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The kind of hope I often think about (especially in situations that are particularly 

hopeless, such as prison) I understand above all as a state of mind, not a state of the 

world. Either we have hope within us or we don't; it is a dimension of the soul; it's not 

essentially dependent on some particular observation of the world or estimate of the 

situation. Hope is not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of 

the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored 

somewhere beyond its horizons. (Václav Havel, quoted in Solnit ,2016, p11). 

 This essay is an exploration of hope in contemporary art. It tries to take seriously what Václav

Havel says, that hope is an orientation of the spirit and the heart; and to draw this thought out and 

consider what it might mean in contemporary art practice. The beginning of 2021 is a time which 

risks being "particularly hopeless" in a collective sense. As many people face physical isolation 

enforced by the coronavirus pandemic, we receive further confirmation that a climate emergency is 

unfolding, and that "the warmest six years on record have all occurred since 2015" (McGrath, 

2021). At this moment, people's ordinary daily experience becomes that of being beset by 

insoluable problems, whilst imagining a dystopian future. Reading Havel's words, we sense a 

paradox: hope seems to be essential, but also difficult and improbable. In the midst of 

circumstances which may appear unbearable, (Havel's example is his experience as a political 

prisoner), hope as an 'orientation' allows us to inhabit the difficult present by pointing in a direction,

a way forward into alternative futures. A study which seeks a clearer understanding of hope, and of 

what a hopeful practice may be like, therefore seems timely. 

Olafur Eliasson's 'Earth Speakr' app and interactive website is one starting place for questions

about hope in contemporary art (figure 2, Eliasson, 2020). Eliasson is very much concerned, in his 

work as an artist, with future time, and with climate emergency and human-made environmental 

disaster and loss. Eliasson starts from the understanding that the basic scientific facts are widely 

understood and scientifically uncontroversial: the earth systems on which our human lives depend 

are being threatened and unravelled on an alarming and unprecedented scale (Eliasson and 

Richardson, 2019). Considered as human time, the broad consensus is that the conditions are being 

created for the near future to be unlivable, either because bare survival will be impossible, or 
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because the essentials of meaningful life will be lost.  In the light of loss, our very ordinary 

relationships with other people and our surroundings start to look precious and extraordinary. 

Figure 2

'Earth Speakr' has been made in collaboration with the German government and the Goethe-

Institut. It provides a platform for "kids to speak up for the planet and adults to listen up to what 

they have to say", including opportunities for adults to 'broadcast' the voices which emerge. The 

website asks "are you ready to listen to the future?" (Eliasson, undated) In focussing on listening to 

and amplifying the voices of specific people who will live in the future, Eliasson is challenging 

abstract or dissociated thinking; our failure to imagine future time, which leads us to act (or fail to 

act) to the detriment of actual human futures. Eliasson says that "as an artist" he is concerned with 

the question "what's the distance between thinking about doing something and then doing 

something?"  (Eliasson and Richardson, 2019). Later he connects this with his own personal sense 

of hope, saying that 

I normally would think that I work within the principle of being hopeful, positive, and 

so on. And as Desmond Tutu said, sometimes it feels like I am the prisoner of hope, 

because also its not easy. But still I am optimistic. (Eliasson and Richardson, 2019)

Eliasson is raising questions about the mechanisms of change, about what hope is and how we

remain hopeful, and about how that intersects with our work as artists and change-makers. These 

questions come to the core of what this essay has set out to investigate.
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We will look in this essay at general questions of the role of art and artists, and this includes 

thinking about some of the ways in which contemporary artists seek to be change-makers and to 

address what are often considered to be political issues, and also includes discussion about ideas 

that support their attempts. The aim is try to ease some threads out from the tangle, and to indicate 

some possible directions and suggestions for a hopeful art practice. We will concentrate on artists 

who are addressing questions about environmental crises and alienation and estrangement from 

land. The touchstone will be a work by Joseph Beuys called '7000 Eichen' (Beuys, 1982-87), and 

the ways in which the work can be understood as a leap of faith and a commitment to the possibility

of a better future. Alongside, we will consider art works by the contemporary artists Olafur Eliasson

(1993), Owen Griffiths (2018-), Tanya Bruguera (2013), Assemble (2015), Bob and Roberta Smith 

(2010) and Janelle Lynch (2016).  We begin with a discussion of hope itself, in the work of Rebecca

Solnit. 

Time and hope : how does change happen?  

In her work on hope and activism for social change, 'Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, 

Wild Possibilities', Rebecca Solnit explores how social change happens (2016). She says that future 

time is 'dark', in the sense of 'unknown', and that embracing indeterminacy becomes an opportunity 

to lean in to the as yet undecided, and seize a direction of change. She says: "Hope locates itself in 

the premises that we don't know what will happen and that in the spaciousness of uncertainty is 

room to act." (Solnit, 2016, p.xii)  Hope is understood through Solnit's work as a specific 

orientation to painful realities of contemporary existence: inequality, injustice, poverty, violence, 

climate emergency and worsening environmental crises. It is an orientation which tries to see 

clearly the injustice, destruction, loss and grief; and which acknowledges that there is much to feel 

despair over, but at the same time maintains that the future has an inherent openness which means 

that positive change is possible. She makes a clear distinction between 'possible' and 'guaranteed', 

and says that "you hope for results, you don't depend on them" (Solnit, 2016, p.12). In other words, 

to hope involves risk: 

