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BEGINNINGS

I am an Australian artist and curator working in performance and expanded studio practices primarily with the artist collective BC Insti-

tute.1  My practice and research is informed by a feminist methodology, an approach that takes into account the socio-political intersections 

of  race, class, gender and sexuality and how these intersections manifest in hierarchy and power.2 This approach informs my practice that is 

primarily focused on re-doing, re-looking, re-thinking and re-excavating. In this paper I will discuss this method through two of  my current 

research projects, The History of  Performance and Assembly for Alternative Futures. But first I will outline the theoretical framework and political 

context for this research.

THE PRESENT

Within the Asia Pacific region we are living in a time of  advanced global and networked capitalism that has fuelled a cultural present marked 

by precarity and extreme inequity. Ours is a generation defined by militant policies for refugees, the re-emergence of  extreme nationalism 

and neoliberalist austerity measures that thrive on the privatisation of  all aspects of  art, culture, and education. Within this moment, the 

self-expression of  our desires, emotions and identities become data inputs that lead to insidiously targeted product campaigns. As the CEO 

of  Gucci Robert Polet recently stated, “We are not selling handbags we are selling dreams…” 3

If  any transgression can be recuperated into profit, “radical” acts such as the political activity of  activist movements and events are rapidly 

aestheticized and marketed through TV shows and video clips. One recent example might be Beyoncé’s Superpower video clip from 2013 

featuring good-looking “protesters” donning outfits remarkably similar to the mediated images of  the Arab Spring uprisings and the Occu-

py Wall Street sit-ins of  2011.4 Holding Molotov cocktails and banners proclaiming “LOVE” and “LAUGH,” they catwalk down a burning 

carpark in slow motion, replete with balaclavas, green hair and ripped khaki’s.

1. BC Institute is the artists Kelly Doley, Frances Barrett, Diana Smith and Kate Blackmore. Formed in 2007 in Sydney, BC Institute uses performance to interrogate gender and its 
influence on the formation of  art historical and cultural tropes.
2. Alison Jaggar, Just Methods: An Interdisciplinary Feminist Reader, (New York: Routledge, 2016).
3. “Luxury Brands: The business of  Selling Dreams,” European Business Review, world wide web, http://www.europeanbusinessreview.eu/page.asp?pid=428, 26, Accessed October 
2007.
4. In the Arab Spring of  2011 throughout the Middle East protests gathered en-mass demanding democracy and human rights that resulted in Egypt overthrowing their leader and 
electing a democratic government. In the same year huge sit-in protests in Zucotti Park in New York were making demands for greater social and economic equality most aptly 
expressed in their popularised slogan ‘We are the 99%’ and would turn into a ‘global’ movement of  Occupy protests and grass roots organising.
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The field of  contemporary art is not immune to this recuperation, 

where the pinewood DIY aesthetics of  socially engaged “grungy” 

installations of  the 1990s such as Rirkrit Tiravanija’s Untitled, look 

like the latest designs of  McDonalds interiors. In our mass media 

moment everyone can be an artist with an iPhone (including Kim 

Kardashian5), and the distinction between art fair, exhibition and 

advertising becomes increasingly blurred.

It seems we have all been transformed into passive functions 

within the capitalist system. This era is what theorist Rosi Braidotti 

has termed the “perverse economy.” Inherently a self-destructive 

system, the perversity of  the advanced capitalist era is that it keeps 

blindly feeding and feeding until it destroys the very conditions for 

its survival.6

What does this mean for aesthetics and politics? If  the Modernist 

avant-guarde traditions of  transgression and shock no longer work 

as a subversive aesthetic strategy, is it possible to engage critically 

in this globalised networked present? As an artist, is it possible to 

make socially and politically engaged critical art?

Recently, accelerationist aesthetics has been a popular artistic strat-

egy to deal with this very question. Defined as having an ethos of  

“the worse the better,”7 accelerationist aesthetics (or what com-

monly falls under the term “post internet art”) essentially aims to 

intensify the horrors of  the capitalist moment, where the more sick-

eningly similar the art object looks like capitalist product the better. 

The 2016 9th Berlin Biennale, curated by art/curatorial collective 

DIS, titled The Present in Drag is one current example. Made up of  

installations that take on the aesthetics of  commercial display, many 

works blatantly used co-branding and product placement as part of  

the works.8 The DIS collective is also known for creating artworks 

such as disimage, a watermarked stock image catalogue that can be 

5. For more see Kim Kardashian West, Selfish, (New York: Rizzoli 2015). Interestingly 
Rizzoli is a publisher specializing in art collections. For one of  many responses see 
Gregory Babcock, “Kim Kardashian’s Best Selfies” (Reviewed By an Art Critic)’, 
Complex, from the world wide web: http://au.complex.com/style/2015/01/kim-kar-
dashians-best-selfies-art-critic/, 24 January 2015, Accessed 30 March 2016.
6. Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Theory: The Portable Rosi Braidotti (New York: Columbia 
University Press 2011), 296.
7. Benjamin Noys, The Persistence of  the Negative: A Critique of  Contemporary Continental 
Theory (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 5.
8. There are many but for example works included in the show such as M/L Artspace’s 
In Bed Together, supported by Bed Bath & Beyond and Material Vodka or the work by 
fashion designer TELFAR, TELFAR: RETROSPECTIVE are relevant examples.

purchased online. Described as “a media entity that seems more 

concerned with upcycling art-world trend reports, cyber-utopia-

nism, digital flânerie, and looking cool in Slavoj Zizek t-shirts…”9  

DIS could be understood as acclerationist by ethos.

