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T
he headings and captions in this book are set in Z

X
X

, a 
typeface developed by the South K

orean graphic designer 
san

g m
u

n
. D

escribed by san
g as a ‘disruptive typeface’, it is 

designed to be unreadable by optical character recognition 
(O

C
R

) softw
are, as used by the intelligence services. Its 

nam
e is taken from

 the three-letter codes used by the 
Library of C

ongress to denote the language in w
hich a 

book is w
ritten; ‘Z

X
X

’ stands for ‘no linguistic content/not 
applicable’. For further inform

ation, see w
w

w
.z-x-x.org.
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th
e in

creasin
gly 

po
litical d

im
en

sio
n

 
o

f co
n

tem
po

rary art 
h

as given
 rise to

 a 
n

u
m

ber o
f im

po
rtan

t 
q

u
estio

n
s abo

u
t 

th
e ro

le it plays in
 

so
ciety to

d
ay. 

Since the turn of the new
 m

illennium
, 

w
e have seen artists progressively 

engage w
ith the politics of globalization, 

m
igration, labour, citizenship, activism

, 
incom

e inequality, injustice, confl
ict, ter-

rorism
, biopolitics, free trade, fi

nancial 
crisis, environm

entalism
 and inform

a-
tion technology. A

rt and Politics N
ow

 
sets out to explore the im

plications of 
this developm

ent – for art and politics 
alike – and the w

ays in w
hich artists both 

address specifi
c political issues and tacti-

cally engage w
ith, negotiate and exam

ine 
the nature of politics. C

ontem
porary art, 

this book w
ill propose, im

agines that 
w

hich rem
ains politically unim

agina-
ble. In this context, contem

porary art 
practices not only offer w

ays of thinking 
about som

e of society’s m
ost pressing 

concerns, but also can rethink w
hat w

e 
understand by the term

 ‘politics’.
In focusing on the politics of, for 

exam
ple, terrorism

 or m
igration, artists 

have opened up new
 areas of consid-

eration and refl
ection for audiences. 

M
oreover, the form

al m
ethods and 

techniques em
ployed by contem

porary 
artists have becom

e m
ore diverse. T

hese 
include lecture-perform

ances, the use 
of docum

entary and archive m
aterial, 

artist-led w
orkshops, social activism

, col-
laborations, com

m
unity-based projects, 

research-led sem
inars, artist-initiated 

political m
ovem

ents, artist-funded 
organisations and, in particular, a 
grow

ing tendency to co-opt individu-
als and com

m
unities into the processes 

involved in creating a w
ork of art. 

To these developm
ents it is neces-

sary to add the changes in the w
ay w

e 
have com

e to understand the role of the 
artist in contem

porary society. A
rtists are 

increasingly seen as occupying a num
ber 

of different roles, from
 curators, w

riters 
and researchers to educators, docum

en-
tarists and ethnographers. M

ost signif-
icantly, perhaps, they have also com

e to 
be regarded as social antagonists and 
political activists, w

orking from
 w

ithin 
given social and political orders, rather 
than existing in distinction to them

. 
Taken as a w

hole, these changes to 
both subject m

atter and form
s of engage-

m
ent give rise to tw

o im
portant ques-

tions: w
hy have contem

porary artists 
turned tow

ards the realm
 of the political 

in search of subject m
atter, and w

hy are 
the form

al elem
ents of contem

porary  
art – be they com

m
unity-based practices 

or artist-led w
orkshops – increasingly 

considered suitable platform
s for dis-

cussing social and political engagem
ent? 

It is arguable, in the fi
rst instance, 

that the turn tow
ards the political in 

contem
porary art is a result of certain 

historical events. W
e could observe here 

a num
ber of such events that w

ould 
support this assertion, including the ter-
rorist attacks of 11 Septem

ber 2001; the 
ensuing w

ar in A
fghanistan; the invasion 

of Iraq in 2003 and its legacy of violence; 
the w

orldw
ide politicization of ‘terror’; 

the opportunistic and ongoing suspen-
sion of legal rights and habeas corpus; the 
fi

nancial crash of 2007; the radicalization 
of civil protest and its increm

ental crim
i-

nalization; the perceived ineffectiveness 

[
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of politics in the face of global capital; 
recent confl

icts across N
orth A

frica, 
the M

iddle East and elsew
here; and the 

ubiquitous form
s of interconnectivity 

and advanced surveillance system
s that 

determ
ine m

odels of social interac-
tion. A

ll have proved signifi
cant in the 

politicization of not only artists but also, 
crucially, their audiences. 

