomania and redundant stylistics.®°

As this process of neo-avant-garde artistic experimentation guided by Fluxus
(arguably an artist-run initiative)’? and conceptualism developed, it would lead
into a period that would prove fertile for further self-organisational and anti-
institutional tendencies to become a mainstream societal norm. A perfect storm
of social conditions gave rise to the countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s
globally which were markedly influenced by the birth of the Civil Rights
Movement in America, opposition to the Vietnam War, the emergence of the
hippie lifestyle and the threat of nuclear conflict. Arguably the catalyst for these
influences was the Second World War and the subsequent 1944 G.I. Bill
introduced in America granting ex-service personnel access to free university
education. Because there was such a high number of veterans following the
Second World War often educational institutions simply didn’t have the capacity
to teach the volume of students, meaning they would often congregate in other
social spaces such as coffee shops. It was in these spaces students that had
travelled the world with the armed forces would share their life experiences
with others, essentially creating a large-scale network of DIY, alternative,
informal education. These educational networks quickly took root in liberally
inclined West Coast cities, with the main centres developing in Los Angeles and

San Francisco. As part of these gatherings students would begin to mix with local

69 Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen, “The Self-Destruction of the Avant-Garde,” in: The Idea
of the Avant-Garde, ed. Marc James Léger (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2014), 123.

70 Hannah Higgins, Fluxus Experience (Los Angeles: University of California Press,
2002).
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artists, regularly write poetry, and begin experimenting making assemblage and
performance art, influenced by both the Beat Poets of the 1950s and the neo-

avant-garde themselves.”1

These beginnings of American counterculture informed by the G.I. Bill would
give rise to the hippies, and alongside the social action taken during the
beginnings of the Civil Rights Movement (in part directed by this access to
education) would instill a sense of social responsibility and direct action in the
left of the American populace. During the Vietnam War this process of self-
organised mobilisation would continue, with a protest movement taking hold of
much of the country, particularly prevalent among the artistic community.”? The
newly educated veterans helped to inform people what the vicissitudes of the
Second World War and subsequent conflicts were actually like outside of
nationally sanctioned propaganda, leading to a widespread questioning and
rejection of social authority and institutions which would consequently spread to

Europe.”3

As these events played out in America and filtered across the Atlantic the UK
would be heavily influenced by them (particularly alongside the actions of the
earlier Beat Poets). Developing a unique ‘UK underground’ counterculture scene
beginning in London in the 1950s and later spreading around the country.
Although concerned with an anti-nuclear sentiment and wish to create an
alternate lifestyle, the UK counterculture was initially not as fervently mobilised
and confrontational as its American counterpart. However it would develop
further under the influence of the hippies in the 1960s and sustained anti-war
sentiments of the ensuing decade to continue the overarching anti-authoritarian
narrative based on the broad communally held values of equality, compassion

and peace.
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During the 1960s the newly formed National Advisory Council on Art Education
would restructure arts-based teaching in the UK, which would have ramifications
for artist-run practices and the development of artist-led self-organisation.
Following the publication of its first report in 1960 known as The Coldstream
Report’ it recommended combining art and design histories, theories and other
‘complementary studies’ with practical studio components through all levels of
education to better engage students. This moved from a craft-oriented focus on
production to a broader education in art and culture.’® This shift would not only
create a wave of interest in art and design in higher education from a variety of
class backgrounds, but arguably acted to integrate avant-garde approaches to art
and life within the educational system, further institutionalising the movement
away from its original revolutionary goals. The renewed interest in art and
design education and its evolution to a holistic form of cultural education would
only prove a temporary resolution however. As the 1960s drove on, this new
format of arts education, coupled with the increasingly vocal and mobile nature
of young people, would lead to students airing their grievances in public. With
the new educational format initially seen as a positive, students increasingly
questioned the need for knowledge of (often) sporadic complementary studies
and art history. This was particularly because it came at the expense of
knowledge of current experimental practices like those being developed by
artist-run methodologies on both sides of the Atlantic, alongside concerns over

the state of the facilities they were being taught in.

Many of these grievances in relation to educational provision and structure came
to a head in May 1968, particularly influenced by the student protests seen in
Paris and the student sit-in at the London School of Economics in 1967. Whereas
the action in Paris was in direct opposition to the growing influence of capitalism
and the institutions that propagated it, realised in a confrontational and
sometimes violent manner, the art school protests in the UK were decidedly

more ‘British’ in their approach. The first - and most notable - protest would

74 After the Council’s leader William Coldstream.

75 Fiona Candlin, “A Dual Inheritance: The Politics of Educational Reform and
PhDs in Art and Design,” in: Research in Art and Design Education: Issues and
Exemplars, ed. Richard Hickman (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2008), 100-101.
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occur at Hornsey College of Art, begun initially as a 24-hour teach-in to protest
the decision on how to spend student union funds being taken away from the
students and given to the college’s administration. Whilst confronting the
removal of power from a union and transferring it back to a larger governmental
institution, the protest quickly spiralled from 24 hours to last for 6 weeks.
During that time students, teachers and visiting artists sought to democratically
outline how to restructure the makeup of the college and its courses to make
them egalitarian for all students, with a wider focus on the social role of art.”6
This seemingly mild-mannered, but revolutionary, approach’’ received
widespread press coverage and raised the profile of the students’ actions in the
national and international consciousness, inspiring other protests in the UK later

that year such as at Brighton College of Art’8® and Guildford School of Art.7?

What is crucial to the development of artist-run and artist-led practices is what
this collective body of students did in 1968 to communicate their problems. Gone
was the unchallenged socio-political acceptance of previous generations in the
UK, replaced with a self-organisational impulse realised in a spirit of protest as a
direct consequence of the combination of the DIY ethos, anti-war movements,
and Civil Rights activism.80 Alongside the protests of the 1960s many students
and graduates began to follow the artist-run example to look for and occupy

spaces outside of educational institutions where they could practice and display

76 Lisa Tickner, Hornsey 1968: The Art School Revolution (London: Francis Lincoln
Ltd., 2008).

77 Art historian Tom Holert furthers discussion on the relationship between
power and spaces of knowledge production focusing on the politics of space and
the studio in art schools, using Hornsey as an example and showing how these
protests reflected a shift towards neoliberal educational reform. Tom Holert, “Art
in the Knowledge-based Polis,” e-flux, Journal #3, February 2009, accessed
August 17, 2020,
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78 Philippa Lyon, “1968: the student revolution” University of Brighton, accessed
September 09, 2019,
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Books, 2017).

80 For a recent example following this genealogy see Arts Against Cuts, Bad
Feelings (London: Book Works, 2015).
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their work. Increasingly in the UK during this time professional artists began to
follow their artist-run counterparts in America and Europe to inhabit vacant
larger-scale spaces in order to address the lack of available studios and galleries
suitable for current methodologies of experimental practice by overlooked

members of the art system.

This move toward finding and occupying new spaces and localities in which to
practice and display work was undoubtedly catalysed by the rise of artist co-
operatives in the 1950s and reinforced by the alternative space movement in
America throughout the 1960s. Following the first wave of co-operative artist-
run galleries, New York was the epicentre of the alternative space movement.
Those artist-run practices would arguably give rise to the widespread
recognition of self-organisation creating ‘alternatives’ to existing cultural
provision from the institutions of the art system for the world to take note of.
They were seen as an expression of cultural dissent in order to express their own
increasingly experimental practices from those involved, with little regard for
the established orthodoxy of the wider art system. As curator Bernice Murphy

states in “Alternative Spaces: Part One”:

These were spaces born of a sense of occasion and sharpened perceptions
about nurturing new art in new situations, spaces no longer indexed to
the exhibition functions of art galleries and museums but identified and
supported wholly by processes of peer-group validation.8!

As such the spaces created by practitioners:

supported the growth of many kinds of art that were not compatible with
- even fundamentally oppositional to - the life of art museums and
commercial galleries. Much of this new work challenged the
homogenising white cube that had come to represent the ideal modernist
exhibition space...powered by a changing, more politicised consciousness
that had grown out of the 1960s.82

81 Bernice Murphy, “Alternative Spaces: Part One,” in: Permanent Recession: a
Handbook on Art, Labour and Circumstance, Onomatopee #169, ed. Channon
Goodwin (Eindhoven: Onomatopee, 2019), 322.

82 Ibid, 323.
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The movement and spaces would offer practitioners a sense of community and
belonging, finding likeminded peers in the margins of an otherwise homogenous
system. Initially there was a consensus of focus in the movement, with the
philosophical underpinning of practitioners and their spaces “rooted in diverse
countercultures that questioned and rebelled against the values and priorities of
established institutions on all fronts.”83 Although this would wane over time as
practitioners’ motivations began to differ and the institutions of the art system
began to try and replicate the aesthetics, energy, vibrancy and experimental
nature fostered in those spaces, they had a profound impact for nearly two
decades until the end of the movement in 1985. Alongside the alternative space
movement the Art Workers Coalition (AWC), inspired by the protest and
resistance of the same period, would specifically call for dissociating art making
from capitalism. As outlined by art historian Julia Bryan-Wilson in Art Workers.
Radical Practice in the Vietnam War Era, an anonymous open letter in 1969

called for fundamental change:

A nameless, self-described art worker issues a utopian call, implying that
how art is made and circulated is of consequence within the political
sphere. The urgent plea suggests that art work is no longer confined to
describing aesthetic methods, acts of making, or art objects—the
traditional referents of the term—but is implicated in artists’ collective
working conditions, the demolition of the capitalist art market, and even
revolution.8

From this letter attitudes shifted. They coalesced to approaching the artist and
subsequently all who work in the arts from a perspective of varied labour
processes that held an equal position with a ‘complete’ work of tangible art. This
held vital implications for the course of the art system at large alongside the
experimental practical nature of the alternative space movement. Following the
publication of the letter the AWC was founded in New York in the same year.
They sought to continue redefining artists as workers outside of a capacity to

produce tangible works of art and bring about meaningful change to institutional

83 Jacki Apple, “Alternatives Reconsidered,” in: Lauren Rosati and Mary Anne
Staniszweski, eds., Alternative Histories: New York Art Spaces 1960 to 2010.
(London: Exit Art and the MIT Press, 2012), 18.

84 Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers, 1.
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functions and representation. Notably it presented a list of 13 demands to the
head of the Museum of Modern Art shortly after its formation to argue for change
along those lines, but achieved none of them before its dissolution in 1971. It is
unsurprising this coincided with the rise of minimalism, conceptualism and
other process, concept and socially based and engaged practices that didn’t
adhere to the binaries of what art had historically been understood as. As Bryan-
Wilson charts, during this period “the notion of the art worker offered artists an

up-to-date, politically relevant model of identity.”85

Under that identity they were actively attempting to ensure they were offering
an ‘alternative’ to the mainstream, conscious of how their own outputs could be
instrumentalised by the commercial market on a broader social scale. They
“understood the social and political, not just economic, value of their art. They
became aware of how their art circulated, its symbolic and ideological “use” that

challenged previous claims of its autonomy.”86

This period of the alternative space movement and the rise of the AWC from the
beginning of the 1960s catalysed by earlier artist co-operatives can be
understood as the beginnings of the ‘artist-run’ moniker globally. It is here
increasingly artists began to self-organise and network with their peers to create
new possibilities for practice. Spurred on by an undercurrent of youth
disaffected by the governing cultural institutions that were not in-line with their
own worldview. Moving into the 1970s this artist-run methodology of
developing new spaces through inhabiting cheap and/or unused physical spaces
would continue to gain strength. Other, more anarchist-inspired, artist-run
organisations also originated from this period in history. Catalysed by the AWC
succeeding in closing a number of commercial galleries for a day in protest
against the Vietnam War and drawing from earlier calls and examples, notable
examples include one of the most publicly acknowledged Art Strike movements
where Gustav Metzger in 1974 would call for artists to give up their work for

three years, followed in 1990 by The Art Strike campaign launched by Stewart

85 Ibid, 16.
86 Ibid, 17.
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Home following Meztger’s call. The late 1970s would also give rise to the Neoists

- the so-called last avant-garde - in Canada.8”

Given the often-fleeting nature of many of the spaces and organisations during
this period there are few that remain or remain the same in the UK today, with
SPACE being a prime example. Founded in 1968, over time it has developed and
changed its remit from an artist-run studios and gallery to a generalised studio
provider and artist development organisation. SPACE is also recognised as
having played a leading role in the move toward artists occupying meanwhile -
particularly postindustrial - spaces in urban centres in the UK. Their time at St.
Katharine Docks is seen as the catalyst that the working methodology grew from,
which other notable artist-run and artist-led organisations such as East Street
Arts have subsequently taken up.88 However aside from the increasing
occupation of vacant spaces as sites for developing practice, the sentiment of
artist-run practices throughout the 1960s and 1970s can undoubtedly be seen as
following the example set by the counterculture of the same period. As Gavin

Murphy states, it was:

anti-establishment in its rejection of dominant structures, which either
ignored cutting-edge contemporary art, new-media art, female artists,
experimental and performance art, or were commercial and driven
primarily by sales. Crucially, rather than just acting as a movement of
individuals, the proponents of this culture of self-determination and
collectivisation opted to locate themselves as groups in spaces: spaces for
production, thought, exhibition, and debate, and spaces which lay outside
prescribed commercial or cultural zones...The common denominator
among all of these groups and spaces is that they arose out of a deficit -
i.e. there was something missing in the cultural landscape; artists were
dissatisfied with, or unable to access, the established venues, forums, or

87 See Stewart Home, The Assault On Culture: Utopian Currents from Lettrisme to
Class War (London: Aporia Press/Unpopular Books, 1988), 87-94; Stewart
Martin, “Art Strikes: An Inventory,” Mute, May 01, 2020, accessed August 19,
2020, https://www.metamute.org/editorial /articles/art-strikes-inventory.

88 “About us,” East Street Arts, accessed September 09, 2019.
https://www.eaststreetarts.org.uk/about-us/

More Than Meanwhile Spaces also specifically focuses on this occupancy of
meanwhile space in the North East of England. “About the project,” More Than
Meanwhile Spaces, accessed February 16, 2019,
https://morethanmeanwhile.wordpress.com/
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modes of presentation, and convened to create a new kind of space that
addressed their needs.?°

Thatcher and the Rise of Neoliberalism

As this method of self-organised artistic activity continued it would find a new
catalyst for a wider number of practitioners in the conditions produced by the
recessions following the stagflation crisis and decline of British industry
beginning in the middle of the 1970s. Ironically those same conditions produced
in the periods during and immediately following the recessions would also give
rise to Margaret Thatcher, who would set in motion a brand of neoliberal dogma
and contribute to the development of globalisation and network culture we are
still beholden to and exist within today.?? As such, the period of Thatcher’s time
in power as Prime Minister (1979 - 1990) can be seen as crucial to the formation
of contemporary artist-led self-organisation, developing from the artist-run

practices of the 1960s and 1970s in the UK.

Key to this period of history was the ‘new spirit of capitalism’ beginning in the
1970s as outlined by sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello.? They argued
since the hierarchical Fordist production line was abandoned in favour of an
increasingly network-based organisational structure, capitalism was evolving to
become more subtly exploitative. By giving workers more freedom in the
workplace (either by relaxing rules or allowing them to become freelance) they
were able to have more ‘control’ over their working lives, all while having less
security over pay, healthcare, etc. than previous generations. The transition
toward this new working approach wasn’t a smooth one, but would present
Thatcher with a route into power. It is here contemporary debates on, and
approaches to, the autonomy of workers took shape that are still contentiously
argued today and form the basis for the framing of artistic autonomy (outlined in

the Introduction) throughout the research. During this time period, according to

89 Murphy, “What makes artist-run spaces different?,” 6.
90 Rodrik, The Globalization Paradox.
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Boltanski and Chiapello, autonomy was constructed for global society

neoliberally:

in the sense of both autonomy of persons (less directly hierarchically
controlled in their work) and autonomy of organizations (departments
treated as independent units and autonomous profit-centres, or the
development of subcontracting). The world of work now contained only
individual instances connected in a network.%?

Thatcher came to power following the Winter of Discontent - a period of
breakdown between industrial trade unions and the then Labour government
over capping pay increases that led to industrial labour strikes. This contributed
to the already stagnating British industries following years of high inflation and
under-investment from central government. The Conservative manifesto at the
time of her election promised (amongst other things) to restrict the power and
influence of those trade unions. This strategy of disrupting the status quo to
achieve a political consensus would be inadvertently - and paradoxically -
echoed by much artist-led self-organisation years later. Her viability as a break
from the established order contributed to her landslide election victory in 1979.
From that point on Thatcher began to usher in a new era of British society that
would contribute to dictating the socio-economic makeup of the world. Whilst
Thatcher’s premiership can be viewed as a tale of patriotic decisiveness or one of
coldblooded and callous treatment of the working classes and minorities,
depending on your political vantage point, there are specific moments crucial to

both artist-run and artist-led self-organisation.