However I would argue these aesthetic tactics predicated on the 

re-presentation of  what we already know (that we have finally 

realized the worst) simply fuels and promotes its focus of  critique: 

capitalism. Political theorist Chantal Mouffe suggests another 

approach. Mouffe theorises that although artists may no longer 

constitute an avant-garde offering a radical critique, it does not 

mean that their role has ended. For Mouffe, the critical role of  

artistic practice today is to “disarticulate or unsettle the common 

sense”10 in counter to the current hegemony. Or to put it another 

way, to “upset the order of  things.”

I propose, if  capitalist production is predicated on a forward 

moving, self-destructive propulsion, or what has also been termed 

“loops of  positive feedback,”11  perhaps a political space for 

artistic practice is in disrupting, subverting and repeating time and 

taking a non-linear approach to temporal order. Elizabeth Grosz 

suggests such an inhabitation of  time, as more like a co-intermin-

gling series of  atmospheres and events, can create a new future (or 

reality) not foreclosed by what already exists in the present (and 

has in the past).12

I have been enacting this in my practice by using the methods of  

live performance and collaborative, participatory processes. Per-

formance, with its messy durations, “unreliable” memories, oral 

histories and fictions can disrupt the original/citation dichotomy 

and complicate linear, forward-moving time. Performance creates 

temporary political situations that problematise and resist the 

present. Put simply, performance is a relation between bodies and 

between one another - and the body is always a political situation. 

It is the threshold where power is played out.  Think of  how we 

perform gender or social norms, to quote Judith Butler, “…the 

9. Dorian Batycka, “The 9th Berlin Biennale: A vast obsolescent pageant of  irrele-
vance,” Hyperallergic from the world wide web, http://hyperallergic.com/306932/
the-9th-berlin-biennale-a-vast-obsolescent-pageant-of-irrelevance/, June 24, 2016, 
Accessed 25 June 2016.
10. Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically, (London ; New York: 
Verso 2013), 94.
11. Steven Shaviro, “Accelerationist Aesthetics: Necessary Inefficiency in Times of  
Real Subsumption,” E-Flux 46 (2013): 7.
12. Elizabeth Grosz, “Histories of  a Feminist Future,” (Signs 25, no. 4, 2000) 1018. 
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body contains sediments of  historical codes and reproduces 

historical situations.”13 For this reason, Butler argues the body is 

also a set of  potentialities and a series of  continually materialis-

ing possibilities.

There are many contemporary artist-led, collaborative projects 

working in this way that draw on the traditions of  Happenings, 

Conceptual, feminist/queer performance and activist art as well 

as relational practices of  the 1990s such as Sharon Hayes, Tania 

Bruguera, Jonas Staal, Frances Barrett and Karen Mirza. In 

particular Karen Mirza’s recent participatory work The Patriar-

chal Clock: The Gossip, gathered women together overnight for 

the inverse duration of  a working day. From 11pm – 7am the 

performance aimed to reclaim gossiping as a vital form of  oral 

history and political place making – to create a fissure through 

the act of  “doing.”

Mirza describes these works as “holding spaces” to try and ex-

tract ourselves from what she calls the “ectoplasm of  neoliber-

alism.”  This is a term she uses to describe the feeling of  waking 

up and neoliberalism being between your fingers and matted all 

through your hair. The “ectoplasm of  neoliberalism”14 is that 

feeling of  the constant reflections and echoes of  our implication 

in systems and structures.

These political and artistic contexts are in conversation with my 

own research, in particular the two works The History of  Perfor-

mance and Assembly for Alternative Futures.

PAST

Over the three month duration of  the 20th Biennale of  Syd-

ney 2016, the three artists I collaborate with as BC Institute 

(Diana Smith, Frances Barrett and Kate Blackmore) created 

a living archive of  performance art as told from a multiplicity 

of  perspectives. Through a series of  performances the gallery 

space was used to exhume, remember and retell the histories of  

13. Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Construction: An Essay in 
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” Theatre Journal, 20 no. 4: 529. There are 
many but for example works included in the show such as M/L Artspace’s In Bed 
Together, supported by Bed Bath & Beyond and Material Vodka or the work by 
fashion designer TELFAR, TELFAR: RETROSPECTIVE are relevant examples.
14. Conversation with the artist, February 6, 2016. 

performance art to enable different access points to performance 

practices that may have been forgotten, sidelined or embedded 

elsewhere. 

