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Forms of Participation in Art

 juliane rebentisch
Translated by Daniel Hendrickson

The problem of how aesthetic experience relates to the dimension of 
intersubjectivity is not new. What is new is the way this problem is 
being formulated. In contemporary aesthetic discourse it is not, as 
in Kant, a matter of some generality that would be implicit to every 
aesthetic judgment because it is based on a manner of experience 
that, in its very structure, can principally be assumed for all thinking 
beings. Nor, however, is it a matter of participating in some truth of 
universal validity. Like the fi rst Kantian perspective, the second, the 
perspective of what has been called truth aesthetics, also abandons 
all concrete subjectivity. So, for Adorno, the ideal artist is one who 
emphasizes a moment in the work that allows it to step outside 
of its connection to the individuality of the artist (its expression). 
By committing to the project of relieving art’s autonomy from its 
relation to all concrete subjectivity, and thus also including his or 
her own, the “artist” is meant to become “the deputy of the total 
subject.”1 Out of art, writes Adorno in his Aesthetic Theory, “it is 
a We that speaks and not an I— indeed all the more so the less the 
artwork adapts externally to a We and its idiom.”2 From this per-
spective, participating in art means that the viewer, listener, spectator, 
or reader is meant to overcome his or her empirical situatedness in 
relation to the work and to participate in something universal.3 And 



qui parle   spring/summer 2015   vol. 23, no. 230

as far as this participation is understood as participating in a “pure 
We,” the relation to the work gains a utopian dimension as well. 
To have an aesthetic experience, for Adorno, means participating 
in the “adumbration of reconciliation.”4

Contemporary art, on the other hand— indeed, increasingly 
since the 1960s— explicitly turns against the overburdening of art 
with the project of anticipating a pure subject for a utopian “total 
society.”5 Rather, to many artists today, this project appears just 
as corrupted as the hopes that were placed in the presumably uni-
versal language of abstraction. No matter what the bone of con-
tention, whether it be the marginalization of women in the art of 
high modernism, the aloofness of this art in relation to proletarian 
culture and subcultures, or the largely white and Western charac-
ter of the art world that it belongs to (which certainly is manifest 
in exotic references to its others)— in too many respects such uni-
versalism has turned out to be particularism. It is this insight that 
must be taken into account in reformulating the question of the re-
lationship between aesthetic experience and the dimension of inter-
subjectivity. For this dimension can no longer be imagined as pure 
or abstract. Rather, it has to be referred back to concrete culturally 
and socially marked subjectivities.

A variety of theoretical responses have been formulated to the 
question of how aesthetic experience can be reimagined within the 
dimension of intersubjectivity with particular focus on the rela-
tion between modes of participation in (open) work and modes 
of participation in social and political life. Many contributions to 
the discussion grouped under the title “participatory art” are even 
found in open argument with one another— chiefl y falling into two 
camps. One side, mainly associated since the late 1990s with the 
French curator and critic Nicolas Bourriaud, maintains that art 
should create concrete communities, thus generating immediate 
political achievements. Both in writing and in shows— especially 
at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris which Bourriaud co- directed from 
1999 to 2006— Bourriaud has developed an art- political program 
he calls “relational aesthetics.” However, this program has been 
debated a lot since its programmatic formulation in 1998, both 
in terms of its political implications and the role it attributes to 
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art. In the fi rst part of this essay I will reconstruct the respective 
objections in order to lead over to a totally different understand-
ing of participating in art, which I will discuss in more detail in the 
second part. For the other side of the art- theoretical discourse on 
participation sees the ethical- political potential of art not so much 
in the formation of concrete communities but, to the contrary, in 
its potential to call such communities into question. While Bourri-
aud seeks to suspend the problem of aesthetic judgment in favor of 
an immediate communal experience, the problem poses itself anew 
against the backdrop of an aesthetic questioning of the communal.

Social Integration through Art, 
or Bourriaud and His Critics

Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics is expressly directed not only 
against the defi nition of art as the deputy of utopia taken from 
truth aesthetics,6 but also against the idea of the autonomy of art 
as such. Instead of isolating art from life and utopia from politics, 
as is the case with the truth aesthetics of modernism, the idea is to 
bring both of these things into the space of what’s possible here 
and now, namely, into a communicative practice that is opposed, 
in that it is directly intersubjective, to the standardization and com-
modifi cation of social relationships (ra, 9). Instead of impeding the 
direct experience of social ties by replacing it with representations 
of the social, the art world itself is meant to provide a space for 
“social experiments” that explode the “uniformity” of common 
“behavioural patterns” (ra, 9). In regard to the artwork, or better 
yet, in the situation created by it, an interpersonal exchange should 
take place that is distinct from the reifi ed social relationships out-
side the art world. The concrete exhibition situation is thus meant 
to become a playfully realized utopia. Instead of isolating its view-
ers from one another by placing them in individual relations to art 
objects, the viewers should be brought into contact with one an-
other and in this way be transformed into social agents.