Critically, alongside the American president Ronald Reagan, Thatcher would
usher in a new neoliberal age of capitalism in the West that would irrevocably
shape the world, with their own brands of politics (Reaganism/Thatcherism)
seen as synonyms for neoliberalism itself. Although neoliberal monetary policies
were arguably initially begun by both of their predecessors (Jimmy Carter and
James Callaghan), they were baby steps compared to those Thatcher and Reagan

took. In a departure of the post-war laissez-faire liberal capitalist ideology of

92 Ibid, 191.
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John Maynard Keynes®3 the pair saw competition as the innate characteristic of
humanity, best governed by a free economic market (following the Chicago
School line of thought),’* with little state intervention outside providing
conditions for the market to flourish. Influenced by the economic theory and
practices of Ludwig von Mises,?> Friedrich Hayek?® and Milton Friedman,®” the
system held the free market as above all else in its importance to provide
‘freedom’ for citizens. It would allow people to access levels of wealth, prosperity
and security to provide social mobility the liberal capitalist system could never
hope to achieve. Thatcher sought to enact this vision through the dismantling of
the welfare state, decreasing taxes, increasing the national interest rate,
disempowerment of trade unions, deregulation of financial markets, and
deregulation and privatisation of state assets in transport, communication,
industry, and utilities. The conditions produced through these processes
generally did little to provide ‘freedom’ for the majority of people, with
inequality intensified in many aspects of society. Those that were wealthy were
able to make significant financial gains through investment, those at the opposite
end of the spectrum were priced out, and the middle classes had social mobility
as an aspirational goal if they could find the disposable income to achieve it.
Simply put, the rich became richer and those at the bottom of the social
hierarchy became further ostracised. The socio-economic system in place in the
UK was one predicated on entrepreneurialism, competition, isolation and
inequality (with those same qualities still in place, acting as the preconditions for

much contemporary artistic practice today).

Alongside these reforms of British society, during Thatcher’s tenure globalisation

as we understand it today was expanding on the world stage. After the Second
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assembled the thinkers who revolutionized economics and business (Chicago:
Agate Publishing, 2007).
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World War as tensions between nations outside of the Communist Bloc®® had
subsided trade in material goods and the movement of people became a regular
fixture in most countries. The connectedness and cooperation of nation states
coupled with increasingly affordable travel allowed for regular and large
movements of people and goods throughout the world. In many ways this would
lead to creating a similarity between workforces that would begin to spread to
national cultures: “globalization homogenizes culture as it evacuates difference
and distance.”?® As part of this movement the UK, through its neoliberal
underpinnings of the free market, was in an ongoing race to position itself and
businesses based there at the forefront of this new and evolving global society.
Many businesses moved production out of the country to locations with cheaper
labour and material costs in a process of deindustrialisation.190 This, along with
Thatcher’s war on trade unions, would see unemployment in the UK rise to its
highest level since the 1930s (at 12% of the workforce), which was particularly
concentrated in the industrial bases of the North of England, before lowering

from the mid-1980s (to 7% of the workforce).101

In relation to the visual arts in the UK Thatcher would relay a neoliberal dogma
onto the provision and support offered by the state. In 1980 she sought to shift

the funding model offered by the government through the Arts Council of Great

98 There is also a strong study of self-organisation by artists in Eastern Europe,
particularly Russia, but for the purpose of this thesis the focus is on the UK
supplemented by the post-war influence of other capitalist countries. See
“APTART Exhibition Histories” Event page, Whitechapel Gallery, accessed April
23,2019,
https://www.whitechapelgallery.org/events/exhibition-histories-aptart/
Katya Beyaeva, “Interview: The Moscow Triennale Curators share Their Vision
For the Russian Contemporary Art, Its Major Trends And Future,” Russian Art &
Culture, March 23, 2017, accessed April 23, 2019,
https://www.russianartandculture.com/interview-the-moscow-triennale-
curators-share-their-vision-for-the-russian-contemporary-art-its-major-trends-
and-future-by-katya-belyaeva/
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Britain, creating a mixed state and private funding template!%2 similar to how the
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in America, begun in 1965, operated.103
In 1984 the Arts Council published The Glory of the Garden. The report and
strategy outlined the concerns over funding for the arts using England as a case
study on how a mixed public/private model could be implemented over the
coming decade, marketed as a way to restore funding imbalances between
London and the rest of the country.194 Match funding as understood today would
be implemented under the name of ‘challenge funding’, where Arts Council
grants were conditional on local authorities providing the same amount, pushing
practitioners to private funding as authorities had reduced budgets for arts and
culture spending.195 This shift away from state support as the main source of
funding for the arts overseen by former Prime Minister Clement Attlee in the
post-war years — with art seen as a ‘social good’ - was largely railed against by
practitioners. Gone was the notion of art being well supported by the taxpayer in
order to better society for all; instead art was characterised as a waste of public
subsidy that should be re-financed as such. In 1986 Thatcher would strengthen
this new funding strategy and approach by abolishing the Greater London
Council and all Metropolitan County Councils. This meant increased budgetary
control for the centralised state, cutting local council budgets for the arts and
forcing artists to rely solely on the now overstretched Arts Council or private
sources for financial support. As a caveat to this process a ‘value for money’
ethos was developed at the Arts Council by the Prime Minister, with key
members of staff appointed from the Conservative government in order to
maintain this economically oriented operating mentality in line with the rest of
society.1%¢ During this time the Conservatives also capped the overall budget of

the Arts Council, meaning there was a finite amount of funding that became
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increasingly distant from the amount practitioners required. This forced
practitioners and organisations vying for the same funding to become
increasingly competitive with one another to secure public funds. Setting in
motion a ‘box checking’ mentality in order to prove their value for money that is
still prevalent, and much maligned, today. Cultural historian Robert Hewison

states in Culture and Consensus:

Everywhere, the accountants were taking over, and the values of the
market had penetrated so deeply that it seemed impossible, or futile, to
discuss the merits of the arts in anything but economic terms...The
language of the arts had changed; productions had indeed become
“product”, audiences “consumers”, public patronage “investment”.107

This competitive mentality would be shown to have an (obviously) adverse
effect on the majority of practitioners, arguably carrying through to the present.
Instead of ensuring the best artists received funding - as was the supposed
intention of the broader neoliberal dogma of social competition - it meant those
who could structure an application, document their work and operate how the
Arts Council wanted them to were most likely to receive it, often regardless of
their artistic quality or merit. As such during Thatcher’s government because of
the large and sustained spike in unemployment many artists found themselves
with no option but to live on social security payments, with little hope of quickly
finding new sources of paid work. For artists living and working during this
period self-organisation was the only way to maintain a semblance of practice.
The commercial scene in the country (mainly based in London) was relatively
small and unable to support a meaningful number of artists, and larger
institutions became increasingly distant as sites to display work. This would
force artists toward self-organisation to maintain a form of ‘professionalism’ and

to be able to continue their practice.

Although Thatcher’s war on trade unions and the spike in unemployment
crippled many sections of society, arguably artists found a way to subvert this to

their advantage and set a precedent for future generations to follow. Even with

107 Hewison, Culture and Consensus, 285.
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the meager income from state security payments, practitioners were
increasingly able to afford rent on part or whole former industrial spaces from
which to base their studios and create sites to display works.108 This was
particularly evident in the former industrial powerhouses of the North. Gabriel

Gee states in Art in the North:

Amid the grime and dust of recession and socio-political tensions, there
also emerged...a set of interstitial spaces to occupy; spaces that had lost
their original functions and that stood in an in-between, providing
apertures for a possible fruitful reinvention of the city’s fabric...In the
traditional state of the northern city—no longer the busy industrious site
of old, not yet some revamped other brought about by changing
fortunes—there emerged at the turn of the 1980s a notable trend of self-
led artistic initiatives that took advantage of urban spatial availability.
Studios and art collectives grew in the interstices of structural decay.10°

This move to the widespread utilisation of interstitial spaces would be a
continuation from the small-scale version of the practice in the 1970s which was
in turn a continuation of the methodology developed by the alternative space
movement and earlier artist co-operatives and squats. With social security
payments acting in effect as startup funding, practitioners were able to group
together and pool resources to secure larger ‘in-between’ spaces for varying
lengths of time, again mirroring many of the structures utilised by those early co-
operatives. It can be observed during this time the studio/gallery model that is a
mainstay of artist-led and artist-run organisations globally first gained
widespread traction in the UK. Manchester Artists Studio Association (which
would go on to found Castlefield Gallery),!1% and City Racing!!! provide examples
of such resource pooling to realise spaces and facilities that were otherwise
largely unavailable during the decade, in turn reinvigorating the arts

community!!? where they were located. As in the 1970s students too would

108 Unfortunately this would arguably also inadvertently set in motion artists
becoming co-opted in processes of art-washing and gentrification, labelled as
‘regeneration’ by property developers and councils.
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benefit from this spatial recycling and reformatting, providing larger spaces than
the polytechnics at the time were able to provide and offering affordable options
for provision after graduation. Here the difference between the 1970s and 1980s
was the widespread - and cheap - availability of industrial spaces, directly
attributed to Thatcher’s policies. In many ways through attempting to force
society into entrepreneurial roles via neoliberalism Thatcher helped to
inadvertently create a (relatively) sustainable method for individual and
collective self-organised spaces and organisations to develop throughout the
country. The widespread reformatting of postindustrial architecture so
prevalent with artist-led self-organisation today can be seen as a byproduct of

Thatcher’s brand of callous neoliberal conservatism.

Her government would also begin to encourage and support the arts being used
as a tool for urban ‘regeneration’, increasing tourism and job opportunities -
borrowing a trope from American cultural and economic policy. Arguably the
most evident example of this ‘regeneration’ - termed ‘enterprise culture’ — was
Tate Liverpool, opened in 1988, using £5 million of funds from the Merseyside
Development Corporation (a corporation set up by the government with the sole
interest to redevelop the dockland areas!!3 of the city to promote tourism and

economic spending).11* With Tate acting as a large-scale case study, this new

diverse networks of relations between people. Kerry Harker, “Seeing beyond a
false ‘ecology’ for visual arts in the North,” in: Resilience is Futile, ed. Lara
Eggleton (Leeds: Corridor8, 2019), 67-82. Jason Bowman provides a corollary to
this argument relevant for the remainder of the research, saying in relation to
describing artist-led organisations that ‘independent’ should be abandoned in
favour of ‘interdependent’ in order to better reflect them as they aren’t singular
entities. Bowman, Valuing the Artist-Led. In tandem an interdependent
community could be the best way to describe the relations, connections and
shared values between practitioners and organisations part of broad processes
of artistic self-organisation.

113 The waterside regeneration model was popular throughout Northern Europe
along with North America at this time, and is still popular globally. See Edwin
Heathcote, “The pros and cons of waterside developments,” Financial Times,
September 15, 2017, accessed January 18, 2020,
https://www.ft.com/content/c2b2948c-93ce-11e7-83ab-f4624cccbabe

114 Emma Barker, “The museum in the community: the new Tates’,” in:
Contemporary Cultures of Display, ed. Emma Barker (Connecticut: Yale University
Press, 1999), 181.
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approach to gentrification15 under the guise of regeneration would help set a
precedent that would extend to the present. The process would act to prompt
property developers to begin to force artists from their buildings and redevelop
them into luxury housing in moves to create new, desirable, locations within
cities and reap increasingly large profits. A year later following the opening of
Tate Liverpool the revolutionary events of 1989 and end of the Cold War would
unfold. This would impact the rapid expansion of globalisation, opening the West
to interaction with the former Eastern Bloc countries in Europe. Seemingly the
push towards cultural tourism as an investment and profit-making venture was
well timed by chance; this would help lay the foundations for further
development of international relations for trade and cultural exchange that

would only increase throughout the 1990s and beyond.

When Thatcher was ousted from power and replaced in 1990 by John Major
following a short leadership contest within her party - in an ironic neoliberally
competitive move she would characterise as a betrayal!1¢ — she can be seen to
have laid the foundations for the neoliberal orthodoxy we now inhabit, and
helped to consolidate the further expansion of globalisation. The increasing drive
of self-organisation against the backdrop of a seemingly closed-loop commercial
art market and socio-political tensions would continue throughout Thatcher’s
time in power; her policies creating precarity for those in greatest need.
Although collectively artists would undoubtedly struggle during her time in
office, collaborative and creative approaches to problems were utilised to
strengthen their collective resolve in spite of this, reinforcing the role of self-

organisation as central to the wider artistic community of the country.

New Labour and Blatcherism

Under Major the Conservatives would continue in government - and the

trajectory of neoliberal social reform begun by Thatcher - most notably

115 The term was first used in the way understood today by Ruth Glass. Ruth
Glass, London: aspects of change (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1964).
116 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain. (London: Pan Books, 2009), 474.
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privatising British Rail from 1994 - 1997. Before this privatisation took place
there was the early 1990s recession that affected many Western countries
globally. Fuelled in the UK by paying to maintain membership of the Exchange
Rate Mechanism in Europe,!17 the recession would spark riots in areas of the
country that suffered already high levels of unemployment. Similarly to the
1980s the conditions produced would allow artists that had been squeezed out
of postindustrial properties to make way for luxury accommodation to briefly
return as the country’s economy slowed and stagnated; welcomed when times
were hard and then once again removed as undesirable for business once it
began to return to normalcy. Once the recession finished in 1993 and even
though there were signs of economic improvement (bracketed by high
unemployment figures) Major found himself and the Conservatives at the end of
an opinion poll slump, continuing until the end of his tenure and the party’s

government in 1997.

At the 1997 general election the New Labour party won a landslide victory, with
Tony Blair elected Prime Minister. Portrayed as a brand rather than a political
party, New Labour was unveiled by Blair at the 1994 annual party conference
after he was elected leader. Seeking to distance the party from its perceived
recent failings, Blair would lead the re-brand driven by spin doctor Peter
Mandleson and aide Alastair Campbell. As part of this re-brand they would
change the party’s constitution to (amongst other things) allow it to focus policy
on market economics at the expense of focusing solely on nationalisation of
public services and increasing workers’ rights, all under the slogan ‘New Labour,
New Britain’.118 Blair’s personal approach to government was outlined in his text
The Third Way.11° Aligning with the political theory of sociologist Anthony
Giddens, 129 he sought to unite people from all political persuasions and classes

by combining various aspects of left, right and centrist approaches to socio-

117 To ensure stable exchange rates with other European countries.

118 Stephen Driver & Luke Martell, New Labour, 2" ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press,
2006).

119 Tony Blair, The Third Way: New Politics for a New Century. Pamphlet 588.
London: Fabian Society, 1998.

120 Anthony Giddens, The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998).
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economic issues to create a general consensus between citizens. This approach
had worked recently in other countries such as Australia and Holland before
Blair took power. However when put into practice by his government it would
seem to favour the neoliberal dogma instilled by Thatcher in a hybrid neoliberal
and social democratic model. This would lead many to rail against the
‘Blatcherism’ of the government, seemingly continuing many of Thatcher’s
approaches to policy favouring supporting the free market and privatisation,
increasingly making policy judgements on overtly economic rather than moral

grounds.

As part of their election campaign designed to appeal to all class backgrounds as
a means to introduce the third way approach, the party would increasingly
involve pop-cultural figures in their marketing and events. Celebrity
endorsement of a new approach to governing the country was intended to build
on the key global cultural exports emanating from the UK at the time that drew
tourism into the country: namely music, fashion, art and design, with London as
its cosmopolitan creative centre. Dubbed ‘Cool Britannia’,'?1 this wave of British
culture sweeping the world was capitalised upon by New Labour in order to
shape its approach to cultural policy. During the election the party would profess
seeking to have the arts and creative practices as key to the ‘core script’ of their
government (as part of a shift toward a knowledge-based economy); a move

welcomed by many.122

121 Tom Campbell & Homa Khaleeli, “Cool Britannia symbolized hope - but all it
delivered was a culture of inequality,” The Guardian, July 05, 2017, accessed June
11,2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/commentisfree/2017/jul/05/cool-
britannia-inequality-tony-blair-arts-industry

122 The knowledge-based economy would seek to raise the education of British
workers to allow them to design and produce better quality products that could
not be as easily outsourced to cheaper labour in other countries. Peter
Mandleson, “The knowledge-based economy: Blueprint for British prosperity,”
Independent, December 13, 1998, accessed June 11, 2019,
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/the-knowledge-based-
economy-blueprint-for-british-prosperity-1191279.html
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This was after the would-be Prime Minister was introduced to the Australian
Creative Nation report in 1995, which said unequivocally: “Culture creates
wealth.”123 Following the Australian government’s lead, Blair would seek to
position culture as the drive for the UK’s economy. The embracing of creative
practices by the government, in hindsight, can be seen not as a ringing
endorsement for the strength of cultural values produced, but instead for the
economic benefits created. British culture was a highly marketable and
profitable commodity increasingly sought out in other countries and attracting
migrant workers to be a part of; this commercialisation of culture quickly came
to be widely understood as the ‘creative industries’.12# The creative industries
can be seen as a direct development from Boltanski and Chiapello’s outlined new
spirit of capitalism of the 1970s. The self-organised, often freelance, workers in
the creative industries can be directly linked to the post-Fordist!2> rise of faux
autonomy workers were afforded. In line with the neoliberal dogma of freedom,
competition and opportunity, but pursued through ‘creative’ means. It was
Blair’s intention to utilise the creative industries to fill the gap left by
deindustrialisation. Creative production would take over as the driving force of
New Labour’s third way. Allowing it to become distanced from its links to the
industrial working classes and failures of the past to portray themselves as
champions of the new knowledge-based, rather than industrially-based

economy.126 As Hewison states:

The shift that began in the seventies from an emphasis on the production
of things to the production of images and ideas, where information in

123 Commonwealth of Australia, Creative Nation: Commonwealth cultural policy
(Canberra: Department of Communications and the Arts, 1994), 7.

