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I am still struggling to finish this essay on institutional critigue and artist-run culture. Because of a
lack of time, I feel my conclusions are probably far-fetched and the overall unfocussed essay concentrates
on American, Canadian and European models, which is a shame. One part is on analysis of positions

expressed in the anthology “Decentre” published a while ago by YYZ Press.

I also bring in Gregory Sholette's concept of “dark matter” to describe projecks of artists that create
institutions on the fringe of the official subsidized “infrastructure.” Follewing what he states, I also
delineate that there is always a risk involved in creating such “alternatives” of the alternative space,
because it reinstates the pitfalls of a gift economy, and accentuates the precarity of cultural producers
(however, the notion of defending “artists rights” is probably obsclete in view of what Sholette and
others are stating). In Sholette’s view, if I understand correctly, the struggle of precarious werkers in
general overcomes this categorization, or at least, makes it more complex and brings in issues of class

For me, the real alternative is institutions by artists who are reflexive-whose members are conscious of
the economic dimension in which they are operating and also critical about utopian thinking. I had Orchard
in mind, which defined itself from the outset as a limited-lifespan, for-profit organization. But maybe
this shows how limited our purview is when we try to historicize a phenomenon-again, everything coming
from Europe and the USA, and it is the same circle colonizing everything.

e-flux could be seen as the total failure of self-determination (or its nightmare), precisely through its
success (and the Janus-headed structure through which it is operating). There, the reflexivity is clearly
in place to establish a power structure and a discursive hegemony. I don’t want to state this as the dead
end. I wanted to have your view on this: do you think that HomeShop and some artist-run initiatives
outside of the USA and Western Europe are proposing another kind of reflexivity in regard to their
institutionalization and the figure of the artist inhabiting them?
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5 See the article “A Country
Fair Diary” by Emi UEMURA on
page 54 for more details on
the Beijing Farmers’ Market.

6 Such paradoxical 3
combinations are evoked in
an essay by Pauline YAO
called "In Production
Mode" (2008) which looks
at Chinese artists’
relationships with the
workers they employ, and
the market demands and
conditions they are
responding to.

7 For lack of a better
term, but thinking
specifically about the food-
production projects being
researched in the archive
“Hello Vegetable! fRiE T
13?" as well as those
practices foregrounded in
such recent discussions as
those at the Creative Time
Summit in New York in
2011. http://
www.homeshopbeijing.org/
nichilema/
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Hi“incent,

your questions bring up a number of impressions, and have already triggered interesting discussions in face of which | have to adrit, |
feel a little inadequate—oscillating with total adequacy and back again, as the issue of selfreflexivity ultimately leads back to guestions
of rotivation and selfworth, within something | guess we'd call "reality” {ie., perspective critical of utopian thinking?).

First of all the feeling of lack of a really definitive answer on my part. | have a weak appreciation of—and admittedly a prejudice against
—discugssions of strategy, or o | think (notice the illusions faolding in on themselves). Last night, talking with Elaine, initiator of
HomeShop, we discussed some particular positions in the art field, which may open an inquiry, like the project "Little Movements” at
QCAT of Carol ¥inghua Lu and Liu Ding that presented "individual systems" (Homeshop has been among those presented). Within a
display of discursive artifacts of these “individual systems," including inaudible video footage of discussions with the curators (which very
much resembles some of Liu Ding's solo artworks), | wondered who is served. When the products of a number of individual systems are
placed atomically beside one another, is reflexivity given a chance to critiqgue? |s autonomy left to its own devices ('self practice™, or
simply left in a frozen state? In any case, seeds are at least planted here for a broader discussion on different strategies of artist-run
initiatives. Recently, how we evaluate the dichotomy of for-profit/mot-for-profit organizations was provoked by a panel we took part in over
Skype at an electronic arts festival in Istanbul.  One of the other speakers, the director of a co-working art and media community, a
company in Shanghai called Xindanwei, assertively described their for-profit model.  From her descriptions it sounded like a totally
successful framewaork: renting spaces, running courses, developing innovative design and media projects, and driving shead =social
change through design, all under the authority of answering to investors, and without a whiff of contradiction. It must be stated again that
there is no public funding for contempaorary art in China the way we might be conceiving it in other places, and the ability to form as a
non-profit organization is controlled, or indeed, nearly impossible. For an organization that wants some independence, private
cormpanies are pretty much the only way to go unless one is constituted abroad, both heavily represented approaches in Chinese art.
(The farrmer, without irany or self-reflexivity, is also the route that the arganic farmer's market we have been invalved with here is
embarking upon in order to become an organization with committee, rules, standards.)