Bourriaud’s idea of producing social relationships through art 
differs strikingly from the much larger sociopolitical claims of ear-
lier artistic programs in its self- restriction to an audience that is 
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always already reachable by artistic practice in the here and now. 
The community that is targeted here no longer has anything to do 
with the totality of a political community. Relational aesthetics un-
derstands community as being temporarily limited, particular, and 
concrete and thus of a decidedly post- utopian nature. Art should 
no longer imagine other worlds, but should contribute practically 
to “learning to inhabit the world in a better way” (ra, 13). “It 
seems more pressing,” notes Bourriaud, “to invent possible rela-
tions to our neighbours in the present than to bet on happier to-
morrows” (ra, 45). This is the spirit in which art should operate, 
by inventing situations and modes for subjects to relate with one 
another in social settings. What matters here is no longer the re-
lation between the individual and the work, between subject and 
object, but that between subject and subject (ra, 22). The work 
should withdraw into a role of mediating such intersubjectivity. 
Correspondingly, what such work is supposed to focus on is no 
longer the form of an object, but the formation of a situation (ra, 
21), no longer the space of exhibition, but the time of the social 
(ra, 15), no longer individual refl ection and aesthetic judgment, 
but collective participation and open- ended encounters (ra, 22).

Bourriaud’s conception of engaged art has been met with two 
objections that deserve serious attention. The fi rst objection claims 
that Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics is shockingly blind to the so-
cial dimension of its own institutional premises.7 The playful re-
alization of utopias of social integration, as Bourriaud expressly 
writes (ra, 9), are meant to take place in the institutionally pro-
tected space of the art world. Since the term “play” here is no 
longer meant to indicate a logic proper to the aesthetic but is to be 
understood as a social experiment meant to serve as a model for 
the rest of society, the accusation that relational aesthetics forgets 
the institution takes on a particular weight. For here, the old differ-
ence between art and life, which relational aesthetics claims to have 
overcome, sneaks in once again behind the agents’ backs as social 
difference instead of the distinction between the aesthetic and non- 
aesthetic. The stress of the social difference lies between the cre-
ation of social relations in art institutions— however successful— 
and the disintegrated social relations that remain outside this space 
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of privilege. This objection takes on even more gravity when one 
considers the self- restriction to small, temporarily limited audienc-
es in the light of Bourriad’s aesthetic- theoretical claim that such 
practices liberate the utopian possibility of art from its false ab-
straction and exemplarily (ra, 18) transfer it over into concrete 
practice. Granted, the utopian possibility might indeed be con-
ceived too abstractly in modernist truth aesthetics, too engrossed 
in the impossible to be able to develop any power to change in 
reality. But there is also a converse problem in relational aesthet-
ics: its idea of the possible is always already translated into the 
achievable, and thus, relational aesthetics runs the risk of merely 
perpetuating reality.8 While the new mankind projected by the old 
utopias was usually too engrossed in the unreal, the concrete view-
ers and their social potential that relational aesthetics appeals to 
are always already there— namely, usually as privileged members 
of the international art world. From this perspective, the model of 
participation turns out to be a highly problematic “caricature of 
the democratic demand by the same name.”9

The second critique argues that Bourriaud’s critical intuition, 
according to which schematized and commodifi ed forms of inter-
action, such as are meant to prevail outside the art world, must be 
burst open by social experiments in the art world, seems peculiarly 
outdated, especially in the light of one infl uential strand of contem-
porary cultural and social critique. For the relevant diagnoses in 
the present such as those of Deleuze or Boltanski and Chiapello de-
liver a quite different image than do those of the 1950s and 1960s, 
of which we should mention the examples of Guy Debord’s mani-
festo against the Society of the Spectacle,10 which Bourriaud explic-
itly invokes, but also the critique of the culture industry by Hork-
heimer and Adorno.11 The earlier cultural critique had stressed that 
the passivation and indoctrination of the cultural consumer and 
his or her disciplining in the working world should be seen in an 
internal connection. Only those who allow themselves to be over-
come by schematic interpretations of the self and the world in their 
leisure time, thus also allowing themselves to become socially im-
poverished, will be able to use their labor appropriately to meet 
demands. In the areas in Western societies marked today by a tran-
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sition from a disciplinary society into a society of control,12 the de-
cisive demands have instead become originality, creativity, mobili-
ty, personal initiative, and connectivity. Under these circumstances, 
the individual can only participate in social reproduction if his or 
her activity is permanently networked, active, and autonomous. In 
the context of such a social formation, however, activation, par-
ticipation, experiment, and rule breaking should obviously not be 
identifi ed too quickly as modes of resistance. On the contrary, the 
suspicion arises that there is a fundamentally new constellation of 
culture and work at play, in the light of which the imperative to 
participate in art, much like the volatility and indeterminacy of 
the idea of the social produced by it, simultaneously appears as an 
effect and a model of those new profi le requirements.13 The com-
plaint about the schematized, passivized, and isolated effects of the 
society of the spectacle at any rate tends to come down to nothing 
in view of this situation. To quote Diedrich Diederichsen in this 
vein: “In view of today’s active consumers, the forced networkers, 
who are constantly and actively present, who judge, assess, and 
respond; who are required to be networking soft- skills virtuosos 
in today’s world of leisure, service, and cultural work and are thus 
exposed to a terror of surrogate- democratic participation, a new 
term is long overdue: participation is the new spectacle” (e, 279).14