124 John Howkins, The Creative Economy: How People Make Money From Ideas
(London: Penguin, 2001).

125 Used to describe when industrial production methods moved away from
large-scale production lines made famous by Henry Ford toward small-scale,
flexible methods in the 1970s as part of the ‘new spirit’ of capitalism. The basis
for Boltanski and Chiapello’s work, as introduced earlier in the chapter.
Boltanski & Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism.

126 Robert Hewison, Cultural Capital: The Rise and Fall of Creative Britain
(London: Verso, 2015), 31-62.
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itself became a precious commodity, made culture as important an item of
consumption as any other.127

Previously in 1988 policy expert John Myerscough had published a report, The
Economic Importance of the Arts in Britain, outlining the financial importance of
the ‘cultural industries’ (as he termed them), stating they were responsible for a
sizeable combined contribution to GDP, at roughly £10.5 billion per year from
1984.128 Although seemingly ignored by Thatcher’s government policy, Blair
took their growing importance much more seriously, with New Labour re-
branding them as the creative industries in the UK. Such was their popularity it
prompted the government in 1998 and 2001 to commission and publish detailed
mapping reports on them. The overarching theme of these reports were the
financial impacts the creative industries had on the country, and their potential
for further economic growth. In defining just what the creative industries were it
was clear the onus was on economic development through culture, with both
reports outlining them as: “those industries which have their origin in individual
creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential for wealth and job creation

through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property.”12°

Intellectual property within the creative industries was also a hallmark of the
New Labour government. Following the rise of conceptualism and ultimately the
increasing dematerialisation of the art object beginning in the 1960s, intellectual
property rights began to have an increasingly important role in the global
economic landscape and art system. Here a correlation can be drawn between
the value placed upon ideas within visual arts practices, how they were
ultimately monetised by the commercial art market, and how businesses have

subsequently been drawn to ‘creative’ professions where ideas are the staple

127 Hewison, Culture and Consensus, 220.

128 John Myerscough, The Economic Importance of the Arts in Britain. (London:
Policy Studies Institute, 1988), 34-35.

129 UK Government, Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, Creative
Industries Mapping Documents 2001. Foreword, April 09, 2001, 5, accessed June
11,2019,
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/creative-industries-mapping-
documents-2001
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commodity. The apotheosis of this trend in the UK was the rise and re-branding

of the creative industries.130

That ‘exploitation’ was used in the government’s definition in relation to the
creative industries and intellectual property is no surprise, the rhetoric being
very much linked with the general neoliberal attitude pervading the country.
Indeed, New Labour can be argued to have furthered Thatcher’s approach to
exploitative practices. Whereas Thatcher openly stripped state support in favour
of privatisation and neoliberal competition, Blair predicated his government’s
socio-economic approach on the entrepreneurialism shown by artists (and those
in the creative industries) during the 1980s. Their self-organisation was seen as
indicative of a work ethic valued in neoliberalism; at all levels they were creating
opportunities for themselves with little to no state support and for a select few
enjoying cultural dominance on the global stage. New Labour would use this self-
oriented responsibility for achievement and success in their approach to social
policy. Encouraging all citizens to behave and think creatively, it was marketed
as an opportunity for an increase in social freedom and ultimately an
opportunity for individuals to better themselves.131 In saying they wanted the
arts as part of the core script of their government they appropriated the self-
organised ethos and results produced in turbulent conditions - mainly by artists
- as something to aspire to and tried to encourage the rest of society follow

suit.132

130 Cultural theorist Angela McRobbie offers an account of this period and how it
influenced artistic and cultural entrepreneurialism. Angela McRobbie (2002)
“Everyone is creative: artists as the pioneers of the new economy” in:
Contemporary culture and everyday life, ed. Elizabeth Silva & Tony Bennett
(Durham: Sociology Press, 2004), 186-199. Researcher, writer and commentator
Susan Jones also offers critical insight into the realities of the creative industries
for artists. Susan Jones, “Are the creative industries good for artists?,” Padwick
Jones Arts, November 04, 2016, accessed June 11, 2019,
http://www.padwickjonesarts.co.uk/are-the-creative-industries-good-for-
artists/

131 Jan Verwoert, “All the Wrong Examples,” in: Self-Organised, ed. Stine Hebert &
Anne Szefer Karlsen (London: Open Editions/Occasional Table, 2013), 122-134.
132 For reference of different aspects of this shift globally see Julieta Aranda,
Brian Kuan Wood & Anton Vidokle (eds.) e-flux journal: Are You Working Too
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The push toward the creative industries came at a time when there was an
exponential growth in global communication through the development of more
reliable and advanced forms of applications for the internet toward the end of
the 1990s, which further fuelled globalisation. This created a new global
interconnectedness that had never been seen before. People and businesses
were able to communicate instantaneously, raising new possibilities for trade
and cultural exchange. In context of neoliberalism this interconnectedness
became a tool used to exploit workers through warping business hours to allow
communication with different time zones, blurring boundaries between work
and life through constantly being contactable, and further reducing
manufacturing jobs in many Western countries as outsourcing to cheaper labour
markets was easier than ever before. In relation to the arts, globalisation and
increased interconnectedness had a number of effects. Firstly — and especially in
non-Western countries - it prompted the exponential rise of the biennial as the
form of contemporary public exhibition. Begun in the 1980s widespread global
‘biennialisation’’33 would exponentially increase in the 1990s thanks to the
globalisation boom and the technological developments behind it, in turn kick
starting a further cycle of international travel and cultural tourism.134 As art
historian Terry Smith states in “Biennials: Four Fundamentals, Many Variations”,
the format of the biennial has become “structural within the contemporary arts
exhibitionary complex” and it offers “in one place, a display of the contemporary
art of the world in ways that are entertaining, instructive, and competitive, all at

the same time."”135

Much? Post-Fordism, Precarity, and the Labor of Art (Berlin: Sternberg Press,
2011).

133 Gerhard Haupt, “The Berlin Biennale: A Model for Anti-Biennialization?”, Art
Nexus, no. 53, July-September 2004, accessed May 07, 2020,
https://www.artnexus.com/en/magazines/see/5d61ad40eb5c0578bcec42c5/5
3

134 Elkins, Valiavicharska & Kim, Art and Globalization.

135 Terry Smith, “Biennials: Four Fundamentals, Many Variations,” Biennial
Foundation, December 07, 2016, accessed June 14, 2019,
http://www.biennialfoundation.org/2016/12 /biennials-four-fundamentals-
many-variations/#post-13592-endnote-2
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In many ways the biennials of the 1990s and early new millennium can broadly
be seen to symbolise both neoliberalism and globalisation.!3¢ Presenting art from
around the world that is ultimately in competition with the other works on
display vying for time and attention from the viewer, before ultimately being
sold for a profit. With 240 biennials and periodic exhibitions currently registered
in the Biennial Foundation’s directory!37 (and more created on a yearly basis),

this process and exhibitionary format shows no signs of slowing down.138

In the UK during the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s the Young British
Artists (YBAs) would also rise to prominence as the cutting edge of the art
system following their first self-organised Freeze exhibition in 1988. This was
also alongside larger institutions plotting their next steps in the contemporary
art scene such as Tate (planning their expansion that would become Tate
Modern), and the establishment of Frieze magazine as an acclaimed international
visual arts periodical. However focusing on the YBAs, many of the group would
transition into the art system enfants terribles as the 1990s wore on and a wave
of drug- and alcohol-fuelled hedonism arrived alongside the Cool Britannia
phenomenon, along with wider cultural publicity. During this time they were
famously and paradoxically - at odds with their oppositional self-organised
beginnings - spurred on by the financial backing of Charles Saatchi, and saw the

value of their works in the art market rise exponentially. Arguably the YBAs

136 For an overview of the role artistic and curatorial practices (alongside the
biennial model) has played in contemporary globalisation and responded to its
development see Paul O’'Neill, Simon Sheikh, Lucy Steeds & Mick Wilson, eds.,
Curating After the Global: Roadmaps for the Present (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2019).

137 “Directory of Biennials,” Biennial Foundation, accessed June 14, 2019,
http://www.biennialfoundation.org/home/biennial-map/

138 [t should be noted that a number of recent biennials have shifted their
programmes toward more socially engaged and educational concerns. But this
could be argued to demonstrate a level of tokenism around the educational turn
in contemporary art, as even with them the commercial aspect of selling works
acts to self-affirmingly reinforce the relationship between art and neoliberalism
in the biennial exhibitionary model.

71



helped reinvigorate the commercial market in the country and beyond, spawning

a number of new commercial galleries in the process.13°

Because of their meteoric rise and the romantic anecdote of their breakout - a
group of students wanting to show their work, overlooked by larger commercial
galleries and institutions in London, who organised their own exhibition in an
old industrial unit and were spotted by Saatchi - it positions them as part of the
neoliberal archetype. Exemplifying the general entrepreneurial neoliberal
attitude du jour for having the freedom to work how and where they wanted;
Damien Hirst in particular was dubbed a ‘true child of Thatcher’.14? During their
heyday they were used as the poster children for how ‘successful’ artists
operated in Cool Britannia. Given their standing the general public could be
forgiven for thinking if a group of students could organise an exhibition to force
their way into the attention of commercial dealers and sell their work on the
international stage then that’s what all artists did, with everyone grouped

together in the same bracket.

If biennials were to be understood as the sign of the globalised economic art
system, and the YBAs as incorrectly indicative as to how artists made their
livings in the UK, what impact would wider globalised interconnectedness have
on artists outside of this institutionally and economically supported network?
The large number of practitioners making up the artist-run community in the UK
that biennials didn’t directly involve or that were not part of the commercial
scene would again turn the developments of the governing socio-economic and
art systems to their advantage. In being outside of the relatively small
commercial bubble prevalent in London practitioners found themselves at the
periphery of a centre of the art system,!4! but were able to turn this to their

advantage. In keeping with the outwardly focused and mobile nature of society, a

139 Elizabeth Fullerton, Artrage! The Story of the BritArt Revolution (London:
Thames & Hudson, 2016).

140 Ulrich Blanché, Damien Hirst. Gallery Art in a Material World (Baden-Baden:
Tectum Verlag, 2018), 60.

141 Christoph Behnke, Cornelia Kastelan, Valérie Knoll & Ulf Wuggenig, eds., Art
in the Periphery of the Center (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2015).
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‘double periphery’ could be formed, “a centre in itself where a myriad of
conjugated influences would be accessible to reshape and translate in one’s

particular idioms.”142

These double peripheries outside of the overtly commercial aspects of the
London arts community were the first sustained instances of a digitally
networked artist-run culture across international boundaries. Particularly
evident with Northern practitioners based in deindustrialised cities, global
connection and exchange in line with globalisation became of central importance
to contemporary art of the time. As Gee states, “do-it-yourself, diversification and
networking beyond the local territory while still locally rooted were the
significant characteristics of grassroots initiatives in the northern conurbations
in the 1990s.”143 Self-organised practices were becoming ‘glocalized’, operating
to global considerations often on a local levell#* to develop new forms of
practice, projects and relationships away from the overtly commercial confines
of an increasingly impenetrable art market. This process of glocalizing practices
and outlooks, mirrored in the socially engaged and educational strands of
biennial programming, would continue throughout the decade into the new
millennium, in line with wider globalisation. It would see self-organisation by
artists increasingly leading to collaboration across international boundaries with
international peers, demonstrating the appetite practitioners had to develop
their practice and networks. From this milieu of entrepreneurial self-
organisation by artists set against the backdrop of a strengthened commercial
market and growing biennial culture, artist-led self-organisation as we know it

would begin to form.

142 Gee, Art in the North, 154.

143 Tbid, 153.

144 Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time Space and Homogeneity-
Heterogeneity,” in: Mike Featherstone, Scott Lash & Roland Robertson, eds.,
Global Modernities (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1995), 28-40.
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Crisis & Recession

The Global Financial Crisis beginning in 2007 and culminating in what has been
called the ‘Great Recession’ from 2008 - 2009 would bring about substantial
changes to global society, decimating economies and causing as yet irreparable
social, political and economic damage in many countries, including the UK.
Brought about by the subprime mortgage scandal and resultant fallout for banks
around the world, in the UK Northern Rock would be the first casualty sparking
signs of the impending global crisis, whilst signalling the beginning of the end of
Labour’s time in government. As Northern Rock collapsed and the global banking
system was unable to course correct in time the Great Recession would begin,

ushering in the era of contemporary existence we currently inhabit.

That the Global Financial Crisis and Great Recession had, and continues to have,
an impact on global socio-economic structures and stability is testament to the
view it constitutes a broader ‘crisis’ of capitalism itself rather than the sudden
and sustained downturn of a bust and recession, typical of the capitalist business
cycle.1#> The business cycle, understood as the economic cycle, describes the
ongoing fluctuations in economic stability through issues such as trade and
production, generally comprised of 4 stages: expansion, peak, contraction and
trough. These stages generally explain the rapid growth (expansion) of an
economy reaching a maximum output (peak) creating economic instabilities
needing to be balanced (contraction) until it reaches a low point (trough) after
which the cycle restarts.146 With the nature of capitalist and neoliberal economic
production regularly fluctuating between these four stages the business cycle
has come to be understood in terms of boom and bust periods, with the boom
and bust cycle often used as shorthand to describe it. During bust periods

economies regularly slip into recessions, rapidly changing social conditions that

145 Gamble, The Spectre at the Feast.

146 J[im Chappelow, “Economic Cycle,” Investopedia, last modified April 05, 2020,
accessed April 10, 2020,
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economic-cycle.asp
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can bring countries to a standstill depending on their length and severity.14”

Andrew Gamble states in Spectre at the Feast:

Financial crashes are endemic to capitalism. Despite the optimism often
expressed throughout the history of capitalism that such episodes have
finally been overcome, and the cycles of boom and bust banished, these
hopes have always turned out in the end to be illusory. The way in which
financial markets operate in capitalism...means that periods of irrational
exuberance and financial bubbles which expand until they burst, leading
to a financial crash and the taking of emergency financial corrective
measures, are not accidental events but should always be expected.148

What made the events of the Global Financial Crisis and Great Recession even
more destructive than usual was their effects quickly extended to become a crisis
of capitalism itself. Capitalist crises have occurred only twice previously in the
past 100 years - the Great Depression in the 1930s and the stagflation of the
1970s. Crises are arguably part of the modern capitalist system but differ from
the usually experienced recessions as the economy does not recover quickly and
generally resume its growth at a higher level than previously.14° Instead
historically they have lasted for around a decade and posed significant threats to
the growth model of capitalism and its future efficiency.150 Despite the fraught
conditions they produce for the majority of society, in relation to the capitalist
system they have historically acted as a course correction allowing the system to
“renew itself, and purge itself of the false values and the misallocated productive
resources which had grown up during the boom phase.”151 Through this
destruction crises are seen by many to act as a reset of practical and moral
values, clearing space for new businesses and social structures to form from the

embers of their wasteful or greedy predecessors.

147 Kimberley Amadeo, “Boom and Bust Cycle, Causes, History, and How to
Protect Yourself,” The Balance, last modified June 21, 2019, accessed July 18,
2019,
https://www.thebalance.com/boom-and-bust-cycle-causes-and-history-
3305803

148 Gamble, The Spectre at the Feast, 6.

149 [bid, 44.

150 Ibid, 36-42.

151 [bid, 46.
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This has previously acted to allow the boom and bust cycle to fully renew and
begin again after years of unwieldy accumulation. What is strange about the
events of 2007 - 2009 is its effects are still being felt past the usual decade length
that has typified previous historical crises. Whilst the global economy has slowly
begun to correct, the day-to-day conditions experienced by the majority of global
society have remained largely similar. The continued precarious working and
living conditions, lack of opportunities for social progression, lack of social
security from governments and a slowed global economy point toward an
extended state of crisis that as of 2020 still hasn’t been overcome.52 This
ongoing state has re-shaped the socio-political landscape rooted in ideological
politics of the free market, and helped give rise - particularly in Western Europe
and North America - to an increasingly polarised politics allowing populist and
nationalistic views to become firmly part of the political mainstream for the first

time in decades.153

In the UK the situation is no different. After Gordon Brown’s Labour government
was defeated in 2010 a coalition government formed between the Conservatives
and Liberal Democrats. The Conservatives went on to win the 2015 general
election outright, during which time they contributed to this ongoing state of
crisis through an increase in the number and severity of cuts to public provision
and spending, in line with Thatcher’s original neoliberal reforms for the country
decades earlier. Notably they would include the introduction of austerity
measures from 2010 onwards in what Prime Minister David Cameron would call

the new ‘Age of Austerity’.1>* During this time Cameron would also

152 Andrew Gamble, Crisis Without End?: The Unravelling of Western Prosperity
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).

