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A Topology of Agency 
- The Artist as a Human Beyond Immunitation1 - 
 
[0]  Summary 
 
 Enlightenment and modernity provided us with the ideas, morals and 
practices of a rationalist science and a democratic politics, and thus also with the 
idea that a scientist or a politician can take up an enlightened and modern ‘mandate’ 
towards society. In our complex world of today however, in dealing with humanitary 
crisises, ecological threats and economic decadences, the credibility of the scientist 
and politician becomes more and more under pressure. Their defence, very often, 
results in strategic framings and populist simplifications of scientific and political 
argumentations, leading to polarisations that tend to serve a maintenance of the 
own comfort zone rather than a conciliation in the interest of reaching consensus.  
 
This project reflects on what artistic social agency in the form of research or political 
activism can still mean today. It does however not have the ambition to ‘compare’ 
the agency of the scientist and the politician with that of the artist, and this for the 
simple reason that ‘credibility’ is not a relevant concept for the artist’s functioning in 
society: the contemporary artist is not elected, does not need to be objective and 
has nothing to prove. However, a (self)reflection on contemporary artistic research 
or activism practices may not only be interesting for the art world as such but 
essentially also for those scientists and politicians who find themselves confronted 
with the impossibility to reduce arguments on complex socio-political issues to 
simple ratios that would primarily serve their own legitimacies constructed around 
(their) truths and identities. In doing this self-reflection in the form of an art practice, 
art can thus keep up a ‘critical mirror’ in front of science and politics; a mirror that 
shows the ambivalence of their positions and unveils the problematic character of 
their eventual strategic misuse of this ambivalence… 

                                                                   
1 At the time of its foundation, back in 2006, the Institute of Idle Curionsity for Elements of Seduction 
defined ‘immunitation’ as the individual social condition of remaining immune for the human angst by 
immitating the others’ denial of that angst. In this perspective, immunitaton enables a societal interaction 
mode in metastable equilibrium from which individuals and collectives eventually (and regularly) ‘drop 
out’. See http://www.idle-city-else.org.  

In practice, the project consists of a discursive part and a visual art installation. The discursive 
part includes the publication of a discussion text, a series of lectures and a conference (see 
next point). These parts all circle around the creation of a diagram (‘a topology of agency’) 
that ‘functions’ as artwork in itself, but that will also be transformed into a physical setting. In 
this visual art installation, other artists are then invited to ‘take position’ with a contributing 
work. The installation becomes the visualisation of a conceptual reflection on agency, and at 
the same time a cooperative artistic practice, critical towards strategic framings and populist 
simplifications of social complexity in the political sphere. 
 

 
 
  

http://www.idle-city-else.org/
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[1]  Project phases and planning 
 
1 Publication of the text ‘The Artist as a Human beyond Immunitation’ 

(publisher: Gaston Meskens for the Institute of Idle Curiosity for Elements of 
Seduction); 

 (connected to a public talk organised by Extra City (www.extracity.org); beginning of 
2012?); 

 
2 Series of lectures and discussions with students from an art academy about 

the meaning of artistic agency today (the artist as a political activist / the 
artists as a researcher) and about current academic approaches to art as 
research / research as art.  

 The source material for the discussion consists of the diagram and a reader with the 
text ‘The Artist as a Human beyond Immunitation’ and additional texts, completed 
with material suggested by the students. The discussions will not only focus on art-
theoretical considerations, but also on the practices of agency in concrete cases 
related to the socio-political issues mentioned in the introductory text (climate 
change, biotechnology, ethnic and religious conflicts, migration, etc.); 

 (in cooperation with an interested academy; spring - summer 2012; timing tbd – see 
also [5] Annex – procedures and measures of art as research / research as art) 

 
3 Visual art installation in the (to a physical space transformed) ‘topology of 

agency’ diagram with works of invited artists and 3 works created by The 
Institute of Idle Curiosity for Elements of Seduction; 

 (in cooperation with and organised by Extra City (www.extracity.org); envisaged 
period: 6 – 19 September 2012); 

 
4 Public academic workshop about the meaning of artistic agency today (the 

artist as a political activist / the artists as a researcher), looking back on the 
previous steps and with input from artists, academics (including scientists) 
and politicians; 

 (in cooperation with an art institute and a university; timing tbd). 