Now, we might grant Bourriaud that his relational aesthetics 
is aimed at directly experiencing social relations, which are also 
meant to oppose the commodifi cation of social circumstances 
under the conditions of the “new spirit of capitalism” just out-
lined.15 The “interpersonal exchange” initiated by art should be 
distinguished from the “zones of communication” imposed on us 
from outside (ra, 16). Here, however, further political problems 
turn up. Bourriaud not only seems to have such a positive view of 
the psychical directness of social situations per se that he grants 
its experience, however fl eeting, explosive emancipatory powers, 
but he also seems to absolutely trust the positive energy of groups 
and communities— however small they might be. However, and 
this is the third substantial objection, nothing is more unpolitical 
than claiming community without inquiring into its specifi c qual-
ity.16 And even worse: the unpolitically generalized praise of so-
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cial connectedness harbors a political problem, especially when 
one takes into account more recent theories of democracy, which 
maintain that democratic politics is in part located where it itself 
is divided— that is, where communities are called into question by 
their other(s) and compelled to change. In the context of such re-
fl ections, then, the point of the turn against great political utopias 
is understood quite differently than it is in Bourriaud. For from 
this perspective, a problem can be seen that Bourriaud, in his belief 
in the positive power of direct and, as he obviously thinks, authen-
tic community, does not see. In this context, it seems much more 
that Bourriaud— despite his post- utopian gesture— is not critical 
enough of the old utopias.

For the great political utopias did not by any means fail solely 
due to being implemented in non- ideal circumstances, that is, in a 
corrupt reality. Much more, it is the idea of social authenticity at 
the basis of these utopias itself that is problematic. For it bears la-
tent or manifest traits of authoritarian collectivization, even when 
it is understood as democratic. Rousseau is perhaps the most perti-
nent example here. This problem has become expressly recognized 
in refl ecting on the totalitarian experience of the twentieth century 
and is the focus of more recent theories of democracy. In line with 
an infl uential strand of democratic thinking— one might think here 
of otherwise very diverse authors such as Jacques Derrida, Chantal 
Mouffe, Claude Lefort, Helmuth Plessner, Jacques Rancière, or Al-
brecht Wellmer— the problem of democracies is precisely not rep-
resented as one of division, caused by representations, of the politi-
cal community into spectacle and public, as Bourriaud argues in 
reference to Debord (ra, 9). While Bourriaud, following Debord,17 
seemingly untroubled by the political refl ection just mentioned, 
continues dreaming the old dream of social authenticity beyond 
all mediation,18 the respective contributions to political theory are 
precisely about defending mediation, representations, and thus the 
divisions that go along with them. True democracy, according to 
Rancière, for example,19 only begins with the end of the more or 
less latently totalitarian idea of an authentic identity of the demos, 
of the people, with itself. For there is never a demos outside of its 
political representations, which give it a concrete shape and a uni-
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fi ed will in the fi rst place. At the same time, however, this means 
that the people never completely and conclusively coincide with 
their political representations. Democracy thus begins with the in-
sight that the possibility of calling the political representations of 
the demos and its will into question is not the least of the assets 
of democracy. In fact, democracy is the only form of governance 
in which it is allowed to criticize everything publicly, to call ev-
erything into question publicly— including the shape of democracy 
itself. The history of democracy, then, can no longer be told as that 
of an asymptotic approach to a fi nal utopia of social authenticity, 
in which the demos would ultimately come into agreement with 
itself in a way that would make all mediation and representation 
irrelevant. Rather, it has to be understood in the sense of a dynamic 
in which democracy can only be won anew, time and time again, 
in and through the struggle over the concrete interpretation of its 
very concept.20

Bourriaud, according to this strain of critique,21 not only mis-
recognizes the equally necessary and productive role that confl ict 
plays in the life of democracies but is also insuffi ciently attentive to 
the problematic legacy that his utopia of social authenticity carries 
with it. This point is still valid even if one acknowledges that Bour-
riaud is not speaking of reconciliation but of open- ended dialogue. 
For the emphasis on the open- ended encounter overlooks exactly 
the point that must not be overlooked from the perspective of po-
litical philosophy, namely, that we must undertake determinations 
in order to act politically— and indeed to the best of our knowledge 
and belief and in the complete awareness of the fallibility of our al-
ways only fi nite and thus principally contentious determinations.

