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This contribution is grounded in FOA-FLUX‘s research on the functions of art in 

global contexts.1 To study the functions of art—as suggested by FOA-FLUX—rea-

ches far beyond the simple analysis of art between functionalistic subservience 

and assumed autonomy. Advancing the apparently obsolet concept of function 

serves to reconsider context as a basic but complex condition for the production 

and perception of art.2 It provides an inclusive perspective on an extended field 

of art.

The ongoing observation of the production and display of art reveals that across 

the world there are a large number of art projects extended towards the(ir) 

audience. These projects embrace non-artistic stakeholders as significant parti-

cipants in the production of art. As such, these projects point to the question of 

social context and touch on the fundamental experience of being-with (that is, 

being within a social context).

1 FOA-FLUX is an independent research venture investigation art practices and art notionas across cultu-
ral, social and media contexts. Further information on foa-flux.net

2 See Schmücker, Kleimann (2001)
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Most of these “extended” art projects refer to diverse art practices, including 

community art, socially engaged art, activist art, new genre public art, dialogical 

art, participatory art, etc. These practices are based on the premise that art can 

be a virulent agent in social relationship building and communciation; this premi-

se draws essentially on an anthropological approach to art. The British anthro-

pologist Alfred Gell3 attributes to the artwork a kind of agency and powerful

influence that plays a formative role in shaping social relationships. In this 

sense, the formerly passive art object turns into an influential agent, that not 

only responds to but also constructs specific contexts.

A related argument can be found in Bruno Latour‘s actor network theory.4 Latour 

argues that neither humans, nor animals, machines, and other phenomena 

possess autonomous agency. Agency mainly evolves from being interlinked 

through effective networks and is therefore a fundamental part of the experien-

ce of being-with.

As human beings, we enter into relationships in different contexts, for different 

reasons, and with different results. The list of words indicating recognisable 

forms of co-existence and coorientation is quite extensive and covers a wide 

range of social interactions: collaboration, cooperation, community, connectivity, 

convivality, etc. Therefore, I would like to narrow down the focus of this paper to 

so-called collaborative and collective art projects.

Collaboration and community building are not only driving forces in everyday 

life. They also have emerged as important topics and practices in contemporary 

art, as Grant Kester illustrates in his publications.5 Artist collectives, collaborati-

ve art works, open workshops, community art, and other joint art-related mani-

festations have emerged in recent years and are still emerging in many places. 

Addressing communities and collaborative modes of production in different 

cultural and social contexts claims to be art. These multifacetted activities and 

art forms raise questions not only about references and evaluation but also 

about their aims and effects on societies.

What follows is a brief outline of my own limited contextual framework for 

perceiving and responding to such extended art projects. The observations 

3 See Gell (1998) 

4 See Latour (1987; 1996)

5 See Kester (2004) 
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below are far from conclusive or exhaustive, but meant to stimulate debate 

within a wider context.

Co-oriented art forms are not only an aspect of global contemporaneity (a 

significant facet of contemporary art), but also an obvious feature (and fact) of 

local traditions. Without question, many art forms like music, dance, film, archi-

tecture, theatre, and collaborative practices (working in groups and direct public 

addressing) have always been and still are fundamental. The visual arts in 

Western contexts seem to be an exceptional case even though medieval

European artists worked in collectives such as the “Bauhütte” (masons‘ lodge) 

and guilds, without (claiming) any individual authorship. For a long time, the 

god-like genius dominated the terms of art production and perception. On a 

large scale, the concept of the genius guided the self-definition of the artist as a 

subject opposed to modern Western society. This explains why the arts were for 

a long time considered to be at the periphery of community building. Artists 

were seen only as minor players, only able to decorate public space with com-

missioned art.

This started to change in the second half of the 20th century. It is only since the 

late 1960s that collaboration and community orientation re-emerged, on the one 

hand as a subject of debate and on the other hand as an artistic strategy. Crea-

ting a social sphere through art became pivotal in Joseph Beuys‘s concept and 

practice of “social sculpture” (soziale Plastik). Beuys‘s work is a popular source 

of building a community through art and of regaining social and political power 

for the arts. 

Many other projects postulate alternative models of creativity by de-emphasi-

sing the role of the professional artist as the ingenious creator of the unique 

artwork, while building social bonds through shared meaning and activity. The 

once clearly defined triangular relation between the artist, the artwork, and the 

audience has become increasingly blurred. It now takes form of a net or a web, 

that designates a mode of artistic research and production as well as collaborati-

ve and participatory settings.
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Exemplary case studies

Collaboration and community building in the arts lead to all kinds of results, situ-

ated between physical structures, social networks, and ephemeral events. The 

following exemplary case studies serve to explore some of the key issues which, 

from my current point of view, inform and shape contemporary art practices on 

a larger scale.

Reclaiming urban space:

The effects of urbanism all over the globe provoke artistic projects into reclai-

ming urban space for its users and dwellers. One example among many others 

is an anonymous group with the pseudonym Ugly Indians in Bangalore. The 

group consists of a growing number of people who feel responsible for India’s 

civic problems, such as littering in the streets, and who aim to effect change 

from within. Their philosophy is: stop talking, start doing! They have started to 

clean streets, to repair potholes, and to support the existing system through 

their personal impact. The group is visible through its website and street activi-

ties. The project is not about creating an outstanding artwork for a specialized 

art market, but rather about supporting the local community with concrete 

action and ideas.