T
his is not to suggest that artistic 

practices in the past w
ere som

ehow
 apo-

litical; on the contrary, art, being a social 
practice largely carried out in the public 
sphere, is inseparable from

 the broader 
political realm

. N
evertheless, recent 

artistic engagem
ents w

ith politics need 
to be considered in the context of globali-
zation and how

 that process is radically 
reconfi

guring social, political, econom
ic 

and cultural relationships w
orldw

ide. 
In the context of globalization, art as 
a practice has developed in term

s of 
both content and form

 so as to address 
precisely the com

plexity of these recon-
fi

gurations. In the w
orks under consider-

ation in the early chapters of this book, 
there is a singular question being asked: 
w

hat is it to live under the conditions 
of globalization? O

r, m
ore specifi

cally, 
w

hat is it to experience globalization as 
an uneven econom

ic, social, historical 
and political fact of life, rather than an 
abstract ideal or theoretical fram

ew
ork?

G
lobalization, as w

e shall see, not 
only has a dram

atic effect on political, 
econom

ic and cultural relations, but 
also generates w

orldw
ide confl

ict and 
upheaval. It is w

ith this in m
ind that 

A
rt and Politics N

ow
 w

ill consider how
 

contem
porary art both refl

ects on these 
and other such issues and – through its 
varied form

s and processes – actively 
operates w

ithin them
. In later chapters, 

w
e shall see how

 artists strategically 

engage w
ith, for exam

ple, the precarious 
status of the refugee, the politicization of 
terror and geopolitical confl

ict, the (m
is)

representation of history, the uses and 
abuses of inform

ation technology, the 
social im

pact of global recession, and the 
denigration of environm

ents w
orldw

ide. 
A

lso critical to any exam
ination of 

the relationship betw
een art practices in 

the tw
enty-fi

rst century and globaliza-
tion is an evaluation of neo-liberalism

 as 
a dom

inant, global political ideology. T
he 

im
pact of neo-liberalism

 can be clearly 
seen if w

e consider, for exam
ple, the 

trend tow
ards casual, m

igratory form
s 

of labour and international policies on 
deregulating barriers to free trade, both 
of w

hich are key elem
ents of the discus-

sion in the second chapter of the book, 
‘Labour’. T

he infl
uence of neo-liberalism

 
can be likew

ise found in the relation-
ship betw

een free m
arkets and private 

interests, and the assum
ption that these 

factors w
ill result in prosperity for all. 