This perspective suggests an understanding of the politics of art 
that is quite opposed to that of Bourriaud. Art would then no lon-
ger be under the sign of any utopia of social authenticity— however 
microtopically broken down to the sociotope “art world.” Rather, 
it would be under the sign of an actual post- utopian concept of de-
mocracy, although at the same time not one marked by resignation 
but committed equally to pragmatism and to openness to the fu-
ture. From this perspective, art and politics would merely be joined 
by an affi nity in the attitude that corresponds to them in each case 
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(and in their own way)— an attitude of self- refl exive stepping back 
and calling- into- question the fi nite horizons of justifi cation, within 
which we undertake to determine the good. In this way, then, art 
works on a perception of the given, which it shares with the em-
phatically political. Instead of remaining at the level of the seeming 
evidence of the immediately given, this given itself becomes a prob-
lem, a problem of interpretation. The ethical- political function of 
art would then at least in part consist in the fact that it reminds us 
that what is, is not everything.

Ironically, some of the positions taken up by Bourriaud for his 
program of relational aesthetics can be understood in this sense. 
For, and this is the fourth objection, Bourriaud’s program misrec-
ognizes the ethico- political logic of the works that it claims for 
itself.22 If one takes a closer look at works by Rirkrit Tiravani-
ja or by Felix Gonzales- Torres, and both are paradigmatic artists 
for relational aesthetics, it quickly becomes clear that they are not 
at all, or at least not only, about provoking direct participation— 
neither in the sense of participating in the social nor, however, of 
participating in the work— but about problematizing or thematiz-
ing participation. Whatever one might think of these works and 
their manageable complexity individually, they don’t seem to fi t 
quite right with Bourriaud’s program, in which the task of art is 
meant to be creating social situations that can be experienced di-
rectly. This is not even the case in those works that initially fulfi ll 
most of the criteria of relational aesthetics. For instance, Rirkrit Ti-
ravanija’s works from the early 1990s have the reputation of essen-
tially aiming to bring people together. Instead of exhibiting objects, 
Tiravanija cooked and served soup to visitors to the exhibition. In 
no way, however, did these actions amount to nothing more than 
getting the art world to eat soup together. If that had been the case, 
the works would in fact be of a practically inconceivable triviality 
and paltriness— with regard to both politics and aesthetics. But for 
Tiravanija, it was obviously in part about the social structure of 
the concretely gathered art world; it potentially became the object 
itself here (which positions are taken up— concretely in space and 
in a fi gurative sense?); and at the same time it was also about mak-
ing visible the factual particularity of a Western art world that po-
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sitions itself as universal by means of what is excluded from it. Pad 
Thai was served— which, tellingly, was also the title of this series of 
actions. What are we participating in under these circumstances? 
And how do we participate?

Felix Gonzales- Torres’s works undermine the superfi cial impulse 
to take part even more clearly than do Tiravanija’s actions. If, for 
instance, his work “Untitled” (Lover Boys), which in its fi rst mani-
festation (1991) consisted of pieces of hard candy piled up on the 
fl oor, invites visitors to take one of the candies, this invitation must 
be seen in the context of the disturbing possibility to associate the 
weight of the pile of candies (which are continually replenished) to 
that of the artist and his partner Ross Laycock (see fi g. 1).23 The 
work was created shortly after Laycock’s death as a result of hiv 
infection. And Gonzales- Torres himself died in 1996, as so many 
of his friends and acquaintances had before him, from aids. Given 
all of this, whether one takes a candy or not is then secondary to 
the effect of the work. Rather, the immediately practical meaning 
of participation here is precisely subverted.24 Instead, the possibil-
ity of participation itself becomes the material to refl ect upon, by 
which the visitor is enmeshed in a certain sense, and which can 
touch him or her much more intensely than the reduction of aes-
thetic experience to practical participation might have it. Even 
Bourriaud couldn’t avoid the abyssal dimensions in the work of 
Gonzalez- Torres; he in fact has even produced apt descriptions of 
them (see ra, 55). But these stand in a sort of tension to those pas-
sages in which he attempts to construe the audience of such a work 
as a community, however temporary or fragile it may be. Precisely 
in view of the suggestion to participate in the work, however, ev-
eryone is alone with the work.