  

http://www.extracity.org/
http://www.extracity.org/
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[2]  Notes for an introductory article 
 
□□□ Acknowledging confusion in a grim scenery 
 
 For decades now, and more than ever before, the global political and 
scientific agenda is set by complex socio-political issues that burden both our natural 
environment and our human well-being. Sketching what goes wrong in our world 
today, the picture does not look very bright: ever progressing industrialisation and 
urbanisation, environmental degradation and the threat of technological risk, adding 
up to structural poverty, economic exploitation, forced migration, political exclusion, 
terrorism threat and ethnic and religious conflicts, make the world a hard place to 
live. The stakes are high, and so are the challenges to tackle them. The first reason 
for this might be called ‘systemic’, as it is obviously very difficult to turn the tide of 
the dynamics of a set of interlinked processes that each function according to an 
own rationality. Global politics, supported by science, recognises that the world has 
become more complex, that benefits and burdens are not equally shared, and that 
the issues referred to, multifaceted in themselves, may at first instance not be due to 
bad will but to the fact that the global earth-society system goes ‘off the rails’. Less 
support is however present for the critical claim that the way science, politics and 
civil society make sense of the problems may as such mediate, problematize and 
even obstruct consensus on the possible ways out. Being it from a general public side 
that demands clear-cut responsible action, or from a more critical view on the 
morals that guide our contemporary acts of knowledge generation and policy making 
aimed to cure or anticipate these issues, one sees anyway the credibility of the 
scientist and the politician with respect to their societal role and responsibility to 
come more and more under pressure. 
 
□□□ The comfort of polarisation 
 
 This pressure on the credibililty of the scientist and the politician is not only 
established through daily public discourse in the context of cutting issues (such as 
climate change) but can in essence be rooted back to the origins of critical social 
theory. Especially in the last 50 years, basic values of modern science and politics 
became critically questioned in what could be called a postmodern (but) socially 
engaged intellectuality. Enlightenment and modernity provided us with the ideas, 

morals and practices of a rationalist science and a democratic politics, and, as a 
consequence, also with the idea that, as a scientist or politician, one can take up an 
enlightened and modern mandate towards society. That mandate is not for free, as 
its legitimacy is based on specific quality criteria typically emerging from these ideas, 
morals and practices of rationalist science and democratic politics. The fact that a 
specific scientist or politician qualifies according to these academic or democratic 
criteria provides her/him with a credibility connected to that mandate. As a ‘reward’, 
the modern mandate provides the scientist and politician also with a specific 
autonomy in their scientific or political contributions towards society 2: the scientist 
gains credibility on the basis of the claim that he is competent to act autonomously 
because he is ‘objective’; the politician, on the other hand, gains credibility from the 
claim that he is allowed to act autonomously because he is elected. This ‘election’ is 
interpreted by the politician as a permit to manifest an opinion and influence in any 
societal issue, eventually (and often) beyond the own expertise, and this in 
contradiction to those non-elected who are forced to influence through ‘opposition’. 
The scientist, conversely, pretends not to strive for opinion making or influence, but 
only to provide explanation.  
 
Today, the public and political discourse in which the scientist and the politician take 
position is often populist and therefore polarising. In light (or darkness) of the many 
complexities, uncertainties, ambiguities, unknowns and unknowables that mark the 
above listed socio-political issues, one can observe that scientific discourse typically 
remains stuck in discussions over ‘conflicting truths’, while political debates over and 
again revert to taking positions between ‘conflicting identities’. In both scientific and 
political argumentation, one can observe that strategic framings and simplifications 
of complexity, uncertainty and ambiguity lead to polarisations that tend to serve a 
maintenance of the own comfort zone rather than a conciliation in the interest of 
reaching consensus. In too many urgent cases, scientists and politicians lack the 
courage and/or intelligence to think beyond a simplistic conflict model. In these 
polarisations, the credibility of the scientist depends on whether he is able or not to 
proclaim ‘the most convincing truth’, while that of the politician is connected to 
whether or not he is able to rationalise the own identity and to convincingly 

                                                                   
2 Assuming that we understand the idea of ‘autonomy’ as a state of being free from negative external 
influences that would limit the act to deploy its full ‘positive potential’ – an understanding that has also a 
particular importance in the art world. 
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question, problematize or, if necessary, stigmatise that of ‘the other’. The result is a 
total impasse that makes an open, deliberate and inclusive societal debate virtually 
impossible. However, as in a joint conspiracy among the different comfort camps, all 
actors seem to ignore the necessity to acknowledge inherent gradations of the 
unknown, the unknowable and the indefinable that mark the above mentioned 
issues, and consequently the necessity to take into account the implications this 
would have for the method of science and politics concerned with these issues.  
 