The work considered the politics of  the archive and highlighted 

the complexities associated with historicizing performance, which 

is a medium notorious for slippery mis-translations through its 

mediation, fictions and rumor of  “what really happened.” More 

broadly, the work navigated the complicated territory of  how we 

recall the past and deal with what remains - with ghosts, hauntings 

and eternal returns. 

The work took the form of  a circle of  chairs in the gallery. Begin-

ning with the words “I remember…” a microphone was passed 

around the circle as invited guests and members of  the public 

recount performances that they have seen.

“I remember a performance by Mike Parr. He was wearing an 

orange jumpsuit and his face had been sewn up by needle and 

thread so he could barely see. There was an electric shock attached 

to his finger and over the non-stop 48 hour duration of  the 

performance in the gallery, audience members could shock him 

if  they walked over line and you could also shock him online via 

live-feed...”15

The History of  Performance was staged four times across the Bien-

nale. Each two-hour sitting was audio recorded which now forms 

an un-hierarchical, de-centred archive of  performance - where the 

performance by Tongan artist Latai Taumoepeau i-Land x-isle sits 

alongside Chris Burden’s Shoot piece. Or Marina Abromavic’s The 

Artist is Present sits next to an obscure performance by the now 

deceased Sydney artist John Wah where he proceeded to bind his 

naked body in fresh barbed wire.

During each sitting, performances like these were repeatedly 

remembered by participants and recounted differently and in con-

tradictory ways. This is what Rosi Braidotti refers to as remember-

ing in the nomadic mode. For Braidotti working from memory or 

“by heart” challenges the authentic moment in time to provoke 

new stories and alternative approaches suggesting that the “truth” 

is never really “written” or finalised.16

15. As remembered at the “Overwhelming Imagination” conference, Si Shang Art 
Museum, Beijing, July 4-5, 2016.
16. Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Theory: The Portable Rosi Braidotti (New York: Columbia 
University Press 2011): 232.
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FUTURE

Inversely, another project, The Assembly for Alternative Futures 

attempts not to ‘upset the order’ of  history like The History of  Perfor-

mance, but rather, as its title suggests, upset the order of  the future.

The project is premised on gathering participants from diverse 

fields to create and imagine alternative conceptions of  a future/s. 

The project was initiated to challenge the notion that it is easier to 

imagine the end of  the world than the end of  capitalism17 and to 

create critical alternatives to the narrative of  complete apocalyptic 

environmental and social collapse. 

The inaugural Assembly was held over two days in May 2016 at 

Artspace in Sydney as part of  the 20th Biennale of  Sydney. It 

involved 18 participants from urban planning, architecture, futuring, 

design, economics, as well as artists, hackers and curators. The event 

was structured around formalised activities led by futurist Kirstin 

Altford of  mind mapping, brainstorming and time-lining past and 

present events. This was paired with more open times of  communal 

meals such as a locally foraged dinner, a psychic reading over Skype 

with special guest Lydia Lunch and sleeping overnight in specially 

designed “soak pods.”18

Similar to Karen Mirza’s The Gossip, the event was intended to 

create a type of  “holding space” that was separate from the day-

to-day of  the participants lives so that we could slip out of  rational 

thinking and generate substitute structures and concepts for the 

future/s. Some concepts that were developed such as “unwalling,” 

border thinking, queering public and private space and ‘creative 

destruction’ are still in the early stage of  formation. Across the next 

two-year period the Assembly intends to continue to meet with the 

intention to develop and materialise these future concepts further.

17. Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (London: Zero Books, 
2009).
18. Each participant was asked to lead a ‘platform for relation’, a period of  time 
during the group where they as participants contribute to the event. This term is from 
Erin Manning and Brian Massumi, Thought in the Act: Passages in the Ecology of  
Experience (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press 2014) In this text they outline 
a method for research generation for collaborative and creative practice fields. The soak 
pods were designed by Genevieve Murray from architecture company Future Method.

ENDINGS/BEGINNINGS

What I hope these two research projects suggest is that in a time of  

a collective feeling of  hopelessness, the key word here is “hope.” 

In the words of  Braidotti, “hope” is a kind of  dreaming forward,  

and under the current hegemony, this “perverse economy” of  the 

21st century, we need to enact more dreaming forward;19 to dream 

back and to the sides; to search for new ways to “do” politics in 

art; to take the time to upset the order of  things and imagine as  if  

things were different. We need to do this because the present is 

not enough. But the critical role artistic practice can play today is 

to make space for a different account of  another past and another 

future, suggesting that this present is only temporary, and that one-

day it may come to an end.

19. Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Theory, The Portable Rosi Braidotti (New York: Columbia 
University Press 2011), 297.
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