While Bourriaud reduces the engagement with the artwork to 
“private consumption” (ra, 16) in order to replace it with pro-
cesses of intersubjective meaning production, such art, in fact, is 
not about producing intersubjectivity, neither in contents nor in 
structure, but about refl exively thematizing it. The intersubjec-
tivity that such works address is less the concrete and arbitrary 
constellation of the audience that fi nds itself facing the work at a 
certain moment; what becomes refl exively thematized much more, 
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for each individual alone, is an intersubjectivity that has always al-
ready marked our experience: the dynamic horizon of our cultural 
and social background assumptions. Such a work unfolds ethico- 
political potential therefore not by forming random communities 
but by refl exively problematizing those intersubjectively formed 
convictions that make us— in different ways— into historically and 
socially situated subjects. Precisely because no temporary social is 
being produced here, in relation to which the concrete situation of 
the exhibition would become unimportant, but, to the contrary, 
because we are provoked by the exhibition to enter into a refl exive 
distance towards the social, of which we are already a part, such 
an art maintains connections to possible politicizations of what it 
means to take part in social practice. Even in the context of the 
contemporary norm of permanent accessibility in ever new social 
constellations, experience of such distantiation might unfold more 

Fig. 1. Felix Gonzalez- Torres, “Untitled” (Lover Boys), 1991. 
Copyright Felix Gonzalez- Torres Foundation. Courtesy of Andrea 
Rosen Gallery, New York.
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explosive power than those of (self) activation in the context of 
further venues of experimental “relationality.” But the experience 
of such distantiation might also contain more explosive power, I 
would say, than the mere confrontation of social antagonisms, the 
drastic production of which is demanded from art in undialectical 
reaction to the somewhat harmless emphasis on community by cer-
tain of Bourriaud’s critics, such as Claire Bishop.25 Not only is the 
demand for the artistic production of socially antagonistic situa-
tions politically as empty as that for social integration; it tends, like 
these, to reduce the function of art to producing social situations.

While it is certainly valid to speak of explosive power in rela-
tion to the experience mentioned here, it is the explosive power 
of an aesthetic experience— understood in a post- Kantian sense— 
that can hardly be reduced to private consumption. The cautious 
talk of ethico- political potential in the aesthetic experience is due 
to the logic proper to the aesthetic, to aesthetic difference. This is 
the common element of those political positions that see the social 
less as the goal of aesthetic procedures than as their object. In this 
context, the problem of the relation to the community implicit in 
all aesthetic judgment is posed anew.

The Dual Character of Participating in Art

The difference between the program of relational aesthetics, accord-
ing to which art is supposed to have the function of producing social 
relations, and other approaches, according to which art thematizes 
the social in a specifi c way, can certainly best be clarifi ed through 
performative works in the broadest sense. Such works assume co- 
presence, the common attendance of all participants at one place at 
one particular time, and thus include a social moment in their very 
structure. This is already the case in traditional theatrical perfor-
mances, but as theater scholars such as Erika Fischer- Lichte26 and 
Hans- Thies Lehmann27 have demonstrated in various contexts, it 
has taken on a new quality since the 1960s. Less and less frequently 
is contemporary theater about showing the audience a closed world 
(that of drama), and much more about refl ecting the “theatre situ-
ation” as a “whole made up of evident and hidden communicative 
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processes” (pt, 17) in forms through which the old defi ning opposi-
tions of fi ction and reality, stage and auditorium, are destabilized. 
In performative situations in which there is as little clear separation 
between stage and auditorium as there is a clear ontological distinc-
tion between a real world and a fi ctional one, not only is the (always 
also bodily) presence of the actors intensifi ed, but it will also have 
a effect on the spectator. For the spectator is then no longer a con-
sumer or voyeur hiding in the darkness, but an attendee— no less 
bodily— who also assumes infl uence on the theatrical proceedings, 
even if this is not on equal par with the performers. This already 
occurs through his position in the space and in relation to the other 
attendees or through audible reactions. Every spectator necessarily 
becomes a co- actor here; “by entering the theatrical space,” writes 
Lehmann, “he cannot help but become a ‘participant’ for the other 
visitors” (pt, 123). The spectator’s movements and position in rela-
tion to others become relevant for the situation and for the events 
themselves, at the same time he is cast back on himself. Every indi-
vidual, then, as Lehmann continues, becomes the “only spectator 
for whom the performers and the rest of the audience produce ‘his’ 
or ‘her’ theatre” (pt, 123). An essentially individual “refl ection on 
forms of behaviour and interpersonal communication” (pt, 124) 
is produced here by the fact that the boundaries of the aesthetic 
object— in this case the performance— are kept unclear, which gives 
rise to a zone of indeterminacy, expanding to the situation in which 
the event takes place.