These conspiracies of denial do not only obstruct deliberate consensus building on 
specific social issues as such, they also essentially prevent the global community to 
question the traditional understandings of the old enlightened-modernist mandates 
for science and politics. The main reason is that, ironically, the same enlightenment 
and modernism have been the foundations of the ‘cultus of the person’ that defines 
public discourse today. In serving our mediatised societies’ quest for idols, role 
models and scapegoats, it looks as if this cultus has pushed public and even 
academic attention for ‘the credibility of the mandate’ to the back. Today, the 
individual stands in front of the mandate, which doesn’t mean that the relativity of 
that mandate is acknowledged. On the contrary: whenever the credibility of the 
public intellectual (either in his role of scientist or politician) is questioned, the 
tendency is there to defend it by referring back to the abstract wildcard provided by 
that rationalist science or democratic politics. 
 
□□□ If science and politics remain stuck in conflicts over truth and identity, (how) 

can art reprimand them? 
 
 It would be unwise to have the ambition to compare the societal role and 
responsibility of the scientist and the politician with that of the artist, and this for the 
simple reason that ‘credibility’ is not a relevant concept for the artist’s functioning in 
society. The contemporary artist is not elected, does not need to be objective and 
has nothing to prove. In addition, taking into account that artistic credibility was 
connected to practical skills and talent in pre-modern times, conceptual art and 
minimalism have definitely relativised  that ‘objective’ criterion today. The result is 
that the question whether the artist is really ‘sincere’ or not cannot (longer) be 
answered or ‘shown’ via the artwork alone. Why then, as the title of this chapter 

suggests,  proposing a reflection in which the artist inquires the societal role and 
responsibility of the scientist and the politician?  
 
A common feature of their functioning in society is that all three make an appeal to 
the outside world in the way they make imperative statements about social reality; 
imperative in the simple sense that they expect their audiences to take their claims 
into account. For each of them, this ‘agency’ determines their reason of existence 
and, in distinct specific ways, their ‘credibility’ in society. Of all three, however, art 
has been the only one that has undertaken an inquiry of the own credibility, not by 
‘subcontracting’ the exercise to art criticism, science or politics, but by integrating 
this inquiry in the own theory and practice. From the view that the recent history of 
art, from modernism up to today, can be seen as a progressive process of critical 
self-inquiry with regard to the possible ‘objectivity’ of the own method and the 
possible ‘authority’ of the own message, one can conclude that art, although ‘self-
compassionate’, has now undermined its own credibility and identity to the extreme. 
Neither enlightened-modern science or politics has organised a comparable critical 
reflexive and deliberative process up till today. 
 
Critics could claim that art’s exercise in reflexivity was (and still is) a rather safe 
endeavour, as there is not that much to loose compared to science and politics. This 
is however not the point. One can indeed state that, driven by a quest for intellectual 
recognition and structural (financial) support in a world marked by growing 
complexity, competition and a totally staged ‘visibility’ in public discourse, scientific 
and political actors cannot be but forced into strategic positions. But the critical 
voices that today raise awareness for this complexity, competition and staged 
visibility are also those who urge science and politics to leave their strategic positions 
build around their enlightened rationalisations of identity and truth. These critiques, 
all but not socially engaged themselves, not only comprise voices that ‘only’ intend 
to formulate intelligent suspicions, but also those who aim to inquire into more 
deliberate scientific and political methods. In their various critiques on identity- and 
truth-thinking, these methods at least converge on the claim that complex social, 
technological and natural phenomena that mark the global challenges of today are 
essentially ‘indefinable’ and that, except for mathematics, definitions are not more 
than reductionist metaphors, themselves susceptible to strategic misuse. When the 
stakes are high, also metaphors need to be deliberated. 
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And here is the point where art can enter again, as the unavoidable but 
indispensable grey and misty zones of ‘post-normal science’ and ‘deliberative 
politics’ that emerge from these exercises on scientific and political method, and in 
which the scientist and the politician are asked to ‘enter’, are also those zones in 
which the artist arrives ‘from the opposite direction’ when he wonders how and 
what her/his artistic research or activism can contribute today, and whether it is still 
‘autonomous’ art or instead science or politics in this case?  
 
□□□ Keeping up the mirror - reflexivity as the new activism 
 
 Therefore, a (self)reflection on how the contemporary artist can profile 
her/himself as researcher or activist in society today is not only interesting for the 
art world as such but also for those scientists and politicians who find themselves 
confronted with the impossibility to reduce the above mentioned socio-political 
issues to simple ratios that, at the same time, would serve their own legitimacies 
constructed around (their) truths and identities. In doing this reflection on the own 
agency, art thus also keeps up a ‘critical mirror’ in front of science and politics; a 
mirror that shows the ambivalence of their positions and unveils the problematic 
character of their eventual strategic misuse of this ambivalence.  
 