To hope is dangerous, and yet it is the opposite of fear, for to live is to risk [...] Hope 

calls for action; action is impossible without hope [...] To hope is to give yourself to the 
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future, and that commitment to the future makes the present inhabitable. (Solnit, 2016, 

p.4)   

We see in these words that according to Solnit, hope is both a call for, and the condition for, 

meaningful action. Hope emerges in Solnit's writing(as in Havel's quote) as an orientation, and this 

is helpful because an orientation is a direction rather than a location, which means that one can give 

up on an attempt to locate hope as a personal condition or possession, and instead place emphasis 

on hope as a personal and collective struggle to face in a certain direction. Hope emerges as a verb 

rather than a noun; and we can understand it as incremental, a series of micro-actions (including our

thoughts and words), which hold within them the possibility for change. Hope as a practise is not 

something to think or feel, but something to keep doing. Thus, to act in hope counteracts despair 

and anxiety, the enemies of imagination and action. Hope in this conception is not a blind optimism,

which would allow for a damaging denial of reality and of past or present wrongs, and give an 

excuse for failure to act.  Above all, hope emerges as a capacity for human beings to maintain 

resilience, through an openness to the way in which effects may unfold or emerge over time. 

 In a work of philosophy which seeks to develop understandings of 'time' itself for the 

illumination of radical and feminist politics and activism, 'The Nick of Time: Politics Evolution and 

the untimely' (2004), Elizabeth Grosz identifies two tendencies in radical politics. The first is what 

'politics' is commonly conceived to be. It is in the rational mode and is administrative, the effort to 

implement plans, based on principles. The second tendency falls outside of the way 'politics' is 

normally imagined. It is in the intuitive mode; the experimental leap into the unknown. This, of 

course, comes very close to Solnit's insight that the grounds for hope resides in the "spaciousness of

uncertainty". What is significant for this study,  taking us a small step towards art, a direction which

Solnit does not pursue, is that Grosz points out that the intuitive mode of politics is also the space 

for the "experimentation with the unrepeatable and the singular"; a creative space of invention and 

fabrication which opens the door to new practices and new relations, making possible "the creation 

of the new" (Grosz, 2004 , p261). She is saying that because of this creative potential of politics 

understood as a leap into the unknown, here is the kinship and crossover between politics and art 

(Grosz, 2004, p.260). 

Grosz describes the work:
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The most radical and deeply directed projects [...] involve a welcoming of the unsettling

of previous categories, identities, and strategies, challenging the limits of present 

divisions and conjunctions, and revelling in the uncontainability and unpredictability of 

the future. (Grosz, 2004, p261)

And this is a good description of the type of work engaged in by Joseph Beuys, an artist deliberately

working from the boundary between art and politics. Figure 1 shows billboards from Beuys's city-

scale action art work '7000 Eichen' (1982-1987). The board with the image of a mature tree 

proclaims "Eine Idee schlägt Wurzeln", which can be translated as "an idea takes root". For Beuys, 

thinking is an act, and to change ideas is to change the world. Beuys said that he wanted to spread 

"ideas which have political change in view, or which develop philosophical insights which also aim 

at changing man in the future." (Beuys, Schellman and Walker Art Centre, 1997, p.19) He was very 

clear that the work of an artist (his work as an artist), had everything to do with politics, in the sense

of creating change in the world. And he also considered that ideas themselves were available to him

as art materials. 

In 1981, Beuys had been asked by the curator Rudi Fuchs to submit a work for 'documenta 7' 

in Kassel, Germany (1982). Beuys explained his proposal to Louwrien Wijers:                  

to plant seven thousand oaks in Kassel, seven thousand trees. And to mark every tree 

with a little stone, so that everybody after three, two, five or six hundred years can still 

see that in 1982 there was an activity.  (Beuys and Kuoni, 1993, p.185) 

The trees were planted throughout the city of Kassel over a five year period, each paired with a 

roughly cut basalt marker-stone (figures 3 & 4). Beuys emphasises the long view, and a sense of 

possibility, of hope: 

We are marking a beginning. A tree is being planted, a stone next to it leaves a mark. In 

our times, in which we are trying to reanimate the lifelines of nature, which are 

endangered by the inhumanity of our economy, people have started to turn the direction.

(Der Feldweg, 2017)

The stones are durable and relatively unchanging. The 'mark' that they leave recalls a point in time 

and a sense of possibility; they are markers of presence and action. Remaining unchanged, they 

function as mnemonic devices, holding the memory of the beginning of the turn. 
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Figures 3 & 4 

According to Solnit's work on hope, '7000 Eichen' is a hopeful action. It imagines another 

possible world; it takes risks and it takes action; it intentionally enters the stream of time, to mark 

and to contribute to a turn of direction. The work concerns future time, and because oaks and other 

hardwood trees live for centuries, the artwork clearly 'states' from its inception that its timescale 

will grow and spread into a long future, spanning many human generations. Beuys had described 

the tree as "an element of regeneration which is in itself a concept of time" (Beuys and Kuoni, 

1993, p.111), and part of the work had been the establishment a non-profit corporation to maintain 

and support the action over time (Stiftung 7000 Eichen, undated). 