As long as the old separation between stage and auditorium 
went hand in hand with the distinction between the fi ctional events 
onstage and the real auditorium, the uncertainty of this separa-
tion also implies the destabilization of this distinction. Everything 
that happens here also happens really and not merely fi ctionally— 
nonetheless, it remains within a representational context. This as 
well was already the case for traditional theatrical performances. 
An actor who falls onstage does not act as if he had fallen; he 
really lets himself fall (ap, 297). But in the context of dramatic 
theater, such a case can likewise mean something else: the suicide 
attempt by Gloucester in King Lear, for example. Without an ele-
ment of the real, nothing can be staged (pt, 175). As an effect, the 
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real can take the focus of attention at any time, even in traditional 
theater— for instance, when the actor’s performance or her charis-
ma become more important than her role. Yet, although the “lev-
el of the real” as “a ‘co- player’” (ap, 111) is a constitutive given 
for all theater, it is nonetheless usually played down in traditional 
dramatic theater and held latent. In postdramatic theater, by con-
trast, where no closed dramatic world is represented, it is expressly 
accentuated. However, as the real cannot be subtracted from the 
staged in traditional theater, staging cannot entirely be removed 
from postdramatic theater and performance practices. It is not a 
matter here of overcoming the space of staging in favor of a real 
situation, but of allowing for the real, which was always already 
part of the staging, expressly to appear in the staging in a way that 
the tense relationship between the real and staging— already la-
tently present in traditional dramatic theater— is emphasized. This 
happens particularly when the boundaries between the staged and 
the real themselves are kept blurred. Such boundary crossings in 
theater allow real and staged moments perpetually to turn over 
into one another without ever resolving the tension between the 
two in favor of one side or the other.

Since staging in postdramatic theater and in contemporary per-
formance practice always indicates its own material reality, in turn 
creating a certain indistinguishability between the staged and the 
real, the possibility now arises for the spectator to intervene direct-
ly in what happens. Stopping what is happening altogether is the 
outer horizon of responsibility that is now expected of the specta-
tor for the theatrical situation. This is particularly dramatized by 
performances that leave it up to the spectators to decide when the 
situation is “no longer a play” and must be stopped.

In 2000, for instance, the Spanish artist Santiago Sierra exhib-
ited persons who were, or so it seemed, illegally in Germany in 
cardboard boxes in Berlin’s Kunstwerke; at other actions, mem-
bers of the precariat were paid to allow a line to be tattooed on 
their backs or their hair to be dyed (see fi g. 2).28 The possibility of 
not viewing the works primarily in moral or political terms and 
in relation to the living conditions of the extras who were appear-
ing in them, but as merely staged— and as fi ctional in the broad-
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est sense— cannot be separated from the work any more than can 
the connection to the bodily and social reality of its performers. 
This circumstance triggered moral discomfort among Sierra’s au-
dience. He was accused of exploiting the performers for a media 
spectacle. His critics felt that the presumably enlightening aspect 
of his work should be de facto placed at the level of the pornogra-
phy of Schadenfreude that is mass produced today for commercial 
television, in which the reality and liveness of the miserable is little 
more than fetishized for its sensational appeal.29 Now of course 
one could ask whether an art that so obviously expresses the stamp 
of cynicism is also in fact cynical. This is how the defense of Sierra 
goes: the artist is merely holding up a mirror to the cynicism in 
society— and therefore is not himself cynical. This alone, however, 
does not free Sierra’s art from the accusation that it happens in a 
way that is more part of the problem of exploitation than part of 
its solution. But this accusation overlooks a decisive factor, namely, 
that by blurring the boundaries between fi ction and reality, art and 

Fig. 2. Santiago Sierra, Six people who are not allowed to be paid for 
sitting in cardboard boxes. Kunst- Werke, Berlin, 2000. Copyright 
vegap Spain. Courtesy estudio Santiago Sierra.
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non- art, his works— unlike reality television shows— trouble and 
make problematic the position of the spectator or viewer himself. 
The viewer or spectator with Sierra is part of what’s happening, 
and this gives him a certain share in the responsibility for the situ-
ation. At the same time, however, the moral action of freeing the 
undocumented immigrants from their undignifi ed position under 
the cardboard boxes runs the risk of committing the same categori-
cal mistake that Stanley Cavell describes in the case of the southern 
yokel at the theater who storms the stage to free Desdemona from 
the black man.30 But pointing out that this is “only” art is obvi-
ously not much more instructive. Rather, the point of the work 
comes precisely from the discomfort generated by a situation that 
calls into question the security of the spectator’s position by turn-
ing the boundaries between the aesthetic and the non- aesthetic, 
art and non- art, fi ction and reality, into the object of a doubtless-
ly serious aesthetic play. There are numerous other examples of 
this: one might think of Yoko Ono’s famous Cut Piece (which she 
fi rst performed in 1964), in which the audience is asked to cut the 
clothes from her body— leaving it open to them to decide how far 
to take this task. Another example in this respect, cited especially 
frequently in theater studies, is Marina Abramović’s performance 
Lips of Thomas (which she fi rst performed in 1975), at which 
Abramović broke a glass in her hand, used a razor blade to score a 
fi ve- pointed star in her belly, and lay on a cross of ice blocks until 
the audience intervened.31 The boundary crossing between the aes-
thetic and non- aesthetic, fi ction and reality, was no less drastic in 
Christoph Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich! (2000), when he 
set up a container village in the fi rst district in Vienna during the 
Viennese Festwochen to house twelve asylum seekers. Following 
the model of the reality tv format Big Brother, not only could the 
participating public observe the lives of the twelve people by means 
of six cameras, but this same public could presumably also decide 
their fates— also based on the model of Big Brother. Two candi-
dates from the container were chosen each day for deportation. 
(This part, for all the actual audience participation, was admittedly 
staged, although this was only acknowledged afterward.)