For free m
arkets to operate successfully, 

and for the apparent good of all, they 
m

ust have m
inim

al controls placed on 
them

; indeed, this is the central tenet of 
neo-liberal, free-m

arket capitalism
. T

he 
counterargum

ent to this position is that 
the deregulation of m

arkets in favour of 
private initiatives results in the exploita-
tion of the m

any for the benefi
t of the 

few
. For som

e, as w
e shall see in the third 

chapter, ‘C
itizens’, neo-liberalism

 is  
effectively a m

eans of accum
ulating 

capital through various form
s of dispos-

session, be it of rights, citizenship or 
access to the global econom

y. 1
In choosing to address the social and 

political realm
s, the w

orks discussed in 
A

rt and Politics N
ow

 not only engage a 
broader audience w

ith the politics of 
globalization and neo-liberalism

, but also 

enquire into w
hat form

 social and polit-
ical interaction w

ith these issues m
ight 

take. T
his book is therefore particularly 

concerned w
ith the w

ay in w
hich form

al 
experim

entation, as m
uch as the ideas 

behind a w
ork, furthers our engagem

ent 
w

ith and understanding of the political.  
A

llan Sekula’s W
aiting for Tear G

as 
(1999–2000) [1] is a sequence of photo-
graphs taken during the dem

onstrations 
against the W

orld Trade O
rganization 

(W
T

O
) in Seattle, W

ashington, in 1999. 
In his approach to these dem

onstrations, 
w

hich saw
 an estim

ated 40,000 people 
protest against the econom

ic policies of  
the W

T
O

 and the International M
onetary 

Fund, both seen by m
any as agents of 

globalization and neo-liberalism
, Sekula 

presented his w
ork as a form

 of ‘anti- 
journalism

’ – no auto-focus, no fl
ash, no 

zoom
 lens – thus avoiding the spectacle 

and m
edia-friendly im

ages often associ-
ated w

ith civil protest and activism
. 2 

B
y refusing to sensationalize his 

subject, Sekula m
anages to adopt a 

position w
ithin the political debates 

surrounding globalization and yet, in 
his discerning use of his chosen m

edia, 
m

aintain a critical distance from
 them

. 
N

o longer understood as separate to or 
indeed antagonistic tow

ards the polit-
ical realm

, such artists as Sekula offer 
com

plex responses to the geopolitics of 
pow

er and social change in the early part 
of the tw

enty-fi
rst century and, crucially, 

provide alternative m
odels of engage-

m
ent w

ith these and other issues. 
A

 desire to interact and engage w
ith 

politics in a m
anner that re-im

agines pos-
sible form

s of social engagem
ent (w

hile 
not necessarily expressing an overt 
political opinion) is com

m
on to m

any of 
the artists included in this book. T

his is 
particularly im

portant to understanding 

the m
ain thrust of the discussion in the 

fourth chapter, ‘A
ctivism

’: that it is nec-
essary to m

aintain a distinction betw
een 

artist-based and political activism
 if 

the form
er is not to be subsum

ed into 
the latter. For art to m

aintain its critical 
pow

ers in relation to politics, it m
ust, 

som
ew

hat paradoxically, adopt a radical 
position w

ithin society and yet refrain 
from

 using the often reductive term
s 

of political rhetoric. In Jerem
y D

eller’s 
It Is W

hat It Is (2009) [2], the artist 
acquired a car that had been destroyed 
in a B

aghdad m
arketplace on 5 M

arch 
2007 and exhibited it across the U

nited 
States, taking in cities from

 N
ew

 York to 
Los A

ngeles. A
ccom

panying the car w
as 

Jonathan H
arvey, a reservist in the U

S 
m

ilitary w
ho had recently served in Iraq, 

and Esam
 Pasha, an Iraqi artist w

ho had 
sought asylum

 in the U
nited States in 

2005. A
s part of the tour, m

em
bers of the 

public w
ere encouraged to ask questions 

of both H
arvey and Pasha and enter into 

a dialogue about Iraq. A
lthough point-

edly apolitical, inasm
uch as no stance 

w
as being adopted in relation to the w

ar 
in Iraq, D

eller’s w
ork has an inevitable 

political undertone that im
plicates it  

in debates about the w
ar and its legacy.  

It creates an event, m
oreover, in w

hich  
the view

er becom
es an active interlocu-

tor w
ith, rather than a m

ere spectator of,  
a w

ork of art.
T

his process of inserting artistic 
practices into sociopolitical debates –  
and, by im

plication, the spectator/
view

er – is central to the w
ork of Spanish 

artist Santiago Sierra. T
he politics of 

em
ploym

ent, for im
m

igrant w
orkers 

in particular, provided the inspiration 
for Sierra’s W

orkers w
ho cannot be paid, 

rem
unerated to rem

ain inside cardboard 
boxes (2000) [3]. B

ased on earlier pieces 
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exhibited in G
uatem

ala and N
ew

 York, 
this w

ork involved placing refugees 
from

 C
hechnya inside large cardboard 

boxes, w
here they rem

ained for four 
hours a day for the six-w

eek duration of 
the exhibition. A

t the tim
e of the show

, 
staged at K

unst-W
erke Institute for 

C
ontem

porary A
rt in B

erlin, G
erm

an 
legislation w

as such that refugees w
ere 

entitled to a sm
all m

onthly allow
ance  

on the condition that they did not w
ork; 

any person found to be breaking this rule  
w

ould be returned to their hom
e country. 