In Beuys's call for the "reanimation of the lifelines of nature" (above), we find the suggestion 

that there has been a disconnection from that on which our lives depend. Two things stand out: the 
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first is that Beuys thought his work was of the highest importance; and the second is that he has 

underlying hope that recovery is at least possible. His vision is that artists can undertake the work of

healing and repair in the world. He appointed himself as shaman, a holistic healer who would take 

action to bring things back into proper alignment: "this social organism is so ill that it is absolutely 

high time to subject it to radical treatment, otherwise humanity will go under" (Beuys and Harlan, 

2004, p.21). Beuys's diagnosis of our social illness, in his 'documenta 7' artist statement, was that 

our underlying problem is that our ideas are inadequate:

Let us examine our concepts according to which we have shaped the conditions in the 

East and West. Let us reflect whether these concepts have benefitted our social 

organism and its interactions with the natural order, whether they have led to the 

appearance of a healthy existence or whether they have made humanity sick, inflicted 

wounds on it, brought disaster over it, and are putting today its survival in jeopardy. 

(quoted in Thompson, 2011, p143).

 

Figures 5 & 6

We will return to Beuys's critique of underlying concepts, and to his proposed alternatives, but

for the time being will notice that his "radical treatment" began with provocation. Beuys began the 

project with no guarantees that he would be able to see it through to its end, but he had done 

something artful, risky and full of commitment at the outset, by purchasing seven thousand large 
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stones in advance, and piling them up in Kassel's Friedrichsplatz (figure 5,  and figure 6 as the pile 

reduces). Here we see him taking risks, and see in physical form the work of unsettling and 

challenging which is described by Grosz (above). The pile of stones served to provoke (and dismay)

citizens, to draw attention to the questions at hand and stimulate conversation and debate, and also 

to leverage the financial commitment to fund the project. Beuys's associate Johannes Stüttgen 

comments that 

provocation is movement. Provocation is producing chaos in the state of affairs… and 

they were the means which Beuys employed in a masterly way. In so far, provocation 

was an artist device of the 'action art' in general, but especially with Beuys who 

confronted art with reality. And reality felt provoked by it. (Der Feldweg, 2017)

Commons : "imagine if all land surrounding us was a commons"  

Figure 7

Beuys was very clear, when invited to contribute to 'documenta 7', that he did not want to 

create a piece of work for a gallery or museum setting (Beuys and Kuoni, 1993, p.110). Let us 

therefore pay attention to how the work was 'set': to the space of it, and that which is around and 
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between. '7000 Eichen' is not only trees and stone markers, but is part of the city of Kassel (figure 

7). And Kassel is not only land and infrastructure, but is also citizens, visitors and civic 

conversations. Hans Eichel, Mayor of Kassel in 1982, draws attention to the discussions,  

arguments and co-operation that came about through the project, and says that in his opinion the 

first success of the work was that it started discussion among citizens (Der Feldweg, 2017). As an 

artwork submitted to an exhibition, '7000 Eichen' shifts our attention entirely away from 'art object' 

and to the city and civilisation. The work created conditions in which citizens had to engage in the 

difficult work of collective decision-making and co-operation, and it focussed attention on that 

which is held in common, or is between us. This act leads to questions which are political. What is a

city?  What is a forest? What is the ecological habitat of the human being?  By symbolically 

bringing together city and forest, Beuys was 'unsettling' the categories.  And the work is hopeful 

because it is spacious: he is offering an opportunity to discover alternative answers to the questions 

of what cities, and so politics, could be.  

The word 'politics' comes via words Latin from Greek, meaning "civil administration", and 

further back from the Sanskrit "pūr 'stronghold, fortified place." (Ayto, 1990, p.402). 'Politics' thus 

derives its meaning from a word for 'city', and from a particular historical structure of the city: the 

fortified keep. This gives a clue to concepts underlying our ordinary usage of the word 'politics', 

which imagine it as a battle of competing interests around the allocation of scarce resources. And 

with ideas of scarcity, we see where 'economics' comes in to our understanding of politics. Botanist 

and writer Robin Wall Kimmerer draws on her Potawatomi (Native American) cultural heritage to 

offer alternative ways to think about economics. In an essay about about abundance and gift 

economies, she first sets out the mainstream ideas: "My son-in-law teaches high school economics, 

and the first principle his students learn is that economics is about decision-making in the face of 

scarcity." (Wall Kimmerer, 2021) What comes into view is that a narrative of scarcity is folded up 

into our ideas of 'economics', and hence of 'politics'. The question which Wall Kimmerer addresses 

is of whether a world-view based on scarcity is a true (or desirable) basis for our civilisation, and 

what alternatives we may have.

 Owen Griffiths is a Welsh artist who seeks and builds long-term collaborative relationships or

'sustainability structures' with grass-roots community organisations, cultural institutions and local 

authorities.  Speaking about his work, Griffiths says that he uses the provocation: "imagine if all 
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land surrounding us was a commons" (Griffiths, 2020). An example of his work is an ongoing urban

garden project 'GRAFT: A Soil Based Syllabus' (figure 8, Griffiths, 2018-), which is in collaboration

with the National Waterfront Museum, schools and local authority, and which he describes as being 

part of an "archipelago of local civic landscape work" in Swansea (Griffiths, 2020).