Regreening the grey:

Gardening has become a widespread artistic practice for reclaiming urban space 

by making it green or flowery. The strategy of urban gardening first came into 

art in New York, following the actions of so-called guerilla gardeners in the 

1970s. These gardeners did not have a legal right to use abandoned sites in the 

city, but reclaimed them by planting flowers or vegetables.

Meanwhile, the movement encompasses a diverse range of activists and motiva-

tions and has spread to megacities all over the world. Urban gardening is not 

only about regreening the grey or planting flowers as a symbolic act aside offical 

planning, it is also about growing food, bringing back sustainable agriculture to 

the city. Hong Kong as one of the most densly populated city is an interesting 

case study, where artists, vegetarians, home less people and other’s interested 

in sustainable life find ways to reconnect with nature in the city. Either on roof 

tops or on free space inbetween the urban infrastructure cultivating food in the 

middle of the urban jungle is a challenge that leads to special networks such as 
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the exemple of Mango King in Hong Kong reveals. Mango King is a homeless 

person, who started to produce vegetables on a piece of uncultivated land under  

a flyover crossing. in this highly urbanized landscape he is able to produce a 

respectable crop to be delivered to the So Boring Cafe, an informel restaurant in 

the neighborhood, where you pay what you can.

Organising conversations/searching for dialogue:

The Austrian artist collective “Wochenklausur” is a good example of community 

engagement aimed at initiating dialogue about a local issue among different 

stakeholders. Their story began in Zürich in 1994 with an intervention in local 

drug policy. The collective organized a boat trip on the Lake of Zürich with 

politicians, journalists, sex workers, and art activists with the aim of bringing 

them into conversation about the difficult situation of drug-addicted prostitutes 

living in precarious conditions (homelessness and a lack of medical care). Wo-

chenklausur organised dozens of these “floating” conversations involving key 

figures from all involved communities.

Workshops as a format of creating visibility:

The workshop (as a format of getting together) has emerged as a significant 

nexus of creative production in a wide range of collaborative and collective art 

projects. It offers participants the possibility of discussing and developing pro-

jects in an experimental and collective way .

An outstanding example was founded in 2010 in Zürich by refugees and artists 

seeking to initiate artistic political projects. It was simply called “workshop”(Ate-

lier), later on renamed first as “refugees workshop” (Flüchtlingsatelier), then as 

“anti-kulti workshop,” which implies a distinctly political statement. The group 

consisted of a changing number of participants eager to discuss the problems 

facing illegal migrants in Zürich, including structural violence, racism, education, 

economic problems, and health care. The ways of articulating these concerns 

were manifold. The group created a shadow theatre, an alternative city map for 

refugees, a guide to staying in Switzerland, and participated in art exhibitions 

and many public discussions.

Participatory planning:

An increasing number of artists are taking part in complex processes of partici-

patory urban planning to criticise an elitist and hermetic urbanism. These inter-
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ventions have sprung from a public park project in Hamburg, which illustrates 

how participatory processes can be initiated and how people can gain a foothold 

on slippery terrains through art.

The Antonipark is a small public park with flowerbeds, lawn, artifical palm trees, 

and recreation sites in Hamburg’s red light district St. Pauli. It opened for the 

public in 2003, as the result of a long-term socio-political and artistic process. At 

that time, the city of Hamburg was suffering under an pressure to build houses. 

Construction work was damaging well-functioning neighbourhoods. In 1994, St. 

Pauli residents campaigned for a public park instead of housing projects; artists 

were invited to develop art for the future public space. Instead of developing

such art, the artist group Park Fiction started to establish a participatory plan-

ning process for a fictional park, in the hope of supporting the local struggle for 

urban space. Instead of just protesting against local government plans, Park 

Fiction organised a sort of parallel planning process in the community, by crea-

ting exchange platforms for those concerned to articulate their desires and to 

activate their local knowledge. The group offered residents an opportunity to

transfer their concerns into the field of art and thereby initiated an alternative 

planning process. It was organised like a board game showing all the possibilities 

of becoming part of the project. The initiative resulted in the active participation 

of all stakeholders. Public awareness of the ongoing process, moreover, was 

enhanced by lectures, films, exhibitions, etc. Less than 10 years later, the com-

munity-designed public park had become a reality. This approach strongly 

echoes Henry Lefebvre’s idea that space is produced by social interaction, 

movements, and the human imagination, and fosters the search for participatory 

planning. 

The meta-narrative of globalization has brought into view many different mani-

festations and experiences that emphasise the “co.” How to deal with this diver-

se and complex phenomenon? This apparently inconsiderable prefix not only 

designates loopholes in canonical settings in art theory and practice, but also 

reveals a multitude of coexisting art notions and art practices.

How to find a lowest common denominator or an overall concept to embrace all 

its aspects? Why not follow the current and experience the flow? 

Tracking and tracing different understandings could offer an inclusive and ongo-

ing research strategy, which will not be confined to merely grasping the essenti-

als. Such a strategy rejects premature interpretation based on restricted 
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canons, but instead highlights the diversity and hybridity of the art encountered.

To leave the path of canonical research also leads us into a sort of enigmatic and 

condensed workplace, whose drivers are collective and participatory settings, 

working in teams, constant negotiation between different and changing stake-

holders, and a multifocal and multilocal perspective.  What at first sight might be 

seen as an uncomfortable research setting is in fact a productive challenge to be 

seized by artists who position themselves within societies and cultures to initiate 

problem-solving or reflection processes within communities. This evokes a 

variety of operational frameworks for artistic production, as described above, 

and focuses on active participation in changing situations to nurture existing 

potentials and to benefit those involved.
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