A
s a result, the details of this piece could 

not be m
ade public until after the exhibi-

tion, and its participants w
ere forced to 

collect their salaries in secret. 
In com

m
on w

ith m
uch of the w

ork 
featured in this book, Sierra’s W

orkers …
  

does not necessarily offer a defi
nitive 

com
m

ent on the issues under considera-
tion; rather, it suggests an active engage-
m

ent w
ith and nuanced negotiation of 

those issues. A
s a form

 of social practice, 
contem

porary art needs to be understood 
not so m

uch in term
s of ‘political art’ 

(agitprop or propaganda, for exam
ple), 

but in relation to how
 it has becom

e part 
of the social and political im

agination 
through various form

s of representation 
and engagem

ent. T
hese processes, in 

addition, can be open-ended and defy  
traditional ideas of closure. 

A
lthough artists often utilize the 

principles of activism
, a clear distinction 

betw
een art and activism

 nevertheless 
rem

ains, inasm
uch as the form

er is 
not alw

ays accom
panied by any clear 

intent or indeed am
bition to bring about 

change. 3 T
here is a distinction to be had 

betw
een art practices that engage w

ith 
politics, and the overall aim

s of political 
activism

: art as a practice does not neces-
sarily have any clear-cut goals, nor are its 

end results quantifi
able in term

s of desir-
able or fi

xed outcom
es. T

he focus of this 
book is therefore not so m

uch on artists 
as outright activists, a role that can be 
readily co-opted into the often divisive, 
issue-led w

orld of political activism
, 

as it is on how
 artistic practice is able 

to expand the very notion of activism
, 

protest and political participation. 
M

ichael R
akow

itz’s Enem
y K

itchen 
(2006–) [5] is a collaboration betw

een 
R

akow
itz and his Iraqi-Jew

ish m
other, 

w
ith w

hom
 he com

piles recipes from
 

traditional B
aghdadi cuisine. W

ith 
these recipes, R

akow
itz leads a series of 

cooking classes w
ith different groups of 

people, ranging from
 m

iddle- and high-
school students to the chefs in school 
cafeterias, som

e of w
hom

 have relatives 
in the U

S A
rm

y stationed in Iraq. W
hile 

cooking and eating Iraqi delicacies, con-
versations betw

een students about the 
w

ar in Iraq arise, revealing the opinions, 
m

yths and facts that can circulate in a 
country, in this case the U

nited States, 
during a period of confl

ict. A
s a conse-

quence, each iteration of Enem
y K

itchen 
is shaped according to the w

illingness 
of its participants to speak about the 
politics of w

ar through the activity of 
cooking. 4 A

lthough this w
ork could be 

seen in term
s of activism

, inasm
uch as it 

opens up a space for potential discussion 
about a controversial subject, Enem

y 
K

itchen does not express a political 
standpoint or point of view

; rather, it 
is the expression of social practices and 
political values, and therefore already 
political in its intentions.

T
his sense of art decoding political 

values and engaging com
m

unities in 
a com

m
on experience chim

es w
ith an 

individual and com
m

unity-based under-
standing of how

 the political realm
 can 
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be expanded and its values rethought. 
In the w