153 Lorenza Antonucci, “Why the rise of populism in western Europe is more than
a ‘cultural backlash’,” Independent, February 15, 2019, accessed August 05, 2020,
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/populism-europe-far-right-migrants-

lgbt-gender-culture-backlash-a8780861.html

Gideon Rachman, “Donald Trump leads a global revival of nationalism,” Financial
Times, June 25, 2018, accessed August 05, 2020,
https://www.ft.com/content/59a37a38-7857-11e8-8e67-1e1a0846¢c475

154 Deborah Summers, “David Cameron warns of ‘new age of austerity’,” The
Guardian, April 26, 2009, accessed July 27,2019,
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unsuccessfully try to implement the concept of the ‘Big Society’1>> on the British
people - a further reduction of state support and increased activity from
individuals, the private sector and charities to give more ‘power’ to the people -
an updated neoliberal dogma masqueraded as personal power and autonomy for

a new era.

It was the choice of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition to enter the
country into austerity measures and the post-coalition Conservative government
to continue those measures that has had profound effects on citizens of the UK.
Arguably the austerity conditions the UK has been under could be seen as an
excuse to continue the callous neoliberal conservativism begun by Thatcher
decades earlier.1>¢ Whilst there was an initial negative impact on the economy
during the Financial Crisis and Great Recession, from 2010 - 2019 there was a
sustained £30 billion of cuts to core public services and spending leading to an
increase in poverty with 600,000 children classed as in ‘relative poverty’ since
2012, and the use of food banks to support day-to-day life doubling from 2013 -
2017.157 During this time wages stagnated whilst living costs increased, leading
many to generate large amounts of debt and use payday loans to cover everyday
living costs or to pay existing debts.158 Against this backdrop the government

had the audacity to present the current social conditions as including an

https://www.theguardian.com/politics /2009 /apr/26 /david-cameron-
conservative-economic-policy1

155 Norman Smith, “David Cameron launches Tories’ ‘big society’ plan,” BBC
News, July 19, 2010, accessed July 27,2019,
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-10680062

156 Vickie Cooper & David Whyte (eds.) The Violence of Austerity (London: Pluto
Press, 2017).

157 Benjamin Mueller, “What Is Austerity and How Has It Affected British
Society?” The New York Times, February 24, 2019, accessed July 27, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02 /24 /world/europe/britain-austerity-may-
budget.html

158 Maya Goodfellow, “Britain is crippled by a record personal debt while Tories
boast of a boom,” The Guardian, January 07, 2019, accessed July 27, 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019 /jan/07 /britain-personal-
debt-tories-uk-households-employment
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‘employment boom’, with the highest number of people in work since the mid-

1970s.15°

What this hypocritical statistic doesn’t include however is the caveat the
government’s own figures on employment include people on low-waged work
and zero hour contracts with no guarantee of work on any given day, showing
how ingrained precarity has become within the social structure of the country.160
Professor Philip Alston, the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human
Rights from the UN, stressed in a 2018 report after a visit to the UK that
Conservative spending cuts were inflicting misery “unnecessarily, especially on
the working poor, on single mothers struggling against mighty odds, on people
with disabilities who are already marginalized, and on millions of children.”161
He made clear poverty inflicted upon citizens was from an ideological, not

economically necessitated standpoint:

The experience of the United Kingdom, especially since 2010, underscores
the conclusion that poverty is a political choice. Austerity could easily
have spared the poor, if the political will had existed to do so. Resources
were available to the Treasury at the last budget that could have
transformed the situation of millions of people living in poverty, but the
political choice was made to fund tax cuts for the wealthy instead.162

159 Larry Elliott, “We’re working like it's 1975, but the UK jobs boom isn’t all it
seems. Here’s why,” The_Guardian, March 21, 2019, accessed July 27, 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/21 /jobs-boom-
unemployment-uk-economy

160 Brian Stuart Finlay, “Employment may be at an all time high in the UK, but
austerity, low pay and zero hours contracts inflict misery on millions,” The
Conversation, January 23, 2019, accessed July 27, 2019,
https://theconversation.com/employment-may-be-at-an-all-time-high-in-the-

uk-but-austerity-low-pay-and-zero-hours-contracts-inflict-misery-on-millions-

110252

161 “Statement on Visit to the United Kingdom, by Professor Philip Alston, United
Nations Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights,” United
Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, November 16, 2018,
accessed July 27, 2019,
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23

881&LanglID=E
162 [hid.
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This ideological drive to impoverish millions to ensure the wealthy stayed
comfortable post-Great Recession is damning. The recent move to the Universal
Credit benefit system has exacerbated problems further, with research linking
nearly 120,000 ‘excess’ deaths to the system, its implementation and a general
lack of funding for social support.163 Whilst these cuts were justified by claiming
the money was needed urgently for other areas (such as social care - which is
still severely lacking), what becomes clear is with austerity driven by ideology
and not necessity there was no need for undue suffering or such a dramatic
removal of resources. It amounts to a government maintaining power through
destitution of the mental and physical wellbeing of its citizens, privileging the
wealthy over the rest of society. Arguably this brutal form of austerity is
symptomatic of the political shift post-Great Recession, and has helped drive a

new form of increasingly inhumane neoliberalism forward.

As in the 1970s under Thatcher the Conservatives would cut funding to the arts
without hesitation as part of their austerity package with county councils in
England having £390 million cut from their arts and culture budgets since
2011,16% and Arts Council England (ACE) itself bearing £230 million in cuts since
2010.165 This is despite the arts and culture industry still being relied upon and
contributing £10.8 billion to the wider UK economy, raising £2.8 billion in

taxation and generating a further £23 billion per year.1%¢ From 2007 onwards,

163 Jonathan Watkins et. al. “Effects of health and social care spending constraints
on mortality in England: a time trend analysis,” BMJ Open, Vol.7 Issue 11,
November 15, 2017, accessed July 28, 2019,
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/7/11/e017722#

164 Eleanor Busby, “Council funds for libraries, museums and galleries cut by
nearly £400m over eight years, figures reveal,” Independent, January 25, 2019,
accessed July 28, 2019,
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/libraries-museums-arts-
galleries-funding-recourses-county-council-network-cnn-social-care-
a8741271.html

165 Peter Bazalgette, “Arts Council England Reports £230m Decline In Arts
Funding Since 2010,” Artlyst, April 18, 2016, accessed July 29, 2019,
https://www.artlyst.com/news/arts-council-england-reports-230m-decline-in-
arts-funding-since-2010/

166 Centre for Economics and Business Research, “Contribution of the arts and
culture industry to the UK economy,” commissioned by Arts Council England,
April 17,2019, accessed July 29, 2019,
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artistic opportunities unsurprisingly began to reduce dramatically in line with
this trend. A study by a-n, comparing opportunities from 2008 - 2010 makes this
starkly apparent, with a 60% drop in the value of paid opportunities in England
in 2008 compared to 2007, with the figure only improving 12% by 2010 and
with paid commissions by organisations in the same year only reaching 16% of
their 2007 counterparts. With artists receiving 56% of all paid opportunities
from public sector or higher education funds, 10% of paid work coming from
local authorities and 34% of artists having higher education jobs, the cuts to core
public funds were devastating for livelihoods and practices.16” To reinforce this
point ACE (who along with a-n) conducted and published the Livelihoods of
Visual Artists: 2016 Data Report in 2018, stated the average mean income of
artists in England was £16,150 of which just £6,020 came from their practice,
with 36% of artists earning less than £1,000 from it. With the mean income in
the country for full time work being £27,600 in 2016 artists were clearly at a
disadvantage economically and in most cases were falling below the £16,302
required to meet the national living wage.168 Whilst the figures for the other
countries in the UK were slightly different during this period (owing to the
relative size of populations, etc.), a similar scenario can be understood to be

present, and is explored in Chapter 3.

During this period - as following other recessions - artists’ self-organisation
would become the default methodology of practice for most;1%° creating
opportunities through embracing the self-organisation of historical artist-run
practices. In doing so they would move toward contemporary DIWO (‘do it with
others’) and DIA (‘do it anyway’) stances as ways to counteract the conditions

they found themselves in. Standing in solidarity with their peers in the same way

https://wwwe.artscouncil.org.uk/publication/contribution-arts-and-culture-
industry-uk-economy-0

167 “Research Papers: Changing Face of Artists’ Employment,” a-n, May 2011,
accessed November 16, 2018,
https://static.a-n.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/1266356.pdf

168 TBR, “Livelihoods of Visual Artists: 2016 Data Report,” commissioned by Arts
Council England, December 14, 2018, accessed 29 November, 2018,
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-
file/Livelihoods%200f%20Visual%20Artists%202016%20Data%20Report.pdf
169 3-n, “Artists’ Strategies.”
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as the historical artist-run co-operatives and practitioners had done before
them.170 With reduced public funding available practitioners would find
themselves in a paradoxically supportive, yet increasingly competitive, funding
environment seemingly at odds with the self-organised ethos and having more in

common with the broader neoliberal social status quo.

These tumultuous times from 2007 onwards is where the focus of this PhD
research is based, and importantly, where [ propose artist-led self-organisation
can be understood as properly beginning. This is for three key reasons: lack of a
previously agreed starting point, uptake of the term from then onwards in
published material, and influence of neoliberalism creating a specific experience
of contemporary history. With the term previously having no definitively agreed
upon start date but seemingly coming into usage from the early new
millennium,!”! and historical revisionism allowing people to surreptitiously
assign the moniker of ‘artist-led’ to projects, groups or organisations not
understood as such at their inception, it only serves to confuse the term with its
‘artist-run’ predecessor. The ‘artist-led’ moniker would then become a
widespread and notable part of public discourse in context of self-organisation in
the arts in the UK following the Great Recession, particularly through platforms
such as a-n. It is broadly from 2007 onwards that ‘artist-led’ came to be widely
used and understood as symptomatic of artistic existence under neoliberalism
that had become more pervasive and intrusive than ever before. With precarity
(in all aspects of life) - strengthened by globalisation and increased networked
connectivity — as an indicative factor of this neoliberal stranglehold, the period of
history defined as ‘contemporaneity’ was different to anything that had gone
before. As such a new understanding of self-organisation in this context is
required. Evolving from artist-run practices in the UK and ushering in a new era
of alternative and oppositional organisational strategies, designating the

inception of artist-led self-organisation during this period signals an

170 Ashcroft, “DIY « DIWO « DIA.”

171 Indicated by searching the database of articles on the a-n website, the first of
which recorded as 01 November 2000. “You searched for artist-led — Page 57 of
57, a-n, accessed November 13, 2017,
https://www.a-n.co.uk/explore/network/for/artist-led /page/57/
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understanding of the shifting position of self-organisation and determinacy by

artists in relation to the influence of neoliberalism on life.

Cyclicality

When viewing the broad development of DIY, self-organised, artist-run and
artist-led practices in the UK a number of shared social commonalities become
apparent. As outlined these generally include issues such as the perceived need
for alternatives to existing social institutions, a lack of access to opportunities, a
willingness to act independently to greater control opportunities and methods of
production, the removal of resources by the state, and the marginalisation of
practitioners in line with national economic conditions. The ideological political
machinations begun in the 1970s have given shape to the neoliberal world we
exist in. They have provided fertile ground for these commonalities to occur and
continue through enforced political ideology, globalised expansion, exploitation
and legalised profiteering generally at the expense of those in most need in
society. However this situation is nothing new, rather it is a continuation of
wider socio-economic and temporal cycles played out over the course of history
since the inception of the capitalist system, with artists from the 1960s onwards
occupying a prominent space within them. In linking self-organised artistic
practices to historical socio-economic and more recent temporal cycles it is
hoped to expand upon the driving forces of the key issues practitioners routinely
face, placing the inception of artist-led self-organisation at a specific point within

these cyclical frameworks of economic periodisation.

With the UK, like most Western capitalist countries, generally operating on a
boom and bust economic model it has encountered recessions in a cycle roughly
once per decade since the mid-1950s, with each bust period seeing self-
organisation becoming an increasingly prominent feature of artistic and cultural
existence. The most notable bust endured in recent times began in 2007.

However as outlined pre-dating that were recessions in the 1930s, mid-1970s,
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early-1980s and early-1990s,172 including two of those recessions turning into
capitalist crises alongside the current state of crisis we find ourselves in.173
These recessions and crises all directly and dramatically impacted upon the
sustainable development of artistic practice; cyclically destabilising working and
wider living conditions, contributing to a number of artists’ practices, projects

and organisations coming to a drastically premature end.

What can be surmised from the brief overview of recent periods of boom and
bust and ideological political machinations is a cyclical model emerges. One in
which self-organised, artist-run and artist-led practices gain strength despite
experiencing a removal of resources in bust periods, remaining relatively strong
and reaching a certain level of public output (and recognition) whilst being
exploited by external actors when the economy recovers before the next bust
occurs. When the next bust inevitably happens the work done by most
practitioners to that point (barring a small number who have access to relatively
secure funding and/or spatial provision) is undone and the cycle starts anew.
The ‘artist-led cycle’ I outline is perpetuated by the ever-extending power of
neoliberalism. This has seen UK governments increasingly marginalise the visual
arts, and along with other external actors (such as property developers),
imposing processes such as artwashing, gentrification and the precarisation of
labour!”# onto practitioners identifying as part of processes of artist-led self-
organisation, in order to generate profits to help stimulate the economy toward
another boom period (alongside ‘improving’ the public perception of companies
through becoming associated with the visual arts). Here recent key examples
symptomatic of the broader processes of artwashing and gentrification include
the protracted redevelopment of the iconic brutalist Balfron Tower in London by

developers Poplar Harca into luxury apartments — working with Bow Arts to

172 Larry Elliott. “British recessions: a short history,” The Guardian, December 07,
2012, accessed November 16, 2018,

https://www.theguardian.com /business/2012/dec/07 /britain-recessions-
history

173 Brian Holmes “Crisis Theory For Complex Societies,” in: Disrupting Business:
Art and Activism in Times of Financial Crisis, DATA Browser 05, ed. Tatiana
Bazzichelli & Geoff Cox (Brooklyn, AUTONOMEDIA, 2013), 199-226.

174 The precarisation of labour will be explored in Chapter 3.
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artwash the process - essentially amounting to social cleansing of the social
housing residents located there whilst inviting artists from largely artist-led
contexts to create work in response to the building through live-in residencies of
the vacated spaces,17> and Rogue Artists’ Studios (Manchester) not having their
lease renewed in the mill they had occupied since 2000 that was bought in 2015
by developers Capital & Centric to be redeveloped into apartments (leaving the
organisation with little time to find a new space before eviction, and eventually

re-opening in a new space in 2017 elsewhere in the city).176

In relation to the globalised art system and particularly biennialisation (where
cycles are implemented as part of the operating model for staging periodic
exhibitions every 2 - 5 years), the artist-led cycle is forced upon practitioners by
external factors and conditions. Within the artist-led cycle the only inevitability
is those same conditions, exacerbated by processes of co-optation and
exploitation through artwashing, gentrification and the precarisation of labour,
will repeat and bring with them the same challenges to sustainability. Although
this may seem somewhat deterministic, it is useful in order to outline the general

trends practitioners have routinely faced to date under the capitalist system.

175 0’Sullivan, “The Pernicious Realities of ‘Artwashing.”