There is an extra dirmension to for-profit structures that kind of rmystifies me, and this extends to my experience having worked at 2
gallery here, as well as to cultural enterprizes in general. It has to do with self contral and responsibility within the myriad choices by
which intentions are channeled through profit-making operations (of course, you could be a company that doesnt make a profit). e-flux
dernonstrates an extrerne privilege in this category, securing independence through the dependence of others. In the end, however, it
isn't easy to settle accounts on which (ostensibly non-commercial) actions raise prestige, and to what extent certain expenditures
(funding a surnmer-school, donating profits from projects to Médecing sans Frontiers, operating a library, paying employees) come back
in any farm of profit

And what is happening here that seems a nightmare? How do we judge these successful enterprises if we abandon utopian thinking?
They are clever, selfdetermining ("soverzign” to use Anton Vidokle's word) and powerful. And if we are talking in such terms, why cant
we regard any enterprise, with its cultural effects, similarly? What is the difference between Xindanwei and HomeShop, besides
membership numbers and style? What is the difference between all of these projects with their different styles, hard to criticize for their
posturing or marketing, which tell us little about their intentions or long term, concrete effects. Ifthey project a professional dermeanar
and can achieve a certain level of independence and sustainability as well as activity and impact, then shouldn't their branding
strategies be applauded? If nothing else, is our only critical recourse to style?

HomeShop is not registered in any way as institution/company on a local level It is basically an artist-run project. The banding-together
spatially and economically, the collaboration on certain projects, the sourcing of freelancing jobs (though still uneven in its consistency
and applicability), the desire to work with the context, critical discourse, are all part of the agenda. ¥Within this, with culture in mind, it
must be admitted, expenditure, effort, pain and oblivion are for the most part paid out of pocket, and the gift economy is not absent

(Reading David Graeber's "Toward an Anthropological Theory of Walue,” and found this hurorous depiction of the flattening of eveything
to economistic understandings:

"G If people only act to maximize their gaing in some way or another, then how do you explain people who give things away for
nothing?

A They are trying to maximize their social standing, or the honor, or prestige that accrues to them by doing so.

G Then what about people who give anonyrmous gifts?

Awvell, they're trying to maxirmize the sense of selfworth, or the good feeling they get from daing it.")

I'think | don't fully understand the pitfalls of parpetuating a "gift econormy,” measured against the slippery and capricious slope of
selfreflexivity, as it legitimizes all so-called compromises. | understood self-reflexivity as being something readable, reflecting a number
of forces at play in the artwork, its institution and in the subject caught in the midst of it all, who at the most selfreflexive, would be
conscious and showing you their consciousness. What does one "get” from selfreflexivity; or on the ather side of that question, can
self-reflexivity help to develop an altemative? | ask this wondering whether it might not only be the hotness of the market that creates
desire to wark according to its logic (big but handcrafted, conceptual but sensual, signatured yet industrially manufactured).  Might
tendencies be just az instructed by the ahsence of social structures with non-profit ideologies, can selfreflexivity assist in their
construction or only register their lack; is the non-profit even desirable? These are questions brought up when considering why there are
50 many "socialpractice” type practices in places like Europe and North America, and relatively few in China, aside perhaps frorm Hong
Kaong
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relatively few in China, aside perhaps from Hong Kong.