What all these conceptually very different works— the spectrum 
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ranges from the spectacularly political (Schlingensief) to the rit-
ually esoteric (Abramović)— have in common structurally is that 
they plunge those confronted by them into a crisis. For the vari-
ous artistic strategies cause us to question whether this (still) has 
something to do with a staging that can be observed by the spec-
tator, or (already) reality, in which one might and perhaps should 
intervene— and both resolutions appear to be equally problematic. 
The interruption of events, however moral its motivation may be, 
negates the artistic production; formalist pleasure in them negates 
the reality at play here. Such productions are obviously precisely 
about creating a tension between these two attitudes— the practi-
cal and the formalist— that lands the spectator, as Fischer- Lichte 
formulates, “between the prescribed rules, norms, and orders” 
(ap, 177). Aesthetic experience, says Fischer- Lichte, thus becomes 
a “liminal experience” (ap, 174). The effect of the aesthetic play 
with the boundaries, meanwhile, is not, as the ritual- oriented term 
liminal experience might suggest, a transformation of the specta-
tor in the sense that he overcomes his position as spectator in favor 
of another— practical— stance, even if some performances, such as 
Abramović’s Lips of Thomas (Fischer- Lichte’s favorite example) 
count on this moment as their end point. These works draw their 
aesthetic- political- ethical potential not from any practical resolu-
tion but from the suspense that precedes such a resolution. Unlike 
in ritual, the liminal experience here is no mere transitional mo-
ment in the service of a process that would end in a (new) social 
identity; rather, it is about aesthetically isolating the uncertainty of 
the liminal experience itself and liberating its refl exive potential. 
For this experience causes the position of spectating, as well as 
the moral problem of voyeurism that can be linked to it in extra- 
aesthetic contexts, to become thematized, if not problematized. 
Such works are not political in any direct sense of the term, but 
rather indirectly or potentially— indeed due to the refl exive realiza-
tion of conventionalized stances and attitudes from ordinary life 
that they make possible. But whether such refl ections in fact lead to 
any change in consciousness that in turn leads to practical action is 
a question that cannot be decided by art itself.

Just as contemporary practices of theater and performance the-
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matically work on a tension— between staging and “co- playing” 
reality— that was already in effect, if only latently, in traditional 
dramatic theater, they also only underscore in an especially dras-
tic way a paradox that runs through all art related to the world, 
sometimes more and sometimes less expressly. In his book on par-
ticipation in art, Alexander García Düttmann drew attention to 
the fact that such art demands a moment of immediate belief in the 
world opened up by it as much as it demands an attentiveness to 
the mediated quality of art that breaks down this belief.32 Art hap-
pens, then, so long as the paradoxical unity of these two sides is 
acknowledged, so long as its tense relationship is carried out. From 
this perspective, as García Düttmann says, participation in art has 
a “dual character,” according to which neither of its poles, neither 
that of the side of content nor that of the side of form, can be re-
solved without at the same time ending the aesthetic experience 
through this resolution.33

This also means that, when looking at the art of the present, 
the aesthetic cannot simply be reduced to formalism— and this is 
something we should identify as progress in our understanding of 
the aesthetic. The artistic practices of the present do not suspend 
the aesthetic in favor of a real space of political or moral action; 
much more, they insist on an anti- formalist understanding of aes-
thetics. Having an aesthetic experience means experiencing experi-
ence, that is, encountering the world of experience familiar from 
the real world anew in the mode of refl exive distance.34 This ef-
fect comes in because even the most reality- saturated art does not 
simply merge into life, as if art merely repeated life— except with-
out the demand to be directly real itself. Rather, the autonomous 
life of art consists in a dynamic that negates the unilateralness of 
formalist approaches or those exclusively oriented to content, a 
dynamic from which the viewer or spectator cannot be exempt. 
The artwork is created and maintained solely through a constant 
exchange between form and content. This can be emphatically seen 
in those works that intensify their relation of tension to such a 
degree that both sides, as well as the corresponding approaches, 
confl ict with one another to an intolerable point, but without ever 
completely liberating themselves from the other side. Precisely be-
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cause even those works that emphasize a real always at the same 
time harbor a moment of semblance, those who participate in them 
are rebuffed back to themselves, to their behavior, their perception, 
as well as the social schemes of interpretation at their base. Our 
participation is refl ected in art as a question.