Rab Harling, “Balfron Tower: the artwash of an icon,” The Urban Transcripts
Journal, Vol.1, no.3, Autumn 2017, accessed November 29, 2020,
http://journal.urbantranscripts.org/article /balfron-tower-artwash-icon-rab-
harling/

176 Daniel McMillan, “Jumping Into The Unknown: What Next For Rogue
Studios?” The Double Negative, October 13,2016, accessed November 29, 2020,
http: //www.thedoublenegative.co.uk/2016/10/jumping-into-the-unknown-
what-next-for-rogue-studios/

Stephen Palmer, “New Home for Manchester’s Rogue Artists’ Studios provides
“long-term security,”” a-n, August 22, 2017, accessed November 29, 2020,
https://www.a-n.co.uk/news/new-home-for-manchesters-rogue-artists-

studios/
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The capitalist system in which this takes place is all consuming, anything that
opposes it is eventually absorbed within and repurposed to serve it.177 There is
no escape; everything eventually becomes a commodity or part of the process to
produce one that can be profited from. Frustratingly that is what makes it so
devastatingly efficient. Even conceptualism, a forerunner of artist-run and artist-
led self-organisation in the mid-1960s and a movement trying to escape the
rampant commercialisation of the art system by holding the thought process as
the most important part of a work (and positioning an idea as unsellable), was
quickly proven to be a favourite of the commercial market. Conceptualist works
became the newest art investment opportunity for financial speculators and
collectors in the 1970s and at art auctions from the 1980s onwards.178

Paraphrasing poet Charles Baudelaire, philosopher Herbert Marcuse described

177 Boltanski & Chiapello. The New Spirit of Capitalism.

178 Christie’s auction house staged the first auction of conceptual art in 1987. See
Nate Freeman, “Conceptual Art Wasn’t Meant to Be Collected. Now it Sells for Six
Figures,” Artsy, August 29, 2018, accessed November 17, 2018,
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-conceptual-art-meant-collected-
sells-six-figures
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this as the ‘benevolent neutrality’ of the art market, with the absorption of
anything deemed anti- or non-art into it, mirroring the wider capitalist
system.17? This set the tone for the commercial art market moving forwards,
showing it could absorb and profit from any practice, however experimental. As
the market flourished it led to the value of only certain individuals or movements
to be consolidated by the discretion of those in power. Effectively creating a
closed economic loop, only entered through being invited in by its institutional

gatekeepers. Bryan-Wilson states of that time:

The art market is booming but most artists are starving—but this
contradiction is exactly the point. The art market was (and still is)
predicated on a “star system” that elevates only a small number of
individuals. Most others struggle to pay the rent, take up adjunct teaching
positions, or work day jobs.180

This process of selective commercialisation ensured practitioners had to live and
work in precarious conditions, and would carry through to the present.
Following in the footsteps of the countercultural movements that came before,
artist-run and artist-led practices as an alternative proposition to the governing
conditions of art and society face a dilemma. Processes have been, and continue
to be, imposed on practitioners seemingly against the shared values of most, but
can they manage their complicity within them? The precarisation of labour,
artwashing and gentrification are issues long associated with the activity of
artists, with artists ironically often being seen as leading the processes
themselves through their actions. Clearly these conditions are not conducive to
any form of sustainability, and clearly practitioners do not gladly invite them
upon themselves. Historically these conditions have been imposed on
practitioners because they generally occupy the second economy of art.18!
Because of their generally non-commercial position within society they are
marginalised along with other groups and minorities who aren’t afforded a

meaningful platform for discourse with governing actors because they are

179 Herbert Marcuse, “Repressive Tolerance,” in: A Critique of Pure Tolerance, ed.
Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore Jr. and Herbert Marcuse (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1965), 89.

180 Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers, 38-39.

181 Roberts, Revolutionary Time and the Avant-Garde, 22.
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deemed ‘insignificant’ for not directly contributing commercially. As such they
have been forced into unwitting and unwilling participation for decades! at the

margins of society.

This marginalisation in plain sight is key to understanding why self-organised
practices have seemingly been repeating the same arguments and experiencing
the same issues surrounding spatial and funding provision for decades. It follows
the general idea of repressive tolerance!83 outlined by Marcuse. When applied to
liberal (capitalist) democracies those in power publically tolerate those
presenting an alternative to the established order to show they are democratic.
Because of the size and strength of those in power in relation to the opposing
minority they usually overcome them, undermining their freedom and
autonomy, reinforcing the status quo using “tolerance as a means for
perpetuating the struggle for existence and suppressing the alternatives.”184 This
undermining of democracy creating a relatively powerless minority (in this case
practitioners who self-organise) means so long as they are tolerated as an
alternative, they will remain trapped in the same cycles of marginalisation and

exploitation.

A cause of becoming trapped in these cycles can be argued as directly linked to
the repercussions the events of 1989 had globally. Whereas in the preceding
decades these cycles were beginning to establish themselves for practitioners,
post-1989 they would become the norm. The confluence of events throughout
the course of the year was pivotal in shaping how time and Western identity
came to be understood. Alongside globalisation and the ever-increasing speed of
development for production methods and digital communication technologies,
increasingly (art) history was declared (rightly or wrongly) at an ‘end’ from that

point onwards.185 The understanding of a linear progression of development

182 Rosalind Deutsche & Cara Gendel Ryan, “The Fine Art of Gentrification,”
October, Vol.31, (Winter, 1984): 91-111.

183 Marcuse, “Repressive Tolerance,” 81-117.

184 Tbid, 83.

185 See Hans Belting, The End of the History of Art?, trans. Christopher S. Wood,
3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); Francis Fukuyama, "The End
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cultivated in modernity shifted to a fractured progression of blurring artistic
disciplinary boundaries and an increasingly polychronic8 (concurrent)
viewpoint of time itself, not focused solely on the past and future but rather the
multiple individual presents existing for each person within contemporaneity.
The exponentially increasing significance of digital media in global society post-
1989 must be acknowledged in this shift of understanding, as access to the
internet,®” and its immaterial forms of communication and exchange
particularly post-millennium, have implicitly shaped human relations and our

experience of time.

As curator Lauren Cornell argues in her article “Down the Line”, philosopher
Jean Baudrillard’s observation!88 that “human history would end with the close
of the millennium seems vindicated: with events rapidly proliferating in media,
we have lost the possibility of noting significant milestones and seem unable to
meter our own position in time.”189 In this instance Baudrillard can be
understood (along with others, particularly Arthur Danto!°? and political
scientist Francis Fukuyamal®?) as referring to the triumph of neoliberalism over
other socio-economic systems globally. The system had become so pervasive the

new millennium signalled the epoch of a new global era where human

of History?," The National Interest, No.16 (Summer 1989): 3-18; Jean Baudrillard,
The Illusion of the End (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994); Arthur Danto,
After the End of Art. Contemporary Art and the Pale of History (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1997).

186 Polychronicity is a fluid understanding of time. Meaning multiple times or
actions existing or happening at once, not necessarily in a scheduled order.
Drawn from polychromic cultures in human history. First coined by Edward Hall.
Edward T. Hall, The Silent Language, (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc.,
1959).

187 Tim Sandle, “UN thinks internet access is a human right” Business Insider, July
22,2016, accessed November 15, 2017,
http://www.businessinsider.com/un-says-internet-access-is-a-human-right-
2016-7?1R=T

188 Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End.

189 Lauren Cornell, “Down the Line” Frieze, September 01, 2011, accessed
November 15, 2017,

https://frieze.com/article/down-line

190 Danto, After the End of Art.

191 Fukuyama, "The End of History?.”
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development wasn’t moving sequentially towards an end point, but was in fact

fractured, stuck in a constant present.

This increasing inability to properly distinguish our temporal existence in
relation to what has gone before has led to the rise of a wider understanding that
temporality, as we comprehend it, is fractured and displaced for each individual,
creating a collision of multiple times converging to create the present
contemporaneity we each experience.1?2 Contemporaneity post-millennium
operates “as a designator of the changing temporal quality of the historical
present, which is not...simply a coming together in time, but of times.”193 The
convergence of these multiple presents acts to reinforce the idea of the end (of a
certain idea) of human (and art) history.1°4 Showing we have reached a point
where communication and experience is too instantaneous and far reaching to
be confined by a universal singular shared context - arguably confirming
Baudrillard’s idea because technology, simulation and simulacra were advancing
so quickly history became detached from humanity and unable to catch up,

making itself redundant.19>

Trapped within a climate of presentism in the end of history,1°¢ where the
present has, according to art critic Boris Groys, “ceased to be a point of transition
from the past to the future, becoming instead a site of the permanent rewriting of

both past and future,”1°7 the collective experience of artist-led practitioners is

192 Geoff Cox & Jacob Lund, The Contemporary Condition: Introductory Thoughts
on Contemporaneity & Contemporary Art, The Contemporary Condition 01
(Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 12-16.

193 Tbid, 11. Also paraphrasing philosopher Peter Osborne. Peter Osborne, The
Politics of Time. Modernity and the Avant-Garde (London: Verso, 2010).

194 Arthur C. Danto “The End of Art,” in: The Death of Art, ed. Berel Lang (New
York: Haven Publications, 1984), 5-35.

195 Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End.

196 Julieta Aranda, Brian K Wood & Anton Vidokle, “Editorial—"The End of The
End of history?”” e-flux, Journal #56, June 2014, accessed January 09, 2019,
https://www.e-flux.com/journal/56 /60325 /editorial-the-end-of-the-end-of-
history-issue-one/

197 Boris Groys, “Comrades of Time,” e-flux, Journal #11, December 2009,
accessed September 16, 2017,
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/11/61345/comrades-of-time/
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one where the embracing of digital communication and knowledge sharing - in
an evolution of The Eternal Network posited by artists Robert Filliou and George
Brecht in 19681°8 and the Mail Art'°® movement of the mid-1950s and 1970s2%0 -
has led to a situation where even the present can no longer be clearly defined
and interacted with. Coupled with the removal of resources and changing social
conditions of the Great Recession and beyond this has created a different
articulation of time through which practitioners seemingly draw upon ‘recent’
operational models for reference. Cannibalising organisational models used in
the recent past seemingly points toward a closed-loop of knowledge production.
However [ would argue it instead points to a state of further temporal crisis. Due
to an oversaturation of near-identical potential examples - most notably
variations of the gallery/studio, gallery, or studio models - the majority of
contemporary practitioners become fixated on models from a period of time that
irrevocably shaped the society they inhabit around the time of the Great

Recession. Given the predisposition for self-organisation to constitute much of a

198 The Eternal Network was a concept based on artistic telepathy between
practitioners with the intention of creating a network of cooperating artists that
were not in competition with one another, as part of the Fluxus movement.
Robert Filliou, Teaching and Learning as Performing Arts (Ko6ln: Verlag der

Gebriider Kénig, 1970), 202-207. Also relevant is Filliou’s Art-as-Peace Biennale
using postal networks to organise events and artworks. See Chris Thompson,
Felt: Fluxus, Joseph Beuys and the Dalai Lama (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2011), 153.

199 The Mail Art movement saw practitioners from the 1950s onwards using
postal services globally to send small-scale pieces of artwork or instructions to
produce artworks to one another, strengthening connections and cultural
exchanges between them. It originated as decidedly ‘underground’ outside of the
view of the commercial art market and gallery system, before being absorbed
within it, mirroring the wider appropriative capitalist methodology, or
benevolent neutrality, as Marcuse would have it. “Mail Art Then and Now” The
Flue, Vol.IV, Nos. 3 & 4 (Winter 1984).

200 Artists Lucy Lippard and her ‘numbers’ and ‘suitcase’ exhibitions, alongside
Nam June Paik and his ‘broadcast’ works are key for the development of artist
networking. See Lucy Lippard “Curating by Numbers,” Tate Papers, Landmark
Exhibition Issue, no.12, Autumn 2009, accessed October 29, 2019,
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/12 /curating-by-
numbers

Marina Isgro, “Video Commune: Nam June Paik at WGBH-TV, Boston,” Tate
Papers, no.32, Autumn 2019, accessed October 29, 2019,
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers /32 /video-
commune-nam-june-paik
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practitioner’s formative years, the majority of artists seem to become trapped
within this framework of Great Recession-centric knowledge. This is in part
evidenced by artist Kevin Hunt in the Artist-Led Hot 100 (version ii)
commissioned by a-n; drawing together a 2017 long-list of (in his subjective
view) the most exciting groups, collectives, organisations and platforms
operating in the UK. Whilst this list is not exhaustive of the entirety of the
organisational methodologies employed in the UK, with Hunt’s position as a
leader in the field of artist-led self-organisation (and regular contributor to many
of its new initiatives for mobilisation and unity) it is widely recognised as a
useful (if curated) barometer of practice. Of the 100 entries 12 utilised the
gallery/studio, 34 the singular gallery, and 4 the singular studio models
exclusively, along with 9 using nomadic models that staged the majority of their

output in ‘traditional’ gallery or studio settings.201

201 Kevin Hunt, “Artist-Led Hot 100 (version ii),” a-n, May 26, 2017, accessed
November 21, 2017,
https://www.a-n.co.uk/resource/artist-led-hot-100-version-ii
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The ARTIST-LED HOT 100 (version ii)

by Kevin Hunt draws together a long-list
of some of the most exciting emerging
artist groups, curatorial initiatives,
content publishers and independent
exhibiting spaces operating in 2017.
Collectives and commissioners, platforms

and projects, all freshly facilitated by
emerging artists and autonomous
curators over the last 4 years in the UK.

Celebrating fledgling and often
fleeting artist-led achievements whilst
highlighting their pivotal importance
to the UK's artistic ecology, this

list chronicles the multiplicity of
activity makers up and down the

land that have recently begun and
continue to make a difference.
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Image 1. Kevin Hunt, “Artist-Led Hot 100 Version ii,” a-n, May 26,
2017, accessed November 29, 2020, https: //www.a-n.co.uk/resource/artist-led-hot-100-
version-ii

However there are those already beginning to counteract this trend of Great

Recession-centric knowledge (mentioned throughout the remainder of the

92



thesis), creating a new temporal dynamic in the process for others to follow.
Utilising the same digital communications technology that had blurred temporal
boundaries and perceptions, increasingly practices are being generated or
reformatted in order to circumvent these problems. Although moving notably
toward redefined communal, roving and digitally-based organisational models
and exhibitionary forms, morphing?9? between online/offline spaces, this can be
seen as somewhat expected. Again Hunt's Artist-Led Hot 100 (version ii) in part
reinforces this point, with the remaining 41 entries all coming from nomadic,
pedagogical, educational and publishing/selling models that didn’t regularly
utilise a ‘traditional’ gallery or studio setting in their output. Of the entirety of
the 100 entries it must also be noted at the time of writing only 43 remain open
or currently active, with 17 of those utilising non-‘traditional’ operating models,
further reinforcing the fleeting nature of artist-led practices and a slow
movement away from continued dependence on Great Recession-centric

knowledge.203

With the development and widespread usage of those same digital
communications technologies a key component of neoliberalism, arguably artist-
led self-organisation is simply following the wider social curve. However this
ongoing shift from the cyclical repetition of previous models points toward a
conscious interaction with pre-recession models whilst thinking of future ones
outside of the established cyclical conditions. Through these spatio-temporal
forms this ‘new’ wave of artist-led self-organisation can be seen to have
developed a reflexive relationship to wider self-organised forms of knowledge
production. One in which their projects display attributes of research in much
the same way as ‘research exhibitions’ do,2%4 rupturing from the presentism that

previously had collectively stupefied them.

With this move towards ‘artist-led’ knowledge production incorporating an

approach grounded in research outside of the conditions of presentism, it

202 Hunt, “People Like Us.”

203 Hunt, “Artist-Led Hot 100 (version ii).”

204 Simon Sheikh, “Towards the Exhibition as Research,” in: Curating Research,
ed. Paul O’Neill & Mick Wilson (London: Open Editions, 2015), 32-46.
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follows that a wider historical understanding of the development of artist-led
self-organisation as a methodology of practice is key for any sustained future
development. Throughout this chapter - and in answering the first research sub-
question - emphasis has been placed on the importance of establishing just such
a lineage of development. Bringing together key works on the avant-garde, DIY,
counterculture and alternative space movements alongside broader artist-run
and self-organised practices by Biirger, Lowndes, Bryan-Wilson, Gee, (Bernice
and Gavin) Murphy and Drabble, they were related to one another to develop a
partial history of artist-led self-organisation for the first time, showing how
different self-organised resistive practices have developed from, and alongside,

one another until reaching the contemporary ‘artist-led’ variant in the UK.

In doing so, for the first time the broad scope of historical socio-economic factors
that have given rise to the current form and role of artist-led self-organisation
were made apparent. Answering the second research sub-question, the key
works of Boltanski and Chiapello, Hewison, Gee and Gamble were used to outline
the rise and dominance the neoliberal system has exerted globally and the
impact this has had on artist-led practices. This neoliberal hegemony has been
reinforced through modelling much of its contemporary forms of social control
in relation to forms of freelance labour on artists, reaching an apotheosis in the
creative industries championed by New Labour. Through this the archetype of
the creative worker has come to be reinforced, keeping practitioners largely on a

freelance - and precarious - trajectory of practice, development and existence.

In the contemporary era, and in answering the third research sub-question, the
work of Gamble, Alston, Marcuse, Cox and Lund, and Cornell alongside data from
a-n, Arts Council England and various tabloid reports was used to contextualise
artist-led self-organisation in relation to socio-economic trends brought about by
that same neoliberal hegemony. Gamble’s work provides understanding on the
nature of the economic cyclicality of that system, where practitioners are
routinely co-opted and exploited during specific points of the boom and bust
cycle, with their precarious position further compounded by the austerity

measures enforced by the Conservative government in 2010 following the
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Financial Crisis in 2007. Coupled with the blurring of temporal boundaries
unique to contemporaneity practitioners have arguably never faced such

negative circumstances and barriers to everyday life and practice.