11:28 AM (25 minutes ago) - -

| agree with most of what you say: on a theoretical level, the a priori division between for-profit and non-profit makes
no sense. | guess my worry, for the Canadian context, and especially here in Montreal, is an uninformed investment
into the chimera of a market, or the signifier of the market (marché petit a). This infatuation could be compared to
unrequited love, the pathological aspect of it, when the unloved one still believes there is a possibility of a relationship
when everything Is proving the contrary. There are, for sure, a couple of collectors (mostly perceived as people who
should be educated, which is interesting in itseli—again, there is something courteous about this) and benefactors,
but having worked in a private foundation for seven years and witnessing its brutal collapse, | have a hard time
believing that this market, as it is promoted here, can be functional. Here | mean a market that is actually doing to a
certain extent what it should do. A number of artist-run centers now have to generate revenues to safeguard their
public funding, without, however, becoming for-profit. Most often, one person is hired to fundraise the equivalent of
his or her salary, and if this goal s reached, the center then receives a bonus. This, in my view, is a perverse

michael eddy
| do hope it's clear that | am not necessarily advocating for the merging or ...

Vincent Bonin
Yes, | understood and again | agree with you. Critique has to be linked to ut...
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g of the self-mar heavily influenced by neoliberalism where “alternative” grassroots

organizations function as links in the chain that consolidate a system based on individual entrepreneurship and
meritocracy.
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| do hope it's clear that | am not necessarily advocating for the rerging or blurting of profit and nor-profit—at the wery least they are
already guite intertwined as your anecdote suggests (but ruch more widespread in certain other places, like the US and many
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European examples). In China it is simply a fact. | think what undetlies my points is the guestion of what it means to critique when —
utopia loses its significance. | hope it's not totally delusional to hold onto such a word for its critical potential rather than its optimism E :
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7:53 PM (3 hours ago) -

Yes, | understood and again | agree with you. Critique has to be linked to utopia, or to emancipation. Otherwise it is folding into itself and is no longer
critique. This is what French scciologist Luc Boltanski states in his most recent book On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, much more
interesting than the always quoted chapter of The New Spirit of Capitalism. Some (like German critic and editor of Texte Zur Kunst Isabelle Graw for
instance) misread him as an end gamer and actually it is quite the opposite (although he has a very pessimistic view of the art world). He historicizes
the concept of critique in sociclogy after the Frankfurt School, in Althusser, and then Bourdieu. He was working with the latter in the 1970s and they
had an argument over reflexivity; for Boltanski, every “actor” is endowed with reflexivity; they don't need the sociologist to tear the “veil of illusion” (as
Bourdieu would state). Circumstances in their everyday lives enable them to do se. We can also think of Michel de Certeau and his notion of
“everyday life” that has been shifted to a very banal framework in the art world to basically mean the “theme” of the everyday in art.

In On Critigue, Luc Boltanski establishes a genealogy of the notion of critique in sociology (or other academic fields), and then tries to define it as a
social phenomenon that is embedded in what he calls the “being” of the institutions. Basically, for an institution to survive as a being, it needs
reflexivity. In his view, that doesn't entail a political project, but has to do with an equilibrium between what the institution “does” and what it “says”
through its spokespersons. When there is a gap, critique comes in, because otherwise, the institution starts to exist only at an abstract level, so out of
the social. Ancther interesting aspect of Boltanski's theory is his focus on the spokesperson. As the embodiment of an institution, when the
spokesperson's discourse is fractured, it is no longer possible to believe that the institution has a bedy, or that it is a being that can be addressed like
a person. | was interested in this gap between “exemplary” and “ordinary” reflexivity in the artwerld. So, what is the relationship between artists who
“critique,” but have the possibility of generating byproducts of their reflexivity (the exemplary), and others who are enabling this critique to happen by
becoming administrators of “institutions” like artist-run centers (the ordinary)? There is a dialectic between visibility and invisibility at play here,
because the ones who dedicate themselves tc generating possibilities for their peers most often sacrifice their practice. This is highly removed from
reality, where artists often sustain these spaces just for the sake of showing their art, building credentials to access higher spheres, but | think it is
worth going back te an “ethos” of self-determination and think through the existence of an artwork (or an artwork conceived as discourse) within a
sphere that is mostly defined by its practitioners (artists). At that moment in history, | think it is important to radicalize this discussion. | think the
pessibility of reflexivity is enmeshed in the agency of a specific group of pecple that converse among themselves, and then negotiate their existence
as a collective body within a larger field.