Figure 8

The project is about gardens, food and community engagement, and offers a demonstration of art as

a way for people to collectively create change. In his work, Griffiths is asking us to articulate what 

we imagine our commons to be; and to imagine what our commons might become. In the case of 

'GRAFT', this includes re-imagining Swansea city and museums (the city infrastructure and its 

'cultural sector') as 'commons'. Thinking in terms of commons causes an ideas shift which moves 

'resources' away from scarcity and exploitation, and in the direction of abundance and shared goods;

and moves 'politics' away from military power structures and scarcity economics, and in the 
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direction of co-operation. Ideas are able to emerge which might have seemed surprising from the 

point of view of scarcity. What is especially hopeful is that, instead of being a site for anxiety, that 

which is between us becomes a place where responsibility, abundance and joy are visible (figure 8).

Discussions of value in art - "art as 'as-ethics'"  

(Van AbbeMuseum, 2013)

In 2013, Tanya Bruguera initiated and curated a project called the 'Museum of Arte Útil', in 

which examples and templates of 'useful art' were made freely available, and the Van Abbemuseum 

in Eindhoven was opened up freely for use by community organisations (figure 9). In her opening 

speech, Bruguera said:"art as 'as-ethics', this is a term we use [...] Because Arte Útil is not 

something to look at, but is something to do something with." (Van AbbeMuseum, 2013) Here, 

Bruguera is rethinking tendencies in philosophy and the history of ideas which she finds 

problematic, and which have separated out ethics from aesthetics. Ethics is moral philosophy. It is 

about values: what is good, what is right and wrong, how we should live. Aesthetics is the branch of

philosophy dealing with the discussion of art. The book 'Toward a lexicon of usership', published as 

part of the Eindhoven project, criticises the widespread idea of 'spectatorship' in the discourse of 

aesthetics, and in conventions of display of contemporary art (Wright, 2013, p.20). This is a 

reference to the concept of 'disinterested spectatorship', introduced by Immanuel Kant in a 

discussion of 'beauty' in his eighteenth century work 'Critique of Aesthetic Judgement'. It is Kant's 

work, above all, which sets us on a path of ideas that separates out art from ethics and politics, 

giving us our familiar image of a passive viewer of art who contemplates the formal properties of a 

beautiful object, independent of values (moral judgement), ideas or emotion, and somehow standing

outside of history.  The lexicon claims that although 'disinterested spectatorship' has been and 

remains extraordinarily influential and long-lasting, a paradigm shift is "well underway" in which 

'spectatorship' is being replaced by 'usership' (Wright, 2013, p.60). 

Kant's overall project is less concerned with art and beauty, and has more to do with the 

elevation of 'reason' as our highest capacity. Speaking in an essay about Kant's ethics and his 

aesthetics, Iris Murdoch says that his aim was to show that "In so far as we are rational and moral 

we are all the same, and in some mysterious sense transcendent to history." (Murdoch, 1997, p.214).
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She offers the insight that "Kant is afraid of the particular. He is afraid of history." (Murdoch, 1997, 

p.214). We will return at a later point to Murdoch and her suggestions as to the true relationship 

between morals and art. But perhaps we can see that although Kant arguably wanted to show us an 

image of ourselves, through reason, stepping out of history and its tangles, and wanted to locate 

what is moral outside of the messiness of the particular; Beuys and Bruguera actively reject this 

view, and take the alternative approach of engaging with history. Despite its inherent risk of failure, 

their attitude seems more courageous, and more promising from the point of view of a hopeful 

orientation and practice, which by Solnit's definition must deal with things as they are in reality, and

so must acknowledge history. 

 

Figure 9

If there is a paradigm shift towards rejecting the idea of a passive viewer of art who is unable 

to 'use' what she sees in either a practical, emotional, or moral sense, and we are turning towards art 

with a 'usership' and 'use value', then it seems fair to ask what we think the use of art is, and what it 

should be doing. Bruguera says that the term 'Arte Útil' can be translated both as "useful art", and 

"art as a tool", and that in her view artists have a responsibility to make positive contributions in 

society, a responsibility towards thinking in terms of solutions:

useful art is a way of working with aesthetic experiences that focus on the 

implementation of art in society, where art's function is no longer to be a space for 
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signalling problems, but a place from which to create proposals and implementation of 

possible solutions [...] If it is political art, it deals with consequences. If it deals with 

consequences, I personally think it has to be useful art. (IMI Corona, 2011) 

Perhaps there is a risk here that insufficiently subtle or flexible 'use values' will be imagined or 

imposed on art. A range of questions therefore comes into view: about how we co-operate and find 

consensus (or common ground) on our ethics or values, in order to decide what 'use value' our art 

will attempt to have, and to assess its effectiveness. One very intriguing direction in which these 

discussions can be taken is through considering a "first philosophy" of ethics, developed in the 

twentieth century by Emmanuel Levinas. 

Levinas took the encounter with another person ('the Other') to be the primary way in which 

we structure our existence (Bergo, 2019). In the moment of encounter with 'the Other', there is a 

recognition that we face something both unknowable and the same as ourselves. Levinas argues that

the encounter unfolds as a sense of responsibility. Because he was a phenomenologist, interested in 

the unconscious mind and in pre-cognitive structures, the responsibility which Levinas describes is 

not a matter of choice, but something which "arises as if elicited, before we begin to think about it, 

by the approach of the other person" (Bergo, 2019). 

Chris Thompson discusses Levinas's work in 'Felt: Fluxus, Joseph Beuys, and the Dalai 

Lama' (2011), a work which explores questions about how ethics intersects with art and spirituality. 