With practitioners trying to navigate this turbulent socio-economic backdrop, as
outlined it prompts thinking of artist-led self-organisation in terms of an active
and ongoing site of research into autonomy, critique, organisational models and
experimental practice. In the following chapters this partial history will frame
the arguments being made for the need of a new understanding that is central to
the thesis itself. In Chapter 2 the online/offline structural components of artist-
led self-organisation that have given rise to those spatio-temporal forms and this
‘new’ wave of practice mentioned above will be critically analysed in detail.
Particular attention will be paid to the importance social roles and positions
alongside network culture have played in shaping the rise of this form of self-

organisation post-2007.
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Chapter 2: Online/Offline Structural Concerns of Self-Organisation

Chapter 1 provided a partial historical overview of the broad development and
rise of artist-led self-organisation in the UK from the post-war period onwards
for the first time, in order to frame the arguments made throughout the thesis.
Taking in key socio-economic developments such as the DIY and alternative
space movements, the development of artist-run practices, and the rise of
neoliberalism and capitalist cycles of boom, bust and crises, it positioned artist-
led self-organisation within a discourse of apparent artistic research, resistance

and resilience.

Building on that partial history this chapter seeks to explore the broader
structural components of artist-led self-organisation. It does so by positioning it
within the wider social hierarchy of the visual arts, focusing on practitioners’
utilisation of the internet and social media in relation to self-organisation,
networks, and network theory. In particular it focuses on how the spread of
globalisation and growth of online/offline networks have come to occupy a
central role in the continued development of artist-led self-organisation,
alongside the increasing technologisation of contemporary society. Through this
it provides a critical appraisal of the underpinnings of that self-organisation and
how those impulses are communicated, fostered and grow in our globally

interconnected society.

The chapter first focuses on the perception of artist-led self-organisation within
the wider structure of the art system in relation to historically established
hierarchies. It then moves on to the discussion of networks within artist-led
practices, drawing on the self-organised online/offline spaces and networks
fostered by practitioners within it. Key references include philosopher Pierre
Bourdieu and the development of ‘social fields’, the model of the ‘network
society’ outlined by sociologist Manuel Castells, and the ‘organized network’
concept developed and expanded by media theorists Ned Rossiter and Geert

Lovink.
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The chapter seeks to answer the following research sub-questions:

- What is the social relationship between practitioners enacting artist-led
practices and the rest of the art system?

- How has digital communications technology impacted process of artist-
led self-organisation?

- What online/offline network forms are key to artist-led practices and

sociality?

The Vagaries of ‘Free’ Choice

It is evident that self-organisation is the methodology underpinning all ‘artist-
led’ activity. In the previous chapter the genealogy of this self-organised impulse
was made clear in relation to historical visual arts and broader socio-political-
historical contexts. Although whilst continuing to utilise the same general
motivations as previous self-organised practices and movements (fostering
autonomy, providing alternative opportunities and spaces, counteracting the
perceived failings of those in power, etc.) in order to create new social and
institutional forms, there is also the spectre of state-forced entrepreneurialism
and individualism unique to the neoliberal age, coupled in recent times with

austerity and the ongoing precarity of citizens, that catalyses this process.

The neoliberal system has inherently produced the universal issue of precarity
that in turn subsequently splinters into a number of other detrimental issues for
physical and mental health and wellbeing of people globally. In specific relation
to the visual arts in the UK self-organisation is seen as a way to regain some
control over the drive towards individualism and competition engrained in
neoliberal society, counteracting contemporary barriers to everyday life and
cultural practices raised by precarity. In the contemporary era on all levels it is

clear: “There is no alternative: THE FUTURE IS SELF-ORGANISED.”205

205 Stephan Dillemuth, Anthony Davies & Jakob Jakobsen (2005) “There is no
alternative: THE FUTURE IS SELF-ORGANISED Part 1,” in: Art and Social Change.
A Critical Reader, ed. Will Bradley & Charles Esche (London: Tate, 2007), 378-81.
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Specifically in the post-Financial Crisis era this phrase has come to resonate
particularly loudly throughout global society. Although this provocation was the
title of a text pressing for a would-be fight back from visual arts practitioners
against neoliberal hegemony, the overarching sentiments ring true for all. We
exist in an extended period of capitalist crisis where it is up to the individual to
secure their wellbeing and future within precarious conditions. State support has
been largely jettisoned in favour of ensuring the free market is stable for citizens
to be ‘free’ to act and labour where and when they want to, ultimately serving
those in power and further reinforcing inequality. Neoliberalism is quite literally
the “market-driven institutionalisation of insecurity.”20¢ Much of what artists
Stephan Dillemuth, Anthony Davies and Jakob Jakobsen outlined in their
prescient proclamation of the dominance of self-organisation for cultural
practitioners has come to pass. As art critic Jan Verwoert has noted: “In the arts,
the question of self-organisation usually presents itself in very concrete terms:
either you do it, or you drown. We are free to self-organise. But if we don't, our

lives tend to fall apart very quickly.”207

[t is this deterministic feigned appearance of a free choice - that if ignored leads
to certain capitulation for practitioners - that is key to contemporary forms and
methods of artist-led self-organisation. It is as though the previously held form of
repressive tolerance has been further warped by the neoliberal system and is
forcing practitioners down certain (publically discernable) avenues for
expression of opposition. Once there it is up to them to try and make something
worthwhile with the meager resources provided by both the state and their own
increasingly precarious employment before they capitulate. In this social space
there quite literally is no alternative to self-organisation. Collectively

practitioners’ hands are forced to behave how the neoliberal system dictates or

206 Vassilis Tsianos & Dimitris Papadopoulos, “DIWY! Precarity in Embodied
Capitalism,” in: Economy: Art, Production and the Subject in the 215t Century, ed.
Angela Dimitrakaki & Kirsten Lloyd (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press
2015), 125.

207 Verwoert, “All the Wrong Examples,” 123.
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risk having no semblance of a public artistic output, let alone a space for political

dissatisfaction to be aired.

In this extended period of crisis with no end on the horizon and digital
technologies meaning we are more (invasively) connected to others than ever
before, self-organisation (in the visual arts), despite this oxymoronic and
arguably disingenuous departure point, is widely recognised as the best option
available to the majority of practitioners. The best option in order to not only
develop and maintain a practice, but also to counteract in some capacity the
increasingly callous and inhumane governance of society. This point was
reinforced shortly after my suggestion of the widespread public inception of the
‘artist-led’ moniker (following the Financial Crisis) in 2007 - particularly for
university graduates - by a-n as part of an editorial on artists’ strategies and self-

management, where the organisation stated:

It has become the norm for artists to proactively place their work in the
public domain. Such activity - whether by artists individually or
collectively - empowers those who seek an alternative to handing over
control of promotion and presentation of their work. These
entrepreneurial types takes responsibility for creating platforms for
presenting work, and with that the freedom to control how their work is
seen and by whom.208

This shift to (often unpaid) self-organisation being openly discussed as the norm
for practitioners by one of the UK’s most recognised artistic organisations can be
understood as signalling how the arts environment in the country changed
dramatically, and rapidly, after the recession. Here self-organisation is no longer
enacted by practitioners as a rebuttal to those in power, but can be understood
as being re-framed by the neoliberal system in order to maintain its dominance
over practitioners by removing it as the option for dissent as it had historically

been, instead making it the default option.

Enacted in a variety of strategies and through a variety of models, artist-led self-

organisation can be seen in light of post-Financial Crisis conditions as a forced,

208 3-n, “Artists’ Strategies.”
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collective, process of sociality. One practitioners and other groups gravitate
towards to find purpose, opportunity, knowledge, enjoyment and socio-political
expression. In its truest form self-organisation, according to Drabble, “is not only
non-commercial but actively anti-profit in capitalist terms, and as such intensely
incompatible with the current context of a growing cultural economy and move
to immaterial labour.”2%° Through practitioners’ organisational strategies and
models, spaces and institutional structures are created across online, offline and
social boundaries. Effectively sanctioned by neoliberalism, they regularly
provide and act as communal support structures in the precarious times we
inhabit, counter to the orthodoxy and intention of the neoliberal system itself. In
keeping with the adage of ‘constraints creating possibilities’,?10 in the UK the
combination of austerity, precarity, globalisation, network culture and ‘forced’
self-organisation has created a volatile cocktail of social conditions for
practitioners. However, this mixture of constraints has seen practitioners
increasingly subvert the would-be stranglehold placed on them to create new
potentialities and subjectivities for practice and cultural existence under the
auspice of artist-led self-organisation. Seemingly practitioners have been able to
re-structure and shift the expected outcomes of established social power

dynamics.

The Contemporary Visual Arts Field

As repeatedly stated, artist-led self-organisation is not only a site of unclear
definitional boundaries, but also one that seeks (in varying degrees depending
on the practitioner) to challenge the broader structures and institutions of
power that hold governance over society. Despite not all necessarily being
explicitly political in their practices and outputs, as part of processes of artist-led
self-organisation practitioners are participating and engaging in an implicitly
political act of creativity and social organisation from an historical lineage of

counterculture, protest and direct action. Even those that self-organise to

209 Barnaby Drabble, “On De-Organisation,” in: Self-Organised, ed. Stine Hebert &
Anne Szefer Karlsen (London: Open Editions/Occasional Table, 2013), 21.

210 Scott Barry Kaufman and Carolyn Gregoire, Wired to Create. Unravelling the
Mpysteries of the Creative Mind (New York: Tarcher Perigee, 2015).
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develop and maintain a practice not overtly concerned with socio-political
engagement?!! still perform subtle acts of resistance, despite the catalyst for
their action being co-opted by the neoliberal system. This is similar to the
political acts performed by institutional forms in the art system. As museum

director Manuel Borja-Villel states:

An exhibition, a collection or a museum not only exist in relation to the
history of art, they are also political acts in that they are public
interventions, even if, as Georges Didi-Huberman reminds us, the actors

themselves are ignorant of the fact. 212

The socially constructed nature of power means it is able to be bent to the will of
those that hold control over it, and is generally seen to be maintained and
reinforced on the population of a given society through social institutions and
their agents. Until now throughout this thesis, and in common parlance, the
‘field’ of artist-led practices is referred to as shorthand to describe the social
hierarchy present between practitioners and organisations in their development
of knowledge. Very rarely, if ever, is this expanded upon. What it is and how it
functions in relation to other creative fields and power at a broader, and more
abstract, level remains inconsistently vague. In relation to this particular area of
sociology and his contributions to field theory, Bourdieu’s concepts of fields and
habitus (explored throughout this chapter) align with the implied meaning of
field when it is used descriptively. Here they are key to understanding and
critically exploring the position of the ‘artist-led’ moniker and the politicised,

precarious, self-organisation that it fosters.

Broadly, Bourdieu markedly advanced the argument of the socially constructed

nature of power. Arguing the social world has divided and is now made of a

211 Here it must be stressed not all artist-led self-organisation is actively engaged
with bringing about social change, but those practices are still an important part
of that collective self-organisation.

212 Manuel Borja-Villel, “Dissent and the Neoliberal Condition,” in: The Long
1980s: Constellations of Art, Politics and Identities, ed. Nick Aikens, Teresa
Grandas, Nav Haq, Beatriz Herraez & NataSa PetreSin-Bachelez (Amsterdam:
Valiz, 2018), 55.
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number of different, dynamic, often overlapping and interrelated, but generally
autonomous social spaces that he termed ‘fields’. Each field creates a specific
‘illusio’ - an unshaking belief in the field and its rules - that people within that
field adhere to, showing “the acceptance of the fundamental premise that the
game...is worth being played, being taken seriously.”?13 Bourdieu used a
recurring analogy of the field as a game, explaining that each field has its own
specific ‘nomos’, or ‘rules of the game’, that each participant is aware of and must
adhere to. The habitus of a person - their individual taste and dispositions
created through a combination of free will and social structures?14 - guides them
towards participation in certain fields. All fields are governed by the larger ‘field
of power’ that amounts to a combination of cultural and economic capital
combined in varying antagonistic ways to produce a hierarchy of power. The
importance of its constituents is usually weighted in favour of those with the
highest economic capital - explaining why institutions favour economic rather
than cultural capital in order to remain in positions of power and importance

within the social hierarchy, reinforcing class divisions.215

Bourdieu outlined a ‘field of cultural production’ that included the visual arts and
literature in order to argue for the need to situate works of art within the wider
social conditions that they are produced, shared and viewed in. Although
building on those ideas of how sociality and social institutions from the wide
spectrum of viewers, collectors, galleries, commercial dealers, critics, press, etc.
help to both contextualise and make cultural products what they amount to
be,?16 given the rapid advance of digital technology and the increasingly porous
borders of medium-specificity, seeing a seemingly singular field of cultural
production simply does not fit with contemporary methods of cultural

production, dissemination and interaction, particularly within the visual arts.

213 Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art. Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field,
2nd ed,, trans. Susan Emanuel (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 333.
214 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170.

215 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,“ in: Handbook of theory and Research
for the Sociology of Education, ed. John Richardson (Westport: Greenwood,
1986), 24-58.

216 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993).
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Solely within the visual arts practitioners regularly stray into other creative
disciplines to realise work and projects, but those other disciplines still have
their own nomos/rules. Those rules exist as distinct from those often recognised
and employed by artists in their own field in order to realise aspects of their
practice through a variety of means. Writer and curator Linda Weintraub sums
up this appropriative spirit of contemporary art by saying that: “No topic, no
medium, no process, no intention, no professional protocols, and no aesthetic

principles are exempt.”?17

Here then, the contemporary visual arts field (CVAF) is a complex entity that not
only incorporates a range of disciplinary, theoretical and conceptual approaches
to art practice, but also the commercial and non-commercial nature of practices
inherent to those approaches. Closely interrelated within the CVAF are a number
of other sub-fields of commercial, non-commercial and mixed economy creative
practices that are distinct entities but are a part of the larger field itself. What is
commonly referred to as the ‘artist-led field’ in everyday conversation is actually
one of these sub-fields; as such the ‘artist-led sub-field’ is a distinct, but tightly
interrelated component of the CVAF and by extension, other fields. Here it is
accepted that the artist-led field and the artist-led sub-field refer to the same
thing, both describing artist-led self-organisation at a broad level and its
interrelation to the wider CVAF and beyond, with the artist-led sub-field having
not been articulated as such previously. Within the CVAF undeniably there is a
certain social hierarchy of practitioners and organisations in relation to the
larger field of power that governs its practitioners, again generally favouring

those that create economic capital.

Reflecting the commercial and non-commercial divide in the various sub-fields -
including small-scale institutions as intermediaries?!® - and their importance to

the overarching field, the hierarchy of the CVAF can be expressed as:

217 Linda Weintraub, Making Contemporary Art: How Today’s Artists Think and
Work (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, 2003), 8.

218 Nora Sternfeld, “Playing by the Rules of the Game. Participation in the Post-
representative Museum,” trans. Erika Doucette & Sam Osborn, CuMMA PAPERS
#1, August 2013, accessed May 05, 2020,
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The commercial market (galleries and auction houses)

> Biennials, triennials, Documenta (periodic exhibitions) >

> Public and private galleries and museums (large-scale >
institutions)

> Small-scale institutions >

> Artist-led/artist-run/independent practitioners, spaces >
and organisations

‘Amateur’/recreational practitioners

[Fig.2]

Whilst this hierarchy is relatively fluid depending on the strength of the
commercial market and has the potential for change, similar to the field of
power, the importance of economic capital in neoliberal societies to date has
held the current structure firm. In what can be seen as a classically Marxist trope,
visual arts practice at all levels can be understood as responding to the
fluctuations of the free market and global economies, with contemporary forms
of practice (in the second economy) largely consisting of non-capitalist methods
of production and output.?1° Alongside this a reversal of that same hierarchy can
be seen as the ‘traditional’ flow or trajectory purported by cultural and
educational institutions for a practitioner looking to become commercially
successful. If achieved, the understanding is that they would ultimately exist

(relatively) outside of precarious conditions in the field within the commercial

https://cummastudies.files.wordpress.com /2013 /08 /cummapapersl sternfeld
Lpdf

Also see small-scale UK institutions such as Bloc Projects, Oriel Davies Gallery,
Dundee Contemporary Arts, etc. as examples. “About,” Bloc Projects, accessed
June 11, 2020,

https://www.blocprojects.co.uk/about

“About,” Oriel Davies Gallery, accessed June 11, 2020,
http://www.orieldavies.org/about

“About,” Dundee Contemporary Arts, accessed June 11, 2020,
https://www.dca.org.uk/about

219 See Dave Beech, Art and Postcapitalism; Art and Value: Art’s Economic
Exceptionalism in Classical, Neoclassical and Marxist Economics (Leiden: Brill,
2015).
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environment of the art system. With the field broken down into reflecting how
the art system functions and how people regularly come to linearly perceive
progression within it (often exacerbated by institutional propaganda for just
such a trajectory), the overall view is one of a series of steps in order to reach the
end goal of the pinnacle of critical - and commercial - success. Not only is such a
view misguided and the support for it echoed from institutions from higher
education, galleries and museums disingenuous, it has clearly proved to be
unobtainable for most and at odds with the polychronic and multiple nature of

contemporary existence as outlined in Chapter 1.