Vincent Bonin
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Hey Michael, W

I How do we escape the institutionalization of art? TT418 \ Just reading over the email you sent me about your feelingsfthoughts on the OCAT show and ISEA panel and the general issue with dark matter. | "=
% Andrea Francke % s Sefikpail guess | agree with you in the sense that fm not really sure what to make of all of it and I alsa feel ' the first both to jump optimistically and then Show details
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Hi Andrea panel, des‘p\‘m the cultural and tgl:hrm barrier (Skype can be like speaking into the veid). | think everyone is in an extremely different sllualilun. 728-mckenzie-wark-on-occupy-
' Some participants | would consider more non-profit than athers; I've had some rather fierce ethical arguments with others about corporations wall-street-how-to-occupy-an-
Personal funding art projects. | also den't quite understand Xindanwei's relationship with corporate money and how they interface with the industry. Are they

abstraction

The Piracy Project is responsive to a very broad understanding of how knowledge and media could be used,
and the structures thereby called for. Broad especially in that it makes sense to larger sections of Travel
people, who find ways around artificial privation, denial and neglect.

I have lately been thinking a little bit about projects that address distribution of resources (Is that a
vague description of every art project? Wouldn't want to be reductive or insensitive) as well as the
autonomy they imply.

just a total contradiction?

So at first | get optimistic and think wow, maybe this is a new paradigm and that people are not just thinking about their own egos but start to see
the itch of desperation in the illusion of a scarcity economy that is solely based on merit in terms of upward mobility, and behind the good
intentions are a facade for building one's social capital that will lead to the next pseudo-altruistic endeavor. Yet when | end up getting the
opportunity to talk to peple involved in these "projects” individually, | usually have these really great enlightening conversations, which then bring s sun vicw  1ay
about the contradictions you mention. I've just started thinking that it's nearly impassible to exist as a non-hypocrite. 000

Autonomy and independence are some of the aspects of what we look at with HomeShop's projects and ways of
working. Not that we have achieved it (with the guestion of whether one could, really). But in China the
other ways to approach “independence” have predominantly been the province of the commercial art world.

Maybe this is also true for other places.

Your e-mail makes me think a lot about what's happening with Occupy Wall Street and how everyone feels a need to "brand” it in a way (o take
ownership of it. | really liked an article by Ken Wark where he describes the ion as this tion, an ing foree of continual
becoming (is that a Heideggerian becoming?). By defying a position and focusing on process—true democratic process through consensus—it
challenges existing politics which has no process at all anymore but is just about the 1% buying what they want to perpetuate the ruling class and
the existing system. b