This logic takes hold also and precisely when the aesthetic ex-
perience involves strong sensations and feelings. There are doubt-
lessly a group of artistic works, and not only in the areas of the-
ater and performance, that are intended precisely to evoke in the 
viewer such emotional effects as shame, disgust, dread, pity, and 
the like. Because, however, as García Düttmann insists, the uncon-
tested reality of these feelings breaks down at the same time with 
the consciousness of semblance, because the attention to the medi-
ated quality of art demanded by art confl icts with the immediacy 
of the emotional reaction that it nonetheless provokes (t, 98– 111), 
the mediated quality of the emotions also always comes forth in 
the experience of such works. One can think of the example of 
so- called abject art here, an art that works with or evokes materi-
als that are considered contaminative (such as feces, urine, blood, 
vomit). Correspondingly, this art has often induced reactions of 
disgust in its viewers, indeed, by the same stroke has triggered dis-
cussions in social and cultural studies about the social constructed-
ness of disgust or of the discarded (the abject). Something similar 
can certainly be said in view of the artistic engagement with the 
feeling of shame, which plays a role, for instance, in Yoko Ono’s 
Cut Piece. As can be gleaned in Christiane Voss’s philosophical 
work, emotions, unlike instincts and refl exes, do not belong to a 
stratum that would lie beneath or before the level of meaning.35 
Rather, emotions themselves are meaningful; they are multiply in-
terwoven with our assumptions about the world. Thus, this means 
that emotions are marked by a normative social practice in a man-
ner that is always conveyed through language. We have learned 
to feel shame or disgust. And we have learned this in reference to 
specifi c situations or objects. Emotions are not independent of the 
situations or objects that trigger them— nor of our assumptions 
about them. Interpreting situations and objects is generally what 
outlines the sense of emotions in the fi rst place. If one didn’t know 
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what it was about, or respectively how to interpret what it was 
about, one would hardly be able to decide what emotional condi-
tion one was in. Emotions thus can be traced back to particular 
evaluations of situations or objects; but the reverse is equally con-
ceivable, that bodily perceptions associated with emotions have an 
effect on how we assess situations and objects. Only because I turn 
red do I perceive the situation as shameful; only because my heart 
pounds do I notice that my relation to X is not as neutral as I had 
thought. The objects of our emotions are therefore equally the trig-
gers as well as the products of emotions. In each case, however, the 
dynamic connection between emotions and an evaluative dimen-
sion of perceiving objects and situations cannot be denied.

The connection between emotions and the normative orientations 
that mark our perception, deep into the affective dimension, is real-
ized in the aesthetic experience with a certain necessity. Due to the 
dual character of participating in art, the “suspense- packed simul-
taneity of a doubled demeanor” toward it (t, 100), our immediate 
reactions to what is represented remain subject to an opposing atten-
tiveness to the representation that also refl exively distances its effects 
on us. This does not reduce these effects themselves to semblance, 
but rather puts them in a perspective that can become thematized in 
connection to cultural and social patterns of interpretation.36 This 
is exactly why cases in which we experience art to a certain degree 
on our own bodies (and we become sluggish, turn red, or the like) 
might even particularly lead to something like an awareness about 
the socially mediated quality of the seemingly immediate.

By targeting such experiences, the art of the present turns irre-
futably and explicitly against the idea of a neutrality of the specta-
tor tied to the objectivity of the matter, as had been central to the 
conception of aesthetic experience in truth aesthetics. While from 
the perspective of truth aesthetics, participating in art means that 
the recipient overcomes his empirical subjectivity through absorp-
tion in art, he is referred time and again to his empirical situated-
ness in his experience of signifi cant strains of contemporary art. In 
the relevant experience, it is less transcended than refl ected.

This also has consequences for the practice of judgment. The 
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necessary shift we need to think now can be explained quite well 
through the fi gure of the professional judge, the critic. Traditional-
ly, the critic was imagined as someone who establishes his author-
ity through distance from the object, and this distance was meant 
to guarantee his neutrality— as if the boundaries of the self and the 
object were stable. Understood in this way, the ideal critic is not 
only objective but also as free as possible from prejudices; he also 
shows as few affective reactions as possible, above all no strong re-
actions like shame, excitement, fear, or disgust. In this conception, 
neutrality is a requirement for the practice of critical judgment.37 
In the last few decades this model of criticism, as we have seen, has 
come under enormous pressure from art— whether through polar-
izing contents which point to the heterogeneity of the art public, 
that is, to the fact that the experiences made here and the judg-
ments passed here are always already infl uenced by various social 
backgrounds, or through the fact that artistic productions have 
been targeting an affective loss of distance in the spectator. Both 
strategies compel us to become aware of the implication of our 
embodied, empirical subjectivity in the objects of our judgment.

This happens, however, exactly to the degree that a defi ning 
judgment is suspended (for instance, because in the examples cited, 
the status of the situation was already left unclear). The aesthetic 
judgment refers to an experience in which the categories or our 
evaluative relation to the world become problematic. If there is an 
implicit relation to community in the aesthetic judgment because it 
expects “the concurrence of others,”38 it would be the community 
of those who have become suspicious of the self- assurance of their 
own practice of judgment; it would be a community that is precise-
ly not beholden to any unity, but one that exceeds itself through 
the possibility of challenging itself.
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