After introducing Levinas's ideas, he goes on to make an illuminating link with the work of the art 

historian Leo Bronstein. Thompson begins by quoting Bronstein, that "space in art is a moral 

space", before going on to draw his own conclusion, similar to Bruguera's, that ethics is inextricable

and fundamental to the work that an artist of any kind is doing: "It is not, then, that art is always 

aesthetic and sometimes ethical; it is as ethics first and foremost that art is intelligible, and this is at 

the root of any aesthetics." (Thompson, 2011, p.7) Thompson explains that in describing the "moral 

space" of a work of art, Bronstein was talking about different experiences of the actual physical or 

geometric space within artworks, and that he related those experiences of space metaphorically and 

symbolically to the ethics of alterity ('otherness'). He says that Bronstein drew a distinction between

convex spaces that extend towards one and are symbolically 'judgemental', and concave spaces that 

surround one and are 'participatory' (Thompson, 2011, p.17). Thompson then returns to Levinas, 

who had also used the metaphor of concave and convex spaces in explaining why the core of the 
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encounter with "the Other" is responsibility. Thompson explains that the ethical encounter occurs 

when 'the other' is identified as the same as the 'I', and that the spatial metaphor for this is that the 

encounter

unfolds as the I beholds the "logical sphere" that is exposed to its gaze and, by means of

this gaze, organizes this sphere into a totality. There is then, according to Levinas, a 

movement of reversion - a "reversion, so to speak, of convexivity into concavity" - a 

kind of buckling in the "curvature of [intersubjective] space ..." (Thompson, 2011, p17-

18)

At this moment of buckling, or convex-concave reversion, 'interiority' is made, and Thompson says 

that it is this which gives meaning to the individual's encounter with 'exteriority'. So space, 

including the space made in art, is a metaphor for 'intersubjective space', "that continuum in which 

the I is able to recognize itself as the other's other and thus able to inaugurate a properly ethical 

sociality." (Thompson, 2011, p.18) 

In order to ground what seems an abstract discussion about ethics and the 'moral space' of art, 

let us consider the 'moral space' of a specific work of art. In 2015, the interdisciplinary architecture 

collective Assemble had been working closely with residents and grass-roots community 

organisations in Granby, getting close enough to listen to their needs and aspirations, and 

supporting and empowering them in their work (Higgins, 2015). In a film about the collaboration, 

residents describe the damage that had been inflicted on their community, concentrating on 

questions of value (or in other words, on ethical questions of what is 'good'). They state their 

objections to being subjected to discourses which limit the range of values to monetary value alone:

when these houses were scheduled for demolition, what the council did was strip out 

everything inside so its just a shell, and once they'd done that, they'd put a big sticker 

on the doors which says 'nothing of value'. And there's something about that whole 

process which is truly enraging, because its systematically taking away what has value, 

families, history, and then stamps it as worthless. (Assemble, 2019) 

The aim of Assemble's Granby projects can be broadly understood as supporting restoration of a 

sense of value; through renovating, greening up and refurbishing infrastructure in what had become 

a degraded and devalued urban area, such that people could inhabit the place in dignity and 

connection with one another.
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Figures 10 & 11

 The 'Granby Winter Garden' (Assemble, 2019) shows us what happens when value is 

restored. Condemned and gutted terraced houses were transformed into a sheltered and covered 

garden (figures 10 & 11), the physical space of which illustrates Thompson's discussion about 

moral space in art and the ethical encounter. Here, the insides of the houses have become 

ambiguous outside-inside spaces, still concave, but with soil and plants: private has become public; 

enclosed has become open to the sky. House and enclosed garden are both powerful symbols and 

metaphors for the human spirit. The moment of entering the space and experiencing the 'buckling' 

of space in the architecture mirrors the moment of ethical encounter, in which the sameness of 

oneself and 'other' can be felt, and responsibility for others is understood as foundational. 

Community members explain the experience of the winter garden in both practical and ethical 

terms. That is, as a community resource, "a place for people to meet, to socialise, to plan, to plot, to 
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do small workshops, to do creative work" (Assemble, 2019), and as a place that allows people to 

come into proper understanding of themselves, and proper relationship with one another:

People need to be welcomed and they need to know that they are part of this community

and their bit is as important as everybody else's bit, and that their life is as important as 

everybody else's life [...] because that is what a community is about isn't it? Just helping

each other out and just, you know, being there for one another. (Assemble, 2019)

Personal creativity and politics : "everyone is an artist"

Figure 12

In 'Make Your Own Damn Art', Bob and Roberta Smith has created a painting to provoke 

(figure 12, Smith, 2010). He uses the grammatical imperative to tell us what he thinks we should 
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do: leave the gallery; don't spend your time looking at what other people have made; "make your 

own damn art". He says "I need to think that art can be part of how we think about our lives and 

politics. Art and politics enmeshed is a good thing" (Smith, 2020). In this painting, he is drawing 

attention to the relationship between personal creativity and politics; the idea that individual 

creativity is a locus for empowerment, and ultimately for revolutionary or radical political change. 

The wording of the painting plays with Joseph Beuys's famous and provocative slogan "everyone is 

an artist" (eg. see Thompson 2011, p.74). The Royal Academy of Arts comments that

Bob and Roberta Smith’s art is inextricably linked to political activism [...] While the 

utopianism explicit in his work is perhaps hedged with feelings of doubt or futility, there

is no doubting Bob and Roberta Smith’s commitment to art as a means of social change 

(Royal Academy, undated).