Cleverness in negotiating experimentaticn and commercial survival is admirable, as my experience working Is it the abstraction of becoming, where everything is fiuid and possible that you/we seek when we embark on these endeavors in our attempt to e
for Vitamin Creative Space led me to acknowledge, but there is not really a truly “independent” space create change, but they inevitably become defined and a value is placed upon them? Getting back to this issue of the hypocrite, | had an B Lol Boic)
created here. It is replete with careful alliances and consistent emphases on one's own circle, on the i"‘ifei:f;%_ﬂp?':'e"ﬂelrhe"gsg S'N‘f;:!!m?- ‘dﬂdiim‘ﬂi':ﬁ "isd":Wt:?ﬂkgaﬂ M':;_fﬂfhteﬂ‘ﬁo '";;“Of;edﬂ"‘iw Szfiﬂltpfﬁtﬂt:!‘! D'?Q_mm ‘"?‘IHEH‘S
i i i i co-facilitating at his college. A few of the grads were confuse is action, stating it was another form of branding/institutionalizing social a
social connections and the very things that make profit. If there is no independence, then is the survival preci, and s0 mushof s bk about 1 power o being on e finge. He acknovledged 1o cantadicion and how At £ o resistit It | [ emabfscowscam e
N ¥ N ¥ ’ p 9 prej P ' made me think about the power we gain from these contradictions. How do we define this power? s it the power to speak? Express ourselves or G BFIE | g Bk Q0 &%
potent narrative of realism? tnose beneath us? Is it agency? When we take a step up the ladder what is the inverse, what is taken away? What can we actually say, and who
is left behind both personally and collectively? And does this power we gain compensate for what we lose?
When I was working at Vitamin we did a project with e-flux called Pawnshop. The project had not been T
possible with a European public institution before because of regulations on exchanging money and By From my short time at HomeShop | saw how brave all of you are to do what you are doing, in what | can say is blind faith and | mean that not in a
sales-this demonstrates something of the "new model" space possible without the arbitrary limitations of v deragilory way. | sos It as'a dedioafion o/ uphold aertain values, qlisstion everyBing and iy es & collacive o denl withi e ieperussins e theyl W ()
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art sphere, redirected to DIY concepts and methods and recirculated, and in a sense recapitalized. Just i e R - . like activism, where we find degrees of similarity and several
because the concentration of power has a sort of consensual and self-supporting monopoly, what would be our : ~ BT co-applicable terms. For instance, the role of critique versus that of
greunds for critiquing that power; the assumption we aren't in it, the desire to usurp? But if that is ZHED HEE BBV &EIGE EEM IED #EhH) the production of alternatives can be guestioned from the viewpoints of
unsatisfying, then do we do as much as we could do toward autonemy? How about toward making a “difference”; = = = e @ BERR both art and activism. Likewise, when either is engaged in situations
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1 liked how you used “distribution of resources” in relation to art projects. I'm not sure | agree that's what every art SEER b A s A " . .
project does, but then thinking about the projects I'm running now they all seem to work through that prism. In terms. b 2t ] ig:g"'ﬂf' gﬁ‘,’ HomeShop; liaodackoube2tiao 8, Dongcheng Bistr; Baljing,
of the Piracy Project, it relates to how piracy is used to find a way around privation, denial and neglect, | keep b L — 3 2R ST
bumping into all this theory about contemporary cultural piracy, be it from Creative Commons co-founder Lawrence o N Ll S ling.org
Lessig or from the Pirate Party (concerned with intellectual property law reform, among other issues), and it seems to
completely ignore those matters. They seem to focus on the creativity of middle class European and American kids P
and how they should have the right to engage with culture, followed by a quick dismissal of any pirate activity that untited-(2] 22k [ text/ntmi ] FE | &
deending ioge) | Hnk 1 cull & hypocrical posktn, & bt Mmporallel and colarlt 1 may o2y 0, Ko B I
g
deadlines shows how unaware all these intellectuals are of the necessity of including money in most transactions that happen in R -
i countries where citizens don't have the luxury of doing things for fun while counting on bigger structures of support.
Q05110010 ML e, AlC ey Why should public funding be considered more noble and respectable? | think that is quite a dubicus position that SEfTe T (Toke Address )
chooses to ignore all the strings attached. That said, there seems to be a trend for creative labor companies to try to

Chat associate themselves with the conceptual aura that follows artistic practice without really understanding or embracing

the actual weight that comes with it. | would say that if you don't disrupt the economic order, if you are not
Search people.. challenging modes of production and distribution in a disruptive way, if it is not questioning power, it's not artistic
# michael eddy

labor.
Invisible x

Now that I'm actually doing projects that are commissioned and get funded, | have to keep questioning myself where
the money comes from, what | have to do to get it, how | am being used and how am | using it. | agree with you that

You are Invisible. the negotiation is constantly happening and it's really hard not to fall in the trap of just conforming to what is expected 9 % % FVirtuosity 58
Go visible of you as a "provider” of art, In a way. | know | have made some wrong turns here and there, but the best | can do is o 9 AZEINER, BEE66

use those experiences to make better choices in the future. | actually like the e-flux model. | like when artists make
clear their relation with money. We all need money to survive. There is something quite naive about pretending you
are locked in your studio producing "ART" while others take care of you. | still feel guilty in choosing to be an artist in
a way. There is something so privileged about it. And | get a bit annoyed with friends who are painters, for example,
and completely separate themselves from the economics of it: they say they are producing art and making the world
better, or just assume they are making products that will be commercialized (which I'm completely fine with, by the
way; | just wish we were all clear on that). It all comes down to how Art seems to be seen as more important than
anything else, when actually, let's be honest, it isn't.
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