ake of the m
ajor earthquake in 

the province of Sichuan in C
hina in 2008, 

the C
hinese artist A

i W
eiw

ei decided to 
visit the country to see the devastation 
for him

self. Follow
ing repeated attem

pts 
to obtain an offi

cial list of casualties, 
how

ever, he w
as beaten w

ith a truncheon 
and taken to hospital, w

here he received 
em

ergency surgery to relieve a cerebral 
haem

orrhage. T
his did not prevent the 

artist from
 publishing on his w

ebsite a 
year after the earthquake the nam

es of 
5,385 people w

ho had died in the disaster. 
N

or did it stop him
, in R

em
em

bering 
(2009) [4], from

 using 8,738 children’s 
backpacks to spell out, in C

hinese charac-
ters, the sentence ‘She lived happily for 
seven years in this w

orld’, a quote from
 

the m
other of one of the earthquake’s 

victim
s. 5 H

ere, again, art as a practice 
opens up a space in w

hich to im
agine and 

give form
 to that w

hich politics deem
s 

unim
aginable or beyond the bounds of 

public discussion and debate. 
In the m

ajority of the w
orks exam

-
ined in A

rt and Politics N
ow

, the artist’s 
chosen m

edia and form
al m

ethod of 
production are rarely presented as either 
defi

nitive or closed to scrutiny. Instead, 
form

 and m
edia are often positioned 

as propositional and contingent. For 
Episode I (2000–3) [6], D

utch artist R
enzo 

M
artens travelled to the city of G

rozny 
to fi

lm
 the afterm

ath of the Second 
C

hechen W
ar (1999–2000), a bloody 

confl
ict that had left thousands dead and 

m
any m

ore displaced and traum
atized. In 

the fi
lm

, M
artens com

plicates any notion 
of objectively reporting or docum

enting 
w

hat he sees in G
rozny by placing him

self 
at the forefront of the investigation, 
often draw

ing direct attention to the 
fact of his presence and pointedly asking 

people w
hat they think of him

 being 
there am

id such devastation. M
artens’s 

fi
lm

, in its quasi-journalistic technique 
and conscious foregrounding of the artist 
throughout, m

akes tw
o im

portant points 
about confl

ict and its representation: 
that there is no such thing as a decon-
textualized or depoliticized view

ing 
experience, and that artists, institutions 
and the view

er are inevitably involved 
in the production of m

eaning, politi-
cal or otherw

ise. It is in the m
om

ent of 
exposing this fact that M

artens, together 
w

ith other artists featured in this book, 
tactically engage audiences in the politics 
of cultural production. T

hese issues are 
explored in m

ore detail from
 the fi

fth 
chapter, ‘C

onfl
ict’, onw

ards.
To the extent that the subject of 

M
artens’s w

ork w
as a regional confl

ict, 
the C

uban-A
m

erican artist C
oco Fusco 

has chosen to confront the legislation 
and interrogation procedures being 
deployed in the w

orldw
ide ‘w

ar on 
terror’, a subject that is addressed in the 
sixth chapter of the book, ‘Terror’. For 
O

peration A
tropos (2006) [7], a 59-m

inute 
video, Fusco and six other w

om
en 

enrolled in an interrogation-training 
w

orkshop run by Team
 D

elta, a cohort 
of retired U

S m
ilitary interrogators. W

e 
w

atch as Fusco and her com
panions are 

am
bushed and bound, have their heads 

covered, and are thereafter subjected to 
ex-m

ilitary personnel perform
ing, w

ith 
brutal verisim

ilitude, the role of guards 
and interrogators in a m

akeshift cam
p. 

D
ressed in an orange jum

psuit, a refer-
ence to the clothing w

orn by inm
ates 

of G
uantánam

o B
ay, Fusco forces the 

view
er to confront the hidden realities 

of the w
ar on terror, and, in so doing, 

holds up a m
irror to an era that has 

becom
e largely defi

ned by global form
s 

[
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of clandestine w
arfare and ‘enhanced 

interrogation techniques’ – or, to put it 
bluntly, torture. 

O
ne of the key proposals explored 

in ‘Terror’, and elsew
here in the book, is 

the suggestion that the apparent threat 
of terrorism

 has com
e to defi

ne con-
tem

porary politics and law
-m

aking. In 
recent years w

e have seen the em
ergence 

of a lexicon that includes such term
s 

as ‘bioterrorism
’, ‘racial profi

ling’ and 
‘biopolitical surveillance’. T

his has been 
accom

panied by, am
ong other things, the 

legitim
ization of torture, the crim

inali-
zation of organized protest and, signifi

-
cantly, artistic practices that engage w

ith 
these issues. In 2004 one of the m

em
bers 

of C
ritical A

rt Ensem
ble (C

A
E), a group 

of fi
ve practitioners w

ho specialize in 
fi

lm
/video, photography, text art, book 

art, w
eb design and perform

ance, w
as 

arrested on suspicion of bioterrorism
. 