Futility is, of course, close to hopelessness. Perhaps compared with Beuys, it would be fair to say 

that Smith's work does acknowledge feelings of doubt at times, and that it is toned down, he lacks 

Beuys's messianic qualities. Let us, however, take note here of the word 'utopianism', placed as it is 

against commitment to art as a means of social change. A utopia is an unreal time, outside of history

and inconsistent with human realities: "Utopia means etymologically 'no-place'" (Ayto, 1990, p.551-

552). Is it clear that there is utopianism explicit in this work? If we do not wish to imagine that 

Smith's work consists of naively sitting and dreaming of a world outside of history, then we must 

ask whether the word 'utopianism', intentionally or otherwise, is neutralising and undermining him. 

Part of the difficulty is that 'utopia' has an all-or-nothing quality; we cannot make sense of a piece 

of utopia. It is clear that Smith's painting will not change the entire world, or the 'art world' of 

London. But is it impossible that his work will create any change, at any scale? Whether or not 

Smith has feelings of doubt or futility, the painting in and of itself is evidence that he is taking 

action in a real place, in the moment, and that he is doing something new, making an original 

response. 

Smith points out that access to culture gives control of the narratives which make up a shared 

sense of history. He says that the art market and culture sector in Britain act to reinforce or 

normalise social inequalities in Britain, by preventing ordinary people from having a voice:

sometimes it can seem as if its a sort of gentry in disguise making British culture. And 

its very important, I think, that British culture is made, or art is made, by, just the people
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who are around [...]   I think art should be made by everybody. Otherwise you get 

written out of history very easily (Smith, 2020).

This painting is owned by the Royal Academy, a prestigious organisation of professional artists, of 

which Smith is a member (Royal Academy, undated). But Smith has made this work by hand using 

trade skills (sign-writing techniques) rather than 'fine art'  skills, and he is using his space on the 

wall of the academy to proclaim that it is vital that we create our own culture. There is a 

contradiction here: the painting runs along or within, but at the same time counter or underground 

to, the currents of capitalism, art markets and cultural elitism. In order to take Smith seriously, it 

seems important to try to disentangle his challenge to make our own art, and to understand more 

about the link between individual creativity and political life. For this, we turn to philosophers and 

artists working on the creativity inherent in the act of perception. 

Figure 13

'Beauty' by Olafur Eliasson (1993) is composed in a dark space containing mist which is lit 

with white light at an angle which causes refraction (figure 13), so that viewers see rainbows when 

they enter the space (figure 14). Eliasson explains that the viewer is an essential element of the 
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work, or in other words, that the work occurs at the moment of perception. Without the viewers, 

there are no rainbows; and each person who enters the room will experience different rainbows. 

Eliasson says of this and other works like it: 

I’m asking the audience to co-produce the experience with me, so to speak. I create a 

machine or experimental set-up of sorts, call it a work of art, but it is the audience’s 

engagement that has the consequences. (Eliasson and Cole, 2019)

Eliasson is in part pointing to the creativity inherent in the act of perception.  There is a generosity 

and openness to this work, which invites play and co-creation, and shows the viewer his or her own 

body and mind at work.  

Figure 14

The simplicity of the design of 'Beauty' makes visible an underlying mystery and complexity 

to the process of perception. Mark Taylor writes on perception in his work 'Refiguring the Spiritual:

Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy'. He describes a visit to a work of art by James Turrell which, 

like 'Beauty', offers viewers an intuition into their own processes of perception, or the promise to 

"see seeing" (Taylor, 2012, p.103).  Taylor first describes aspects of work on perception by the 

phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In particular, he emphasises that Merleau-Ponty grounds 
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perception in 'pre-conscious' and bodily processes which necessarily are opaque to the perceiver's 

conscious mind. Taylor goes on to discuss relatively recent developments in the fields of neurology,

psychology and informatics. He is interested in finding in these various sources streams of thought 

that are capable of unsettling and reanimating philosophical investigations of perception, mind and 

body. In particular, he wants to shake up ideas which we have inherited from the work of René 

Descartes, who is considered to be a founder of modern philosophy, and who introduced the dictum 

"I think, therefore I am" or "Cogito, ergo sum" (Watson, 2020). Taylor picks out Descartes's 

development of a "metaphysical dualism that distinguishes radically between mind, the essence of 

which is thinking, and matter, the essence of which is extension in three dimensions" (Watson 

2020). Descartes had relied upon separating 'mind' and 'matter' in order to help him to understand 

the relationship between perception and cognition, but Taylor is right to point out that the separation

has been problematic. Perhaps the main difficulty with relying on dividing 'mind' from 'matter', is 

isolation. If what is 'I' is the part of me that is thinking mind, and is separate from all matter; then 

what I am is separate from what my body is, as well as from everything that I encounter in the 

world. There is another difficulty in separating mind from matter, which can be understood through 

tracing the origins of the word 'matter'. 'Matter' is related to the words 'mother' and 'matrix', and 

holds within it the idea of 'heartwood', and the creation of new growth (Ayto, 1990, p.341).  A 

despair creeps in here, a loss of hope, caused by believing ones 'mind' (or 'I') to be cut off from 

'matter' as the source of creativity. The separation implies a powerlessness to act to change the 

world by bringing in something new.