Keeping up this mirror is no ‘new’ responsibility of contemporary art. Rather, it is an 
interesting and logic next step in the historical exercise of reflexivity related to its 
own agency in society. In other words: art has no ‘obligations’, but if it wants to 
engage in research or activism, then this next step is imperative and unavoidable. 
Reflexivity as the new activism, so to speak, also because in this way art can not only 
make meaningful critical statements related to the envisaged socio-political issues, it 
is also a way to defend itself against strategic appropriations of its own spirit and 
work by the populist political and scientific establishment or by populist activist 
voices of both ‘anti’ or ‘alternatives’ thrust. From the viewpoint of the artist, the 
reflexive zone thereby functions as deliberation space and as anti-chambre towards 
deliberate (instructing, alienating, divulging, disrupting) artistic action in society. Yet, 
this deliberate action by contemporary art will always be resigned at the same time, 
simply because of its insight that, in responding to rationalist truth- and identity-
thinking, art can only cast doubt by standing itself ‘doubting in public’. 
 

□□□ Seeking new social relevances - the trouble with scientism and activism. 
 
 Today however, socially engaged art seems to move into the opposite 
direction of those grey and misty deliberation zones. Instead of relying on an own 
reflexive practice with the aim to draw, design or formulate intelligent touching 
suspicions about the promises, uphold strategies and proclaimed potentials of 
science and politics, more and more artists, in search for a position in an 
overpopulated art world and craving for public attention in the saturated media, 
tend to appropriate the aura of scientist or political activist to motivate a reason of 
existence and recognition for their own practice. This appropriation is often frivolous 
or cynical, and if asked about the social relevance and aimed implications of their 
work in this case, these artists can always cover themselves with the claim that, in 
the end, they are artists and not scientists or politicians. As a result, looking for easy 
recognition in the mediatised socio-political discourse, many artist-researchers and 
artist-activists tend to customise the same stereotypes used by their subjects of 
critique. And for some of them, a cynical blow-up of these stereotypes is thereby the 
easiest of the possible ‘critical stances’. If presented in the form of mega-expensive 
and/or mega-overwhelming spectacle art, it is at the same time the cheapest way to 
attract public attention. Not only from out of art criticism, but even within the art 
market, actors tend to gradually adopt critical attitudes towards this kind of cynical 
self-satisfied spectacle or shock art that presents shallow socio-critical messages 
founded on thin theories and poor ideas.  
 
□□□ The avant-garde of deliberate self-relativisation. 
 
 But the principle aim is not to focus on these cynical self-satisfied extremes. 
What is more interesting is a critical (but compassionate) focus on the possibilities 
and implications of agency of the artist as a researcher or as a political activist today. 
The claim is that the acknowledgment of this ‘friction between contribution and 
autonomy’, as it is sketched in the previous chapters, is not to be seen as a self-
proclaimed or socially imposed imperative that would force the artist to make a 
choice between making art on the one hand or doing science or politics on the other 
hand. The simple conclusion is that this friction between contribution and autonomy   
is inherent to that agency. What science and politics, at the other sides of the 
‘deliberation zones’, still refuse to see in their situation, art may have understood 
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already for its case: there exist no comfort zones for social agency anymore. Put 
differently: it is time now to jointly acknowledge that these comfort zones actually 
never existed, and that the related historical and contemporary conspiracies of 
denial are part of or, in many cases, even the root of the global social problems we 
face. For contemporary art, this acknowledgment implies that the artist’s fate as a 
researcher or as a political activist is to adopt an unavoidable stance of deliberate 
self-relativisation. This stance is again avant-garde, in the sense that this next step in 
critical self-inquiry provides again an intellectual benchmark for retarded positionist 
strategies from out of science and politics. 
 
 

 
This text serves as rational and accompanying document for the visual art installation 
‘A Topology of Agency (The Artist as a Human Beyond Immunitation)’ and will be 
subject of a separate publication. 
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[3]  Diagram ‘a topology of agency’ 
 
 (see first sketch of diagram on this and the 
next page – the diagram may evolve into more 
sophisticated versions; it will also function as an 
artwork as such). 
 
The ‘split’ in the diagram does not aim to suggest that 
activist art cannot be based on research or that 
artistic research cannot result in art with an activist 
character or with a socio-political relevant message. 
 