O
n the m

orning of 11 M
ay 2004, Steve 

K
urtz w

oke to fi
nd that his w

ife, H
ope, 

had died in her sleep. Follow
ing a call 

to the police, K
urtz w

as subjected to 
questioning by the Federal B

ureau of 
Investigation (FB

I) over a biology lab the 
police had found in his house. D

etained 
for 24 hours, and then freed, K

urtz w
as 

nonetheless ordered to appear before 
a grand jury to answ

er ‘bioterrorism
’ 

charges. D
espite the fact that he w

as 
cleared of all suspicion in July 2004, the 
FB

I continued to press charges against 
him

 until 2008. A
rt, as w

e shall see, can 
som

etim
es com

e into vertiginous prox-
im

ity w
ith anti-terrorism

 legislation.
C

entral to the heightened aw
are-

ness of global turm
oil has been the rise 

of inform
ation technology and social 

m
edia, as w

ell as the increased dem
ands 

of international new
s corporations – all 

of w
hich, as w

e shall see in the seventh 

chapter, ‘H
istory’, has com

e to defi
ne 

how
 w

e understand and perceive histor-
ical events. A

rt has alw
ays been at the 

forefront of interpreting, if not defi
ning, 

how
 history is represented, and this fact 

rem
ains critical to any consideration 

of art’s contem
porary relationship to 

the politics of history and confl
ict. In 

R
abih M

roué’s T
he Fall of a H

air, Part 1: 
T

he Pixelated R
evolution (2012) [9], the 

artist conducts a forensic exam
ination 

of the w
ay in w

hich inform
ation has 

been presented during the ongoing civil 
w

ar in Syria. For M
roué, w

ho focuses 
on im

ages that have been recorded by 
Syrian protesters and uploaded to the 
Internet, the m

ediation of inform
ation 

is of im
m

ediate interest, alongside the 
question of how

 im
ages are produced by 

a global m
edia for general consum

ption. 
Speaking about the project, M

roué has 
observed that T

he Pixelated R
evolution 

is not an act of activism
 on his behalf; 

rather, it is ‘about how
 im

ages are being 
produced and used in the Syrian revolu-
tion’. 6 M

roué’s reluctance to see his w
ork 

in term
s of political activism

 m
irrors the 

m
isgivings of m

any of the artists fea-
tured in this book, w

ho see the label as 
yet another w

ay of lim
iting the potential 

of their practice to offer different w
ays 

of engaging w
ith and re-im

agining the 
boundaries of the political sphere.

A
t the beginning of 2014, the 

U
nited N

ations H
igh C

om
m

issioner 
for R

efugees estim
ated that the civil 

w
ar in Syria had so far led to 2.4 m

illion 
people seeking respite in the various 
refugee cam

ps that have been set up in 
Turkey, Iraq, Iraqi K

urdistan, Lebanon 
and Jordan (the last of these being hom

e 
to the Z

aatari refugee cam
p, the largest 

in the M
iddle East). For som

e com
m

en-
tators, globalization, regional confl

icts 

[
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and m
ass m

igration have effectively 
dictated the redistribution of popula-
tions on both a m

icro- and a m
acro-level. 

T
his has resulted in the cam

p – usually 
seen as a borderline, peripheral, if not 
historical phenom

enon – being regarded 
as a typical space of m

odern geopolitics, 
rather than an exception. 7 Indeed, the 
artist and fi

lm
-m

aker U
rsula B

iem
ann 

has referred to the refugee cam
p as a 

‘capsule’ and an em
bodim

ent of the intri-
cate political dem

ands of the present. 8
T

he ubiquity of the cam
p in the 

context of global politics is explored in 
the eighth chapter of the book, ‘C

am
ps’, 

together w
ith the m

any different w
ays in 

w
hich artists have chosen to exam

ine the 
em

ergence of the cam
p as an unavoidable 

feature of globalization and m
odernity. 

A
lthough ‘C

am
ps’ focuses prim

arily on 
refugee cam

ps, it is w
orth noting how

 
often other types of cam

p em
erge in 

the w
ork of the artists featured in the 

book, including detention cam
ps (C

oco 
Fusco, A

shley H
unt, C

hristoph B
üchel 

and G
ianni M

otti); concentration cam
ps 

(H
arun Farocki, A

rtur Z
m

ijew
ski, O

m
er 

Fast and Santiago Sierra); internm
ent 

cam
ps (R

eza A
ram

esh, N
ada Prlja, 

A
yreen A

nastas and R
ene G

abri); labour 
cam

ps (Steve M
cQ

ueen); protest cam
ps 

(M
ark W

allinger); and transit cam
ps 

(U
rsula B

iem
ann and Y

to B
arrada). 