Taylor says that his sources give an alternative view of mind and body as "information 

processes", and that "Information, in other words, is the currency that allows the exchange between 

body (the material) and mind (the immaterial) to occur" (Taylor, 2012, p.133). He also notes that the

brain and sensory systems operate as a network, not as a centralised processor, and therefore that 

Perception and cognition are not simply the product of the cogito; to the contrary, the 

cogito is an emergent phenomenon that is the product of the information processes 

constitutive of perception and cognition. (Taylor, 2012, p.134) 

These are extremely important points, since Taylor is giving an alternative view in which there is no

thinking watcher or ‘I’, who has been set down into body and world; it is more accurate to say that 

the ‘I’ and the world, mind and matter, subject and object, grow up out of one another and are "not 
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separated by an unbridgeable gulf but are coemergent and codependent and function according to 

similar rules" (Taylor, 2012, p.136). 

Taylor concludes his discussion of perception by tying it back to creativity, and to Joseph 

Beuys's statement: "everyone is an artist" (Taylor, 2012, p.142). 'Co-emergence' means that 

perception can be understood as a creative conversation, engaged in at all times by all people. The 

world creates us and we also create the world, and this process is incremental. In this view, 

creativity (or art) is an extension of the processes of perception.  Taylor summarises by saying:  

Through imaginative activity, individuals and communities create the personal and 

social worlds in which they live. Wherever form is forming, the imagination is at work, 

and worlds are emerging. Subject and object, interiority and exteriority are not fixed 

opposites but, as Nietzsche suggests, “entwined, enmeshed, enamored. (Taylor, 2012, 

p.142) 

It is worth noticing the word 'enamored', meaning 'in love with', as we move on to a discussion of 

possible solutions proposed by Beuys for repairing the concepts by which our worlds have been 

shaped.

A "spiritualized economy" 

Beuys did not say "everyone is an artist" in order to reduce to art and artists to a lowest 

common denominator of beginner-level skill, he was talking about potential and growth. He said 

that "every human being is an artist - an artist in the sense that he can develop his own capacity" 

(Taylor, 2012, p.38). He had taught for many years within a school which he had established with 

Heinrich Bölls,  the 1973 'manifesto' for which states that its purpose was to allow the exploration 

and development of creative potential within its students and teachers (Beuys and Kuoni, 1993, 

p149). Beuys felt that the overall significance of his work was in the development of creative 

potential. His vision is of art as didactic, but non-prescriptive, where personal creativity enables a 

spiritual movement or development: 

Though not all activity is creative, every person does harbor creative potential. The task 

of the teacher is to cultivate this creative potential. "To be a teacher," Beuys concludes, 
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"is my greatest work of art. The rest is the waste product, a demonstration" (Taylor,  

2012, p.39).

Chris Thompson writes that Beuys's teaching work, '7000 Eichen', and "everyone is an artist" fitted 

together as parts of a whole, and that they were "enactments of the 'spiritualized economy'" 

(Thompson, 2011, p.143). Beuys's language can feel awkward, and "spiritualized economy" is not 

an exception to this. But since it represents his genuine attempt to repair the damage that he 

perceives in the cultural and social fabric, we must pay more attention to the phrase, and ask 

ourselves what we can understand from it.  To start with, in 'spiritualized', there is the mysterious 

animating quality of 'spirit'. Generally, 'spirit' is considered to be in the territory of religion, and 

discussions of spirituality are avoided in aesthetic and political discourses. But for Beuys, 

spirituality is the place where politics and art meet.    

Figure 15
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Consider again the elements of '7000 Eichen'. We have broken the artwork down into 

components: stones, trees, city; but analysis of the artwork is especially disrupted and complicated 

by seven thousand living trees as key elements (figure 15). Trees do not fit well in a common-sense 

understanding of that which can be sculpted. Notwithstanding the origins of the word 'matter' in 

heartwood, trees are not 'material', but living and changing beings in their own right, with their own 

relationship to existence and becoming. Because of them, '7000 Eichen' proposes and embraces 

transformation and change as core realities of existence. Beuys saw himself as working in the 

tradition of mediaeval alchemists, whose work had also been concerned with transformation: 

"My concern," he explains, "is for the transformation of substance, rather than the 

traditional aesthetic understanding of beautiful appearances. If creativity relates to the 

transformation, change and development of substance, then it can be applied to 

everything in the world and is no longer restricted to art." (quoted in Taylor, 2012, p.37)

In understanding Beuys's thought, it helps here to consider the origin of the word 'substance', as 

"that which underlies or is the essence of something"  (Ayto, 1990, p.508). Trees are animate and 

constantly transforming, and understanding them as 'substance' disrupts our thinking on the 

properties of substance, of that which is underlying; or in other words, on what we think the world 

is fundamentally like. 

Taylor explains that alchemy is ultimately a spiritual practice. Beuys, as an alchemist, sees 

substance as a bridge, as both a material and a spiritual category. It is relevant to this that Taylor 

says that Beuys "maintains that creativity is not only the distinguishing mark of the artist but is also 

the point of union between the divine and the human" (Taylor, 2012, 28). He was saying that there 

is creative, and therefore divine, potential in each person. The world-view of alchemy, and of 

Beuys, incorporates the spiritual principle of 'as above, so below', or in other words that what 

happens in the microcosm reflects and creates that which happens at scale. Hence, the importance 

of individual creativity and developing creative potential is unlimited. These ideas fall within the 

realm of mysticism. Speaking with Louwrien Wijers, Beuys had said that he did not want to be 

associated with 'mysticism', and that he preferred the term 'mystics'. It seems that he wanted to 

avoid being labelled as a non-serious artist, but simultaneously wanted to draw attention to mystery 

(Tisdall, 2012). He gave 'mystics' a broad definition and said that it is a quality

not even considered in our present civilization with a materialistic, polytheistic 

understanding of science and art [...] Yes, mystic means the undeclared secrets of life. 
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But I do not call it mystics. I call it the unsolved questions in the whole culture (Beuys 

and Kuoni, 1993, p242-244).