The diagram has a triple function: it initially works as 
a rational ‘mathematical’ instrument for the 
intellectual exercise of ‘mapping’ the character of 
artistic agency. At the same time, it is also an 
expression of the awareness of the impossibility of 
that exercise. In a third stage, it may also work as a 
‘critical mirror’ towards positivist approaches in 
science and politics in general (as suggested in the 
introductory text) and towards positivist approaches 
in sociology and psychology (such as mappings of 
social behaviour and typologies of the socio-
psychological) in particular. 
 
The friction expressed by the diagram becomes even 
more explicit when the topology is transformed into 
a physical space (see simulations in [4]). This space 
then becomes an assemblage of ‘implication spaces’ 
wherein an artist can 
-  ‘take position’ with a work;  
-  place a work that ‘resists or refuses to take 

position’; 
-  place a work that in its turn questions the 

implication space as such. 
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A Topology of Agency 
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[4]  A Topology of Agency – simulation of implication spaces 
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A Topology of Agency – implication spaces – simulation view 1 (empty space (without contributing artists’ work); display images indicative) 
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A Topology of Agency – implication spaces – simulation view 2 (empty space (without contributing artists’ work); display images indicative) 
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A Topology of Agency – implication spaces – simulation view 3 (empty space (without contributing artists’ work); display images indicative) 
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A Topology of Agency – implication spaces – simulation view 4 (empty space (without contributing artists’ work); display images indicative) 
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A Topology of Agency – implication spaces – simulation view 5 (empty space (without contributing artists’ work); display images indicative) 
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[5]  Annex – procedures and measures of art as research / research as art 
 
 A reflection in the context of the project ‘A Topology of Agency (the Artist as a Human Beyond Immunitation)’ to be used as vantage point for a lecture and discussion with 
students from an art academy (see [1].2.) 
 
The considerations made in the introductory text have also consequences for the way young artists seek to position themselves in society in general and in the market in particular 
today. One can notice that more and more young artists from the ‘mature art world’ (say Europe and the US) yield to the production of ‘pure’ poetical work and become reluctant 
to make political statements (they fear to be considered naive?), while those in the emerging art world (e.g. China) found a reason in making explicit political work as part of their 
own socio-political emancipation process. However, while the young but ‘informed’ artist may hesitate to profile himself as political activist, apparently today he has no problem 
with adopting the attitude and the jargon of the scientist. He profiles himself as ‘researcher’ (questioning’ or ‘inquiring’ particular issues), but risks to make easy abstraction of 
those two awkward criteria (being scientific objectivity and political independency) that are used to evaluate ‘good research’ today. While the idea of art as artistic research 
remains obviously valuable as such – one can even say that, al but not from out of a romantic desire, it is actually the main driving force and reason of existence of art today – it 
has unavoidable consequences for a formalisation of the artistic research practice, such as done now in the so-called PhD in the Arts in Europe. 
 
This formalisation concerns provisions for structural financial sponsoring of a dedicated research project in an academic context (comparable with a PhD in sciences or the 
humanities) and consequently an academic evaluation procedure that unavoidably needs to rely on a set of objective criteria. In the case of ‘research as art’, which actually equals 
‘art as research’, a number of considerations related to that formalisation need to be made that do not apply to traditional research in science or the humanities. If artistic 
research becomes financially sponsored from out of society, just as in the case of traditional research, the researcher, the evaluator and the sponsor would in principle need to 
consider if (and how) this research could produce ‘results’ that can be ‘utilised’ to the benefit of that society. Obviously, by defining artistic research as ‘art’, the mandatories 
become released from that responsibility. Nobody wants to (re)turn to situations in which art needs to comply with specific instrumentalist criteria in order to serve a specific 
socio-political agenda (whatever that agenda may be). This however does not relief the artist and the evaluator engaged in formalised artistic research from taking up specific 
formalist responsibilities beyond the artistic. If artistic research aims to be evaluated in a formalised context, then the artist and the evaluator would need to be prepared to 
develop or adapt the research method such that it allows ‘objective’ evaluation. In an art practice, this implies that it is not sufficient to ‘let the work speak for itself’ and that the 
artist and the evaluator would need to engage in meta- or parallel reading and explanation. To the extreme, one can even state that not the art but rather these meta- or parallel 
considerations should actually be the principal subject of evaluation. In other words: since the artist typically wants to ‘affect without explanation’, engaging in a PhD in the Arts 
cannot but imply that the artist applies for a ‘PhD in Self-Reflection’. All other interpretations of formalised research subject to procedures and measures belong to the domains of 
science or the humanities and would, within the art domain, only undermine the spirit of what research in art can be. 
 
 