To this already extensive list w
e could 

add another form
 of cam

p, one that 
has appeared over the m

odern politi-
cal horizon only recently: the clim

ate 
refugee cam

p. 
In the m

om
ent in w

hich artists 
offer practical, or indeed im

practi-
cal, solutions to clim

ate change or 
environm

ental issues, w
e w

itness a 
deliberate blurring of any distinction 
betw

een eco-activism
 and art practice. 

Stem
m

ing from
 extensive research 

carried out in Ethiopia, Tanzania and 
Z

am
bia, Pratchaya Phinthong’s Sleeping 

Sickness (2012) [8], fi
rst show

n as part 
of D

ocum
enta 13 in K

assel, G
erm

any, is 
deceptively slight, consisting as it does of 
tw

o tsetse fl
ies inside a large vitrine. T

he 
fl

ies w
ere a fertile fem

ale and a sterile 
m

ale. T
he sterilization of m

ale tsetse 
fl

ies is a com
m

on approach to controlling 
the spread of ‘sleeping sickness’, a tropi-
cal disease that kills thousands of people 
across A

frica every year. Phinthong’s 
research, w

hich w
as conducted w

ith the 
help of local com

m
unities, culm

inated 
in the prom

otion of an ecological fl
ytrap. 

D
eveloped by a com

pany in T
hailand, 

the fl
ytrap w

as used by local people to 
com

bat sleeping sickness and thus  
pre-em

pt the use of harm
ful chem

icals 
to sterilize m

ale tsetse fl
ies in the region. 

W
hile Phinthong’s practice offers a 

practical solution to an im
m

ediate envi-
ronm

ental issue, other artists explored 
in the ninth chapter of the book, 
‘Environm

ents’, provide less convincing 
rem

edies. T
hey do, how

ever, use their 
art to raise aw

areness of environm
ental 

issues and the politics of clim
ate change.

A
s w

e shall see in ‘Econom
ies’, the 

tenth chapter, the w
ork of those artists 

w
ho have chosen to address the current 

econom
ic clim

ate and the im
pact of 

an enduring fi
nancial crisis is often 

concerned w
ith fi

nding narratives that 
capture the frequently confusing reali-
ties of econom

ic system
s. H

ito Steyerl’s 
In Free Fall (2010) [10] consists of three 
short fi

lm
s – Before the C

rash, A
fter the 

C
rash and C

rash – inspired by a pho-
tograph of an aeroplane ‘graveyard’ in 
the C

alifornian desert. D
uring periods 

of recession, there is an increase in the 
num

ber of aeroplanes that are grounded 

and subsequently fall into disrepair. 
Steyerl confi

rm
s this phenom

enon w
ith 

the ow
ner of the graveyard in C

alifornia, 
but also im

aginatively traces the story 
of a B

oeing 707 from
 com

m
ercial and 

m
ilitary service to scrapheap, w

here it 
is fi

nally blow
n up for the 1994 action 

m
ovie Speed and thereafter recycled as 

a com
ponent of the pirated D

V
D

s on to 
w

hich the fi
lm

 is copied. O
ne econom

y 
of value is here subverted by another: 
the so-called black m

arket, a system
 of 

econom
ic exchange that exists outside 

the offi
cial system

, as defi
ned by law

 and 
copyright regulations.

T
he subject of know

ledge, be it 
fi

nancial or otherw
ise, has becom

e 
central to contem

porary art’s interest in 
com

m
unications system

s and the pro-
duction of im

ages and inform
ation, as w

e 
shall see in the fi

nal chapter of the book, 
‘K

now
ledge’. A

s the starting point for 
his installation M

ay 1st, 2011 (2011) [11], 
A

lfredo Jaar selected an iconic im
age 

from
 our recent past: an offi

cial photo-
graph of President B

arack O
bam

a and his 
advisers sitting in the W

hite H
ouse as 

they w
atch – on a screen that is out of our 

view
 – the N

avy Seal attack that resulted 
in the death of O

sam
a bin Laden. To the 

left of this photograph is a blank screen, 
w

hich acts as a substitute for the one 
being w

atched by the president and his 
advisers. T

he original photograph had 
been retouched to avoid exposing sensi-
tive inform

ation, and im
ages of the death 

of B
in Laden w

ere not released. T
hus, at 

the heart of one of the m
ost signifi

cant 
events of recent years, there rem

ains an 
inform

ational lacuna. In Jaar’s w
ork this 

gap is represented by the blank screen, a 
stand-in for an act of violence that w

e are 
told has happened but of w

hich w
e have 

no proof, other than a fundam
entally 

politicized photograph. K
now

ledge, in 
its form

al production and global dissem
-

ination, has becom
e not only politicized 

but also subject to a netw
ork of political 

decisions that prescribe w
hat w

e can and, 
crucially, cannot see.