The Artist-Led Sub-Field

As the socio-economic hierarchy of the CVAF makes clear artist-led self-
organisation and its sub-field is located near the bottom, away from the upper
echelons of those producing the highest amounts of economic capital, and often
the least amount of ‘meaningful’ cultural capital. With the vast majority of
practitioners existing within the second economy of art - their outputs not
governed by the primary economy of capital accumulation and generally not
seeing proportional remuneration for their labour - they (and the artist-led sub-
field) have come to be a part of the ‘creative dark matter’ of the art system and
CVAF. As previously outlined in the Introduction, Gregory Sholette uses the
astrophysics terminology as a metaphor to explain the mass of practitioners and
people that go largely unnoticed by the rest of the art system, practicing in the
shadows of the formal and institutionalised aspects of it but who are crucial to
supporting and maintaining it on a daily basis. The system they help underpin is
predicated on an ongoing conveyor belt of practitioners entering the outside
world (usually) from the confines of educational institutions and ‘failing’ once
there. This leaves a mass of artists and creative practitioners who ultimately take
up and labour in other roles within the art system and its institutions that help
support its functions. Doing so allows a select few to exist professionally
(sanctioned by institutional gatekeepers), and be (often excessively)

remunerated for their artworks, thereby assuming positions at the top of the
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CVAF social hierarchy.??0 It is starkly apparent why a number of institutions
continue to peddle the rhetoric of an historic potential upward trajectory in the
art system; without the practitioners that ‘fail’ the institutions themselves (and
by extension the field) would stutter into obsolescence with swathes of their

core workforce missing. In Dark Matter Sholette states:

Without this obscure mass of “failed” artists the small cadre of successful
artists would find it difficult, if not impossible, to sustain the global art
world as it appears today. Without this invisible mass, the ranks of middle
and lower level arts administrators would be depleted, there would be no
one left to fabricate the work of art stars or to manage their studios and
careers. And who would educate the next generation of artists,
disciplining their growing numbers into a system that mechanically
produces prolific failure? Furthermore, by purchasing journals and books,
visiting museums and belonging to professional organizations, these
underdeveloped “invisibles” represent an essential pillar of the elite art
world whose pyramidal structure looms over them eternally out of
reach.??t

Here Sholette’s use of the figure of the failed artist was drawn from the work of
art historian Carol Duncan. Mirroring her 1983 assertion in “Who Rules the Art
World?” of the surplus of artistic talent vital to the functioning of the wider arts

community, field and commercial market, where she states:

We can measure the waste [of artistic talent] not only in the thousands of
“failed” artists - artists whose market failure is necessary to the success
of the few - but also in the millions whose creative potential is never
touched...This glut of art and artists is the normal condition of the
market.???

Similar to Sholette’s concept of creative dark matter, sociologist Pascal Gielen
can also be seen to have taken up Duncan’s line of thought and indeed

contributed to Sholette’s concept. He states that at “the lowest estimate, about

220 Sholette, Dark Matter.

221 Ibid, 3.

222 Carol Duncan, “Who Rules the Art World?” in: Aesthetics of Power: Essays in
Critical Art History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 172. Also see
Gregory Sholette, “What Do Artists Want? Re-reading Carol Duncan’s 1983 Essay
“Who Rules the Art World?” In 2017,” in: Who Runs the Artworld: Money, Power,
Ethics, ed. Brad Buckley & John Conomos (Faringdon: Libri Publishing, 2017), 57-
74.
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ninety percent of the artists graduating from the schools today spend their entire
careers as promise or potential — and thus as a murmur.”223 Whilst he doesn’t
explicitly call them failures he implies that the murmur exists as a generally
incomprehensible noise of artistic practices. In linking the murmur to wider
historical thinking surrounding post-operaist theory?24 particularly of the 1970s
by post-Marxist philosophers Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,?2> he uses the
‘murmur of the artistic multitude’ to describe how the murmur continues to
grow until it forms a diverse grouping of practitioners (the ‘multitude’) that is
constantly in flux with no borders, able to communicate and collaborate
together.226 In Multitude Hardt and Negri defined their post-Marxist

understanding of the multitude as:

an irreducible multiplicity; the singular social differences that constitute
the multitude must always be expressed and can never be flattened into
sameness, unity, identity, or indifference. The multitude is not merely a
fragmented and dispersed multiplicity. It is true, of course, that in our
postmodern social life old identities have broken apart...The fracturing of
modern identities, however, does not prevent the singularities from
acting in common. This is the definition of the multitude...singularities
that act in common.2%7

223 Pascal Gielen, The Murmuring of the Artistic Multitude. Global Art, Politics and
Post-Fordism (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2009), 22.

224 Originally derived from the Italian Autonomia movements (particularly the
Autonomia Operaia movement) that were rooted in Marxist and Leftist ideals
broadly seeking to bring about breaks from hierarchical social institutions to
provide more democratic autonomy in everyday life for people. The term came
to be known as ‘operaismo’ and describes political analysis centred on the
working class (Workerism). In a post-operaist context post-Marxist philosophy
was used to develop concepts such as immaterial labour, the multitude,
commoning, etc. in line with the ‘new spirit of capitalism’ of the 1970s. This
liberally inclined, and democratically minded, approach to autonomy can be seen
to have influenced contemporary debates on autonomy, and my own position.
For more on Workerism see Sergio Bologna, “Workerism Beyond Fordism: On
the Lineage of Italian Workerism,” Viewpoint Magazine, December 15, 2014,
accessed June 25, 2020,

https://www.viewpointmag.com/2014/12/15 /workerism-beyond-fordism-on-
the-lineage-of-italian-workerism/

225 Michael Hardt & Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2001).

226 [bid, 23-41.

227 Michael Hardt & Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of
Empire (New York: Penguin Books, 2004), 105.
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This artistic multitude then is symptomatic of the move to post-Fordist working
conditions and immaterial labour,?28 its murmuring echoing the spirit of
counter-hegemony drawn from the social movements of the 1970s. Arguably
Sholette re-casts the artistic multitude in the guise of dark matter to reflect the
current landscape of cultural existence and practice, in which the position of the
art-worker is one that is subjugated, rather than empowered by their opposition.
In helping to passively reinforce the key social hierarchy of the field through
being part of the murmur/creative dark matter of the art system, practitioners
bind themselves to a variety of precarious forms of labour, or indeed put their
own creative position in precarity in seeking full-time positions of labour that
would fully provide for their needs. Unable to properly fulfil their artistic
potential under the conditions of post-Financial Crisis recession and austerity,
practitioners are seemingly caught in a perpetual losing cycle; damned if they do

and damned if they don’t.

Here it is worth raising the point of the demographic makeup of the visual arts in
the UK in order to better understand artist-led practitioners and the dynamics of
the artist-led sub-field in relation to the CVAF. The visual arts in this country can
be seen as generally liberally-minded, overwhelmingly white, overwhelmingly
middle class,??° and having men in most key positions of power within

institutions.?3% Given the dark matter premise (building on Duncan’s original

228 Originally defined by sociologist and philosopher Maurizio Lazzarato, he
outlined it as labour encompassing skills that were increasingly cybernetic or
robotic, and that increasingly involved activities not normally recognised as
traditional ‘work’. Maurizio Lazzarato, “Immaterial labor,” in: Radical Thought in
Italy: A Potential Politics, ed. Paolo Virno & Michael Hardt (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 142-157.

229 Hettie Judah, “The Art World is Overwhelmingly Liberal But Still
Overwhelmingly Middle Class and White - Why?” Frieze, July 06, 2018, accessed
January 15, 2019,
https://frieze.com/article/art-world-overwhelmingly-liberal-still-
overwhelmingly-middle-class-and-white-why

230 Dany Louise, “Women in the visual arts: “Leadership is not a gender neutral
space,”” a-n, April 28, 2016, accessed January 15, 2019,
https://www.a-n.co.uk/news/women-in-the-visual-arts-leadership-is-not-a-
gender-neutral-space/
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thesis) of the conveyor belt of artists entering the world on a yearly basis it could
be inferred from this general topological overview that this middle class “overly
stale, pale, and male”231 dominance (to borrow a phrase from the polemical art
criticism platform The White Pube) of key positions of power is relative to all
aspects of the art system itself, and is also the same at the level of the artist-led
sub-field. This is obviously a clear issue for meaningful inclusivity,
representation and cultural diversity within the entirety of visual arts in the UK.
But when viewed in relation to Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus?32 of
practitioners it makes for an even bleaker picture. Focusing on practitioners
entering into the sub-field, the habitus of most can be tentatively seen to
incorporate generally left-leaning liberal political views, existence within some
form of precarity, a high level of education gained through university or free
school models, and knowledge and experience of practical and theoretical skills

and relationships relevant to contemporary visual arts.233

Through this generalised outline of the artist-led habitus alongside the racial,
gendered and class makeup of the CVAF and artist-led sub-field, when new
practitioners enter the CVAF with similar tastes and dispositions they usually
receive an equivalent position within the field that ultimately sees them
gravitate toward the artist-led sub-field. Because of this a certain collective sense
of group identity within the sub-field is fostered. With practitioners generally
coming from similar backgrounds, having similar levels of knowledge, similar
economic standings and privileges, and having similar understandings of existing

social hierarchies and protocols, they are able to feel a sense of inclusivity and

The new Arts Council England 10-year strategy also aims to specifically combat
this issue in England as part of its activity. See “Let’s Create. Strategy 2020-
2030,” Arts Council England, January 27, 2020, accessed March 10, 2020,
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files /download-
file/Strategy%202020 2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf

231 “Dazed 100 2018 - 44 The White Pube,” Dazed Digital, June 26, 2018,
accessed October 11, 2019,
https://www.dazeddigital.com/projects/article/39702 /1 /the-white-pube-
curators-biography-dazed-100-2018-profile

232 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste.

233 Collated generally from observation, and the events staged as part of the
research.
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collectivity with their peers. Feeling as though they are part of a wider
community of like-minded individuals. Given the liberal consciousness present
within the sub-field, seeking for it to be a space open and inclusive to all, it is
telling that this same collectivity effectively works to stifle this broadly held but

largely unspoken aim.
< Tweet

The White Pube
@thewhitepube

if you have some you gotta put it in
your artist statement okay next

Sometimes what

needs is just one piece...

rich
parents

09:12 - 10/10/2020 - Twitter for iPhone

90 Retweets 1 Quote Tweet 664 Likes

Image 2. The White Pube, Twitter post, 9:12 am, October 10, 2020, accessed November 29, 2020,
https://twitter.com /thewhitepube/status/1314841332372963328?s=21
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With practitioners from relatively privileged white backgrounds?34 routinely
struggling to find a meaningful position within the sub-field and the artist-led
community, the opportunity of an equivalent position for those from a minority,
LGBTQIA+, or working class background without access to those same privileges
has to date proved relatively slim. This can be seen as in part reflected in the
statistic of only 2.7% of the entire UK workforce in galleries, museums and
libraries being from a minority background.23> Despite the fact that even people
from a position of privilege struggle to find a role within the CVAF and sub-field,
here it further proves just how badly represented wider societal makeup is in the

visual arts and other cultural disciplines.

Alongside this unintentionally and structurally biased misrepresentation of the
UK population within the CVAF, and artist-led sub-field, arguably this sense of
collectivity also serves to placate practitioners that do feel a part of it to a certain
degree. Everyone is viewed as being in the same precarious position with
previously few that have vocally or publicly challenged this orthodoxy of
precarity. This is despite practitioners all possessing different levels of privilege
and socio-economic wealth under those conditions of precarity that could
provide them platforms to do so. Here it is important to return to Hardt and
Negri’s conception of the multitude - practitioners, regardless of their class or
ethnic background are essentially forced into a certain collectivity. Not flattened
together cohesively, but rather singularities currently acting in disjointed
commonality under conditions of precarity. A warped inclusivity that provides
the potential for dissent from individuals, groups and collectives against the

governing social order, yet which often remains fractured.

234 Reinforcing the art system stereotype of a privileged white middle class able
to undertake precarious work by surviving through other means e.g. familial
support or inherited wealth.

235 Tom Jeffreys, “Survey Shows Extent of Class Divide in Creative Industries,”
Frieze, April 16, 2018, accessed January 15, 2019,
https://frieze.com/article/survey-shows-extent-class-divide-creative-industries
Something ROOT-ed Zine are working to change for artists of colour in the North
West, as discussed at Open Forum 2. See Appendix 2.
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Network Dynamics of Sociality

Within the CVAF and artist-led sub-field, practitioners, like in all other aspects of
life, utilise online/offline networks as part of their everyday activities and are in
turn part of an almost indecipherable number of networks active in global
society. Socially governed, human networks have evolved spanning physical and

digital dimensions from the first social groupings of our species onwards.

Social organisation and communication through relations, cultural exchange,
trade and conflict on local, national and international scales have always been
based on the social networks fostered by and between different groups and
peoples. It wasn’t until the advent of industrialism that technologised networks
as we understand them today would begin to develop. My use of ‘network’ as
terminology is general, and in context of artist-led self-organisation is
specifically concerned with the main types of technologised networks, although
within those categories there are numerous models of distinct network forms, all
of which constitute different forms of power relations.23¢ Technologised
networks are understood as having three main typologies - centralised,
decentralised and distributed.?3” Broadly, centralised networks have a single
server node that shares information with other nodes of the network,
decentralised networks have numerous server nodes that all have copies of the
same set of information to share with other nodes so no single server is in

command, and in distributed networks every node is in effect a server and

236 For a broad overview of how network structures have risen to prominence in
contemporary society and the art system see Relyea, Your Everyday Art World.
237 The distributed network was conceived and developed by engineer Paul
Baran in the 1960s as a response to the Cold War and threat of impending
nuclear attacks to maintain communication throughout a network if part of it
was destroyed. [t would help develop the internet as we understand it today.
Paul Baran, “On Distributed Communications: 1. Introduction to Distributed
Communications Networks,” Memorandum RM-3420-PR, August 1964, accessed
February 19, 2020,

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research memoranda/2006/R

M3420.pdf

112



makes its own decision, with the behaviour of the wider network decided by

consensus of the constituent nodes.238

As technology increasingly advanced so too did methods of electronic
communication, bringing with it the potential for wider, more convenient and
instantaneous communication to occur. Within this increasingly technological
environment technologised networks became dominant as the apparatus of
social organisation through their features of flexibility, scalability and
survivability that ensured their ongoing presence in society.?3? According to
Manuel Castells in “Informationalism, Networks and the Network Society”, in any
online/offline context the operation of networks in their varying forms can be

understood as:

a set of interconnected nodes...A network has no center, just nodes. Nodes
may be of varying relevance for the network. Nodes increase their
importance for the network by absorbing more relevant information, and
processing it more efficiently. The relative importance of a node does not
stem from its specific features but from its ability to contribute to the
network’s goals. However, all nodes of a network are necessary for the
network’s performance. When nodes become redundant or useless,
networks tend to reconfigure themselves, deleting some nodes, and
adding new ones...The network is the unit, not the node.?40

These countless meshworks of interconnectivity would continue to exert
dominance over social organisation as humanity entered the Information Age?#1
of the 215t century. Advancing to economies predicated on the development and
use of information technologies, they would help fuel globalisation and the
increased interconnectivity that has become a commonplace trait of existence in
nearly every society globally. As a result of the technological advances made
throughout the Information Age we now exist within a ‘network society’.

According to Castells this is a “society whose social structure is made of

238 [bid, 2.

239 Manuel Castells, “Informationalism, Networks, and the Network Society: A
Theoretical Blueprint,” in: The Network Society. A Cross-cultural Perspective ed.
Manuel Castells (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2004), 3-48.

240 [bid, 3.

241 Manuel Castells, The information age: economy, society, culture, Vol.I. (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1996).

113



networks powered by microelectronics-based information and communication
technologies.”?42 As part of the network society we inhabit, aspects of life are

driven by the:

extension and augmentation of the body and mind of human subjects in
networks of interaction powered by microelectronics-based, software-
operated, communication technologies. These technologies are
increasingly diffused throughout the entire realm of human activity by
growing miniaturization.?43

That artist-led communities have come (like the majority of other groups in the
UK) to rely on these communication technologies as an extension of the physical
collective is no surprise. Whereas previously networks of practitioners involved
in earlier self-organised movements and practices were effectively closed to the
general public unless they were invited into them, now they are decidedly more
public because of that technological development in our network society, and so
are arguably open to external interaction or observation. With previous
networks contributing much to what used to make those movements and
practices subcultural - their existence in the margins of society being enhanced
by the almost clandestine sharing of information - now practitioners are nearly
at the other end of the spectrum. As technology has developed so too has the

public nature of communication and information sharing.

Practitioners have watched on as technological development has exponentially
increased; physical forms from telephones to computers, to tablets and
smartphones have scaled down in size whilst scaling up in their power of, and
potential for, communication and interactivity. Alongside this the platforms,
applications and services we use to communicate through those devices have

also evolved. With the growth and expansion of the internet?#4 to its second

242 Castells, “Informationalism, Networks, and the Network Society,” 3.

243 [bid, 7.