Science and technology can model any number of aspects of what a tree does, but they do not seek 

to approach questions about what (or who) a tree is. The same can be said about what science can 

tell us about humans. In the discussion with Wijers, Beuys goes on to specifically criticise a 

material world-view which reduces all questions to the 'how' of science and technology, thereby 

obscuring all mystery behind practical, instrumental or exploitative relationships with material 

resources. Beuys resists equating unprovable with unimportant. He claims that he is also a 

'materialist', but that his form of materialism is an improved and expanded version: "I am speaking 

about the necessity to enlarge the materialistic understanding to a kind of enlarged understanding of

science  ... " (Beuys and Kuoni, 1993, p242-244).  In working with living trees as a substance, 

rather than with dead 'matter', Beuys's project can be understood as a deliberate act of collaboration 

with that which is mysterious (figure 15). 

Returning to "spiritualized economy", and considering 'economy' in the phrase, we have 

already seen that the normal starting point for understanding 'economics' is to address questions 

about the allocation of scarce resources, but that this is not a universal cultural assumption. The 

word itself has the underlying meaning "household management" (Ayto, 1990, p.193), and the 

house is a metaphor for the way in which we are at home in the world. Beuys's "spiritualized 

economy"  indicates a shift in world-view, refusing to base everything on exploitative relationships, 

because they do not allow us to be at home in the world. Robin Wall Kimmerer, in 'Braiding 

Sweetgrass' (2013), explains that she has learned Potawatomi (a Native American language) and 

that in doing so she has come to understand that, as distinct from English, the language has a very 

wide "grammar of animacy" in its structuring pronouns. Whereas in English, for example, there are 

humans and things (he, she, it); in Potawatomi the categories of animate existence (beings) extend 

far more widely, not only to plants and animals, but also to many other categories of being. She 

points out that naming is an ethical act, and that grammar reveals questions of "moral inclusion" 

which have very significant implications as to relationship. Unlike 'he' or 'she', the word 'it' causes 

immediate distancing, and hence disrespect. For Wall Kimmerer, a more inclusive grammar of 

animacy not only hinders the automatic assumption of exploitative relationships, but offers 

opportunities to chart a whole range of connective relationships which already exist, but are 

invisible to our language, under the grammar of 'it'. With this comes a clear sense of responsibility, 
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and also a potential for learning, wisdom and growth. She says that she is not suggesting that we 

learn specific languages, but that "our work is to learn to speak the grammar of animacy, so that we 

might truly be at home" (Wall Kimmerer, 2013, p.58). 

In conclusion

When asked to summarise Beuys's work in one word, Wijers said "Well, if you want only one 

word, I would say that word is love" (quoted in Thompson, 2011, p.xxi). What shall we make of 

this? In her 1959 essay 'The Sublime and the Good', Murdoch offers her own corrective to Kant's 

ethics and aesthetics of transcendent reason. She proposes an approach which does not ignore the 

particular, or history, and which pays attention to the act of paying attention. She says that

Art and morals are, with certain provisos [...], one. Their essence is the same. The 

essence of both of them is love. Love is the perception of individuals. Love is the 

extremely difficult realisation that something other than oneself is real. Love, and so art 

and morals, is the discovery of reality. (Murdoch, 1997, p.215)

Murdoch shares common ground here with Levinas, in that apprehending the 'other' outside of 

ourselves is the grounds for both of their ethics. For Murdoch, good art is like good morals, and 

faces outwards; and freedom lies in the difficult everyday practice of incrementally expanding our 

ability to apprehend reality, or in other words becoming more loving. 

If we seem to have wandered away from hope and a hopeful art practice, perhaps we could 

return with the suggestion that a hopeful art practice could start by paying attention to the 

interconnectedness of human beings to one another and our world, and the impossibility of 

separation. Beuys had pointed out that a distinct boundary cannot be drawn around human beings: 

"Most people ignore the fact that their own bodies also belong to the environment. They think only 

what which [sic] surrounds them is their environments" (quoted in Thompson, 2011, p.126). The 

2019 Prix Pictet photography exhibition entitled 'Hope' included works by Janelle Lynch from her 

series 'Another way of Looking at Love' (Lynch 2015-2018). The photographs were displayed as 

large format colour prints portraying plant communities from a low viewpoint, immersing the 

viewer in the environments and their radiant beauty. In her artist statement, Lynch clearly sets out 
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the orientation of her hopes, which are towards a re-imagining of human connections and 

relationships:

We are hardwired for connection and our elemental sameness unites us and transcends 

our apparent differences. Our wellness and the well-being of the world depend on 

healthy connections to each other and to the earth. Another Way of Looking at Love is 

borne of awe for the power of nature, and seeks to reimagine our connection to one 

another, to the planet, and to the generative possibilities of the moment (Lynch, 

undated).

Figure 16
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