In an age of neo-liberal-inspired 
form

s of free trade and outsourcing, the 
accum

ulation of capital w
ithin the art 

w
orld itself has also com

e under increas-
ing scrutiny – a point to w

hich w
e shall 

return throughout the book. W
e could 

observe here, in passing, not only how
 

artists represent one of the vanguards of 
globalization – their fl

uid, nom
adic inter-

national travel being indicative of the 
apparently sm

ooth fl
ow

 of capital w
ithin 

the art w
orld – but also how

 they em
body 

and negotiate global w
orking practices. 

In addition, it is necessary to observe that 
neo-liberal econom

ies are w
ell practised 

in absorbing criticism
 into the fabric of 

their operations: artw
orks that criticize 

the m
arket, for exam

ple, are frequently 
co-opted by the m

arket. H
ow

ever, this 
should not be seen as a barrier to  
engagem

ent: the existence of artists 
w

ithin econom
ic system

s m
eans they can 

often be m
ore effective in draw

ing atten-
tion to the broader dem

ands involved in 
producing art in a globalized cultural and 
econom

ic environm
ent. 

A
lthough this book has been organ-

ized into discrete chapters, there are 
inevitable crossovers betw

een the sub-
jects outlined above; sim

ilarly, a num
ber 

of the featured artists are discussed in 
m

ore than one chapter. T
here are also  

a num
ber of key term

s – ‘m
igration’,  

‘surveillance’ and ‘biopolitics’, for 
exam

ple – that could have form
ed 

chapters in their ow
n right, but w

hich 
frequently recur across the entire book 
in different contexts. T

his overlap gives 
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a further sense of the breadth and focus 
of contem

porary art practices. O
f the 

w
orks exam

ined, the m
ajority have been 

produced since 2000, and represent an 
international take on contem

porary 
art. T

he am
bition here is to provide an 

overview
 of the changing relationship 

betw
een art and politics, and, in so doing, 

clarify w
hat is at stake in the debates 

discussed. It is also to provide the reader 
w

ith an accessible fram
e of reference for 

both understanding and exploring these 
issues further. 

R
ather than exam

ining politics as 
a governm

ent-led system
 of adm

inis-
tration, or as a series of policies that 
advocate specifi

c view
s on certain issues, 

this book looks tow
ards an expanded 

notion of the political. Politics is under-
stood, in this context, as the construction 
of a shared realm

 of experience and 
perception that includes the m

ajority but 
excludes others. Furtherm

ore, in view
ing 

politics as a distribution of certain roles 
to m

em
bers of a com

m
unity, including 

the pow
er to determ

ine w
hat voices can 

be heard w
ithin that com

m
unity, w

e 
can develop an understanding of art as a 
social practice that challenges and nego-
tiates the allocation and distribution 
of those roles, as w

ell as the rationale 
behind the exclusion of individuals and 
com

m
unities across the globe. 9 If politics 

is about determ
ining w

ho has the right 
to speak, be heard or be seen, then con-
tem

porary art of a political nature needs 
to be understood in the context of how

, 
through various tactics and strategies, 
it disturbs, disrupts, re-im

agines and 
expands engagem

ent w
ith the political. 10 

T
his book, fi

nally, is about the critical 
activities of culture and its institutions 
in the early part of the tw

enty-fi
rst 

century, and, in particular, the ongoing 

role of creative practices in producing 
potential form

s of engagem
ent w

ith the 
social and political realm

s. It is w
hen 

these realm
s are challenged, w

hen an 
agreed sphere of shared experience and 
understanding com

es under scrutiny, 
that politics proper begins.