244 It is important to recognise the internet as having drastically - and
paradoxically - changed since its inception. What was initially conceived as a
free and democratic resource in the 1990s based on the values propagated by
the hippies and communes of the 1960s has been almost entirely reversed and is
now rampantly commercialised, and used to harvest data for other organisations
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incarnation from the static to dynamic web pages of Web 2.0 from around 2000
onwards, those same platforms, applications and services also shifted, moving
from what were purely networked communication channels to interactive,
networked sites of sociality.24> From these conditions of increasing social
connections and dialogue occurring through digital means social media
platforms as we understand them today would emerge. With digital technology
being incorporated into the communication networks of everyday life (beginning
with phone calls) it was the next stage in the evolution of networked sociality
that those same processes would become integrated within online spaces.
Sharing pictures and videos, instant messaging, commenting on activities,
sharing anecdotes and political opinions on everyday occurrences, etc. that were
once a private solitary or group experience are now a collective act. In The

Culture of Connectivity new media author José van Dijck states:

through social media, these casual speech acts have turned into
formalized inscriptions, which, once embedded in the larger economy of
wider publics, take on a different value. Utterances previously expressed
offhandedly are now released into a public domain where they can have
far-reaching and long-lasting effects. Social media platforms have
unquestionably altered the nature of private and public
communication.?46

As social media platforms have shifted the nature of communication, their
structures have also come to exist as relatively fluid, being updated as time
progresses from feedback received from users. As van Dijck makes clear, there
are a variety of loose categories of social media platforms, but they regularly and

increasingly overlap with one another. Notably the ‘social network sites’ (such as

to profit from. It has also come to have highly hierarchical conditions that work
to limit and constrain the politics and content present within it, in many ways
mirroring the conditions people experience IRL (‘in real life”). See Geert Lovink,
My First Recession, Critical Internet Culture in Transition (Rotterdam:
V2_Publishing & NAi Publishers, 2003); Fred Turner, From Counterculture to
Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of Digital
Utopianism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006).

245 José van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). With reference to the ongoing
research of Manuel Castells and digital culture theorist Lev Manovich.

246 [bid, 7.
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Facebook and Twitter) intended for users to create and maintain social networks
and the ‘user-generated content sites’ (such as YouTube and Instagram)
intended for users to express and share creativity, have porously merged uses
and functions. This is in order for the platforms to increase their market
dominance; users are encouraged to network and share comments, pictures,

videos and other content across all of them.247

Alongside this trend of encouraging creative and political expression across all
social media platforms ultimately for the companies’ profit,?48 year-on-year more
people are increasingly using various forms of technology to access the internet,
and increasingly using it to access and interact with a wide variety of those
platforms. In January 2020 it was estimated that 67% of the world’s population
had access to mobile phones, 59% of the population were active internet users
and 49% active social media users. At the time of writing that equates to around
3.75 billion people globally interacting with social media on their mobile devices.
Within that demographic the top two most popular social media platforms
globally were Facebook and YouTube.?#° It is unsurprising that both blend social
networking and production of user-generated content. And even more
unsurprising that they have found popularity among users by encouraging their
creativity in producing and consuming different forms of content, even to the
point of being able to refer to it as a form of curating. In this regard social media
users are undeniably cultural content producers, and following this vein could
arguably be seen as artists and/or curators. Whether most people would be
aware or care about this salient fact is incidental; they have ironically and
unintentionally become part of the original avant-garde’s quest to sublate art

into everyday life on a certain warped, commercially driven, level.

247 Ibid, 8.

248 Many of those platforms and other digital media services and companies have
also been bought out by Facebook, further monopolising its position. Notable
examples include Instagram and WhatsApp - reinforcing the encouragement of
creative expression across platforms and services as it ultimately grows the
company’s profits.

249 Dave Chaffey, “Global social media research summary 2020,” Smart Insights,
last modified April 17, 2020, accessed April 19, 2020,
https://www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-
strategy/new-global-social-media-research/
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Whilst social media platforms are undoubtedly the main, and pervasive, tool for
developing and maintaining networks, other digital services also play a part.2>0
Email, SMS messaging, video calling, mailing lists, blogs, forums, etc. still factor in
the overall landscape of networks, but their importance pales in comparison to
that of social media platforms for instantaneous and influential exchanges.2>1
Whereas there is the potential for longer form methods of communication and
exchange to occur (both temporally and in content) through these other digital
services, it is the immediacy of which users are encouraged to create and
disseminate content on social media platforms that has seen them become
dominant. This strive toward producing content for these platforms has risen
exponentially as they continue to grow, with many external companies quickly
catching on to the trend in order to monetise and reinforce this cult of content
production. With social media influencers in the UK able to recoup anywhere
from £100 - £1,000 per post2°2 it has reinforced the 1980 assertion by futurist
Alvin Toffler of contemporary society moving toward the roles of producers and
consumers becoming blurred as technology increasingly advanced, and instead

behaving as ‘prosumers’ that straddle both sides of the divide at once.23

250 The distinction between the internet and the ‘world wide web’ is important
here - the internet being effectively a network of networks, and the web a way of
accessing information from the internet that supports most digital services and
social media platforms. Arguably with the size of the internet, digital services
and social media platforms accessed through the web are limiting their potential
social reach as the web only covers a partial amount of the overall size of the
internet itself.

251 [t is pertinent to note the typologies of those networked digital services and
social media platforms is decidedly mixed. From the centralised structure of
social media (with individual/corporate owners) to the more decentralised and
distributed structures of mailing lists, forums, etc. they all play varying roles in
the continued sociality of contemporary life, all of which are utilised by
practitioners.

252 Daisy Murray, “How Much Do Social Media Influencers Get Paid? New
Research Reveals All,” Elle, March 25, 2019, accessed April 21, 2019,
https://www.elle.com /uk/life-and-culture/a26927125 /how-much-do-
influencers-get-paid/

253 Alvin Toffler, The Third Wave: The Classic Study of Tomorrow (New York:
William Morrow and Co.,1980). For a corollary of the debate on the autonomy of
art in relation to the prosumer see Rob Horning, “Artistic autonomy and
subsumption,” The New Enquiry, March 21, 2014, accessed August 18, 2020,
https://thenewinquiry.com/blog/artistic-autonomy-and-subsumption/
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The art system is no different in this regard. As part of contemporary society all
of its constituents behave as prosumers, with social media platforms acting as
gateways to new practitioners (for practitioners, curators, gallerists and
audiences). Arguably for practitioners at all levels it acts as both a research
methodology to learn about and connect with others, and also an avenue to
potentially monetise their practice.2>* This allows practitioners to eschew the
specific roles of producer and consumer (as per Murphy’s definition of the artist-
run ethos,?> outlined in Chapter 1). A prosumer-driven output can also be agued
as the business model of numerous arts organisations, notably e-flux. Starting as
an artist-run email mailing list in 1998, e-flux quickly became funded by larger
institutions, catering to the globalised, overtly commercial, art system. It would
later begin to produce journals and publications alongside its paid mailing list
services and other outputs, reinforcing its networked power relations with the
rest of the art system.2>¢ This prosumerism of the commercial art market is the
same in artist-led contexts, with The White Pube arguably symptomatic of this
methodology. Not only do they use their sizeable social media following and
website presence to communicate their various critical outputs, they also use
them to meet their audience, regularly organising ‘art dates’. Art dates are used
to meet their followers to visit new exhibitions, or any other social space, to
make new relationships and broaden their understandings of contemporary
practice and practitioners, which then further contextualises their critical

output.257

The Artist-Led Network.

Self-organised practitioners (including examples such as The White Pube)

obviously utilise personal networks in line with the rest of global society, but

254 Olivia Fleming, "Why the World’s Most Talked-About New Art Dealer Is
Instagram,” Frieze, May 13, 2014, accessed November 29, 2020,
https://www.vogue.com/article /buying-and-selling-art-on-instagram

255 Murphy, “What makes artist-run spaces different?,” 5.

256 “About,” e-flux, accessed April 21, 2019,
https://www.e-flux.com/about

257 “Art Dates,” The White Pube, accessed November 29, 2020,
https://www.thewhitepube.co.uk/art-dates
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alongside these they are also part of a wider, and public, ‘artist-led network’ that
to date has not been critically defined or explored. There is no application
process to join this network or membership fees for continued participation. The
only criteria is identifying as enacting processes of artist-led self-organisation -
once you do so and begin to research or interact with the sub-field or contact
other practitioners you inherently become a part of it. In many cases
practitioners’ wider social networks are comprised of much of the artist-led
network itself. The artist-led network is much the same as any other network,
but specific to the varying needs and interests of the artist-led sub-field within
the wider CVAF, and the different forms and models that self-organisation from
practitioners manifests and develops as. It replicates and reflects the same
general social tendencies and strategies as the practitioners that are a part of it:
supposed openness, knowledge sharing (commonly at an open-source or peer-
to-peer level), creative expression (mainly) through the visual arts, and wider

cultural interaction are all component parts.

This is all, like the wider sub-field of artist-led self-organisation, staged between
online/offline realms utilising digital technology to augment and extend personal
relationships and organisation. Allowing practitioners to learn from their peers
and think through and freely share their own personal experimentation with
others, all whilst developing and maintaining relationships. It can be understood
as a ‘social-technical’ assemblage.2>8 Throughout history artists have
appropriated specific structures from other disciplines to inform the
development of their networks. Arguably the most famous example being the
rhizome from botany,2>° employed countless times to orient an underground
network with occasional ‘above ground’ visible activity. The artist-led network is

developed from a lineage of rhizomatic networks, notably the communal Mail Art

258 Made up of a combination of various digital technologies, platforms and
physical aspects. See Ned Rossiter, Organized Networks: Media Theory, Creative
Labour, New Institutions (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, Amsterdam: Institute of
Network Cultures, 2006).

259 First used in a theoretical context by psychologist Carl Jung in 1965, the
rhizome describes the roots of an organism beneath the surface that continues to
survive even when the organism’s blooms above ground die away. Carl Jung,
Memories, Dreams, Reflections (New York: Vintage Books, 1965), 4.
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movement of the mid-1950s and all-encompassing nature proposed of The
Eternal Network by Filliou and Brecht in 1968.290 It utilises aspects of both
suffused with digital technology to cater for a generation of contemporary
practitioners. Alongside the prerequisite social media platforms the use of
secondary digital services such as email, blogs, mailing lists, etc. and publishing
across online/offline spaces are also employed to communicate and organise.
This variety of digital options provides security so far as if any platforms or
services ever cease operation there is a healthy stream of others to utilise to
extend the breadth and life of the network. It also usually functions as a cost-free
alternative to print distribution for practitioners already generally lacking
funding in their position of financial precarity. The type and format of physical
interactions between practitioners also varies, from visual arts events such as
exhibition previews and exhibition visits, to tours, talks and symposia, open
studios, fundraisers and auctions, practical and theoretical workshops,
publication launches and reading groups. This also extends to more overtly
political and social situations fostered by artist-led connections such as protest

marches, wellbeing workshops and general sociality amongst practitioners.

260 As outlined in Chapter 1 along with Filliou’s Art-as-Peace Biennale, Lippard'’s
‘numbers’ and ‘suitcase’ shows, and Paik’s ‘broadcast’ works.
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The Artist-Led Network

e Node (practitioner,
organisation)

—— Online/offline
connections
(relationships, social
media platforms,
digital
communications
technology, etc.)

[Fig.3]

Whilst it exists and operates largely within public space, and in keeping with its
rhizomatic lineage, it is largely unnoticed by those who either aren’t already a
part of it or don’t have similar interests relating to the visual arts and/or self-
organised cultural practices. For the online portion of the network this will result
in algorithms not suggesting accounts/pages/events related to artist-led self-
organisation to those outside of its confines. In reality this also means posts or
content from those practitioners won'’t ever achieve a viral status likely to reach
a mass public, leading to somewhat of an artist-led echo chamber. This selective
online algorithmic dissemination also contributes to those outside of the
network missing information to potentially interact and participate. The

structural orientation of the artist-led network is broadly horizontal with no one
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clear ‘manager’ and is seemingly taken for granted by most practitioners.261 It
can be understood as a distributed network in so far as all of the nodes
(practitioners and organisations) within it have agency and are able to
communicate, interact and share information with others. In this way it can be
seen to incorporate the creative dark matter and murmur of the artistic
multitude - as according to Hardt and Negri, the concept of the multitude is best
thought of as a distributed network similar to the model displayed by the

internet of an amalgamation of networked forms.262

[ would however argue that its general non-recognition to date as a distinct
network is not because it does not exist. Instead, similarly to the nature of the
artist-led cycle, rather that on a day-to-day level it is not perceived by
practitioners within the milieu of networked sociality and ‘prosumerism’ of
which they are a part, and within which a range of interests outside of the visual
arts intersect. It is quietly operating in the background of the wider haze of

networks; part of much more complex, wider, assemblages of operation.

[t is important to return to Toffler’s point and make the distinction here that
practitioners within the network are implicitly prosumers along with the rest of
global society. In much the same way that self-organisation in contemporary life
can be shown to in fact not be a free choice and instead serves to reinforce
precarity and neoliberal hegemony, so too does the prosumer lifestyle and
reliance on social networks. As Geert Lovink and Ned Rossiter state in

Organization after Social Media:

Many have already identified social networks as a conspirational
neoliberal invention that, in the end, only benefits the global elite...The

261 Here it is important to mention the typology of the networks the digital
services and social media platforms that practitioners utilise within the artist-led
network come from. For those that are centralised the owners of websites,
platforms, services, etc. will all have a hierarchical impact upon that particular
aspect of the network, creating paradoxical instances within the otherwise
horizontally perceived structure.

262 Hardt and Negri, Multitude, XV.
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algorithmic modulation of networks generates patterns of data that hold
economic value for social media corporations and finance capital.263

There is no way around it, by having any form of output on any online and/or
social media you contribute to strengthening the dominant socio-economic
system, even if trying to subvert its use and commercialisation. Arguably the
majority of practitioners that identify as enacting artist-led self-organisation
have grown up during the rise of the prosumer. However if practitioners try to
remove themselves from this demarcation and only use online and/or social
media to observe or receive information then their inaction would render them
(following Castells?4) as a redundant node in the wider artist-led network. As
such they would eventually be removed, reinforcing the necessity of self-
organisation and prosumerism to remain within it and ultimately contributing to
the continuation of the precarious status quo. Along with definitively being
prosumers it is also pertinent to highlight another point set out by Castells in his
definition of the operation of a network. Namely, that the wider artist-led
network is itself the network unit. The practitioners, organisations and their
outputs make up its nodes, and their sociality and connections with one another

constitute the broader web of relations they contribute to.

In conceptualising and defining an overarching artist-led network it presupposes
that it is distinct from any global variations that exist for artist-run, or other self-
organised practitioners.26> Through highlighting the artist-led network and

raising the point of its connection to Mail Art and The Eternal Network, it is

263 Geert Lovink & Ned Rossiter, Organization after Social Media (New York:
Autonomedia, 2018), 3-4.

264 Castells, “Informationalism, Networks, and the Network Society,” 3-48.

265 For brevity I will focus on artist-run practitioners as they have more
contemporary interaction and influence in the UK. The main example of a
currently defined ‘artist-run network’ is the Artist Run Alliance (ARA) online
network. The ARA will “map artist run initiatives in far-flung places around the
globe, enable mentorship and knowledge sharing and provide models and
funding solutions for new art initiatives.” However the ARA is positioned more as
a crossover between a community platform and archive with no features for
direct discourse between users, unlike a network in the same sense as I describe
the artist-led network. “Our Vision,” Artist Run Alliance, accessed November 12,
2019,

https://artistrunalliance.org/our-vision/
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implicit that an equivalent (and earlier formed) network exists for artist-run
practitioners?6® who are subject to the same neoliberal conditions and
dependence on internet-based technologies as their ‘artist-led’ peers. Whilst
there is an argument for the two to be amalgamated into one much larger
network of networks?67 (should an overarching artist-run network latterly be
defined), here I focus solely on the artist-led network. This is for two reasons:
firstly, any research and study into such a wide-ranging combination would
arguably require its own research project given its global size and scope, and
secondly, that the content of the artist-led network can be seen as related to
artist-led activity in the UK from the inception of the ‘artist-led’ moniker itself.
There may be theoretical overlaps in content or even with practical examples of
organisational models or methodologies of action with artist-run or other self-
organised cultural methodologies, but in this context the impetus of those

overlaps will be on furthering knowledge of artist-led practices.

The general characteristics of the artist-led network follow those of an
‘organized network’ (amalgamated and referred to as ‘orgnets’) as

conceptualised by Lovink and Rossiter.268 They outline that orgnets are:

best understood as new institutional forms whose social-technical
dynamics are immanent to the culture of networks. Orgnets are partly
conditioned by <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>