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Alone together, beyond the crowd 
Above the world, we’re not too proud 
To cling together; we’re strong 
As long as we’re together 
—Howard Dietz

In his lyrics for the jazz standard Alone Together, Howard 
Dietz demonstrates the power of uniting. Whether it is love, 
opportunism, financial gains or, by contrast, a social oppor-
tunity, as soon as a group of people start to resist the will of 
the majority, they assume a shared identity. Whether this 
situation is short-lived or more permanent, the power of the 
group always lies in the cohesion within which each group 
member takes up an active position within the collective 
situation. A work of art can be a good reason for such a 
group to be formed. From the interest in the work that the 
onlookers share for the shorter or longer term, they form 
a group, which in the art world is usually called a public. 
And although this designation seems quite clear, what it 
means exactly is hard to find in the literature. In this essay 
I will concern myself with the question of how a group of 
people becomes a public. Because, whether a public is seen 
as fluid or as a group that can manifest itself on many 
different levels as well as in many time periods, there is 
one common element: there was a moment when it was 
formed. Asking questions about how an unstructured group 
of people makes the transition to a public brings with it a 
stream of other questions. I will confine myself here to the 
role of art objects in this.

Art is often attributed with the potential to bind groups 
of people. Certainly when it comes to initiatives in the area 
of community art or participatory art—but less directly also 
with much other art in public space—it is assumed that ‘the 
public’ is activated. often it is not clear whether this public 
is already present or is yet to be formed. I will address the 
functioning of the cohesion within a group of people that 
can be activated and thus becomes a public, and the role 

that an art object has in this. The question that I ask myself 
is whether this role is really a bonding one or that in fact 
its subversive potential is much stronger. In doing so I do 
not use the definition of public as a place that belongs to a 
community nor as a series of services and objects to which 
a community—and not just an individual—can lay claim. I 
consider public to be a performative concept, a temporary 
community that is activated to relate itself to a whole of 
which it is part.

Experience as an Active Quality
Usually, when one is part of a group, one knows, to a certain 
extent, what the ‘unwritten rules’ are. The situation is clear 
and everyone knows the code. Even if you are not consciously 
aware of the code, you often have an intuitive sense of what 
it is. In the last edition of 2015 of De Witte Raaf, Rudi Laer-
mans calls this ‘experience ability’ (ervaringskunnen), a 
‘potential that time and again becomes specific in relation 
to a particular task’. He adds that a gap that forms between 
the environment within which an experience originated and 
the characteristics of the situation in which this experience 
actively manifests itself, is only consciously experienced if 
the two are very different. Actually, Laermans states that the 

boundary of all practical knowledge ‘coincides with the 
past in which it was shaped’.1 This very awareness—and 
how we deal with its absence or presence—is what I intend 
to explore further in this essay. For example, what hap-

pens during those moments when the situation is not clear; 
when multiple situations and their respective codes inter-
mingle? Can we then still speak of a gap, or is there more to 
it? In doing so I attempt to arrive at a definition of what public 
is. The suggestion I will make is that the term public in its 
most relevant form only applies to a group of beholders who, 
as a result of current circumstances, find themselves within 
the same network as the artwork. That these circumstances 
should be current, is a result of the idea that these networks 
only hold out as long as there is a relevant urgency.

1 
Laermans 2015.
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As I delved deeper into this, the Turbine Hall of Tate 
Modern in London was a willing subject for closer inspection. 
An obvious choice, as the space, besides having a museum 
function, also has the characteristics of a street or a square. 
In an article about this space and the Unilever Series in it, 
Wouter Davidts illustrates the dual function of this huge 
space with several quotations. These make clear that the 
space is so impressive that large groups of people come to 
see it. At the same time, the space remains inviting and 
affords the institute an opportunity to lure the newcomers 
into visiting the collection as well. In addition, because the 
floor gently slopes down from the entrance inward, one is 
almost literally drawn into the space and encouraged to 
explore it. The architectural critic Rowan Moore is quoted 
with his argument that the space maintains a strong public 
character because it is not directive in how it should be 
experienced. Moore considers this an important value in a 

time when the market is increasingly taking over public 
space.2 These public characteristics are enhanced by the 
fact that one doesn’t need to buy an admission ticket to 
enter the space. The scale of the hall—and how this scale 

is designed—is therefore one of the finds in the design that 
is greatly appreciated. The space partly functions as a public 
part of the city while still remaining part of the museum. 
This makes it a fine example of a place where different codes 
can coexist and perhaps even intermingle. one can definitely 
expect art in this space, but because of its public character 
the rules of the museum do not yet fully prevail.

During my research I chanced upon a photograph of Up 
Hill, Down Hall. An Indoor Carnival, from 2014.

With this crossing of a performance and carnival cele-
bration, curator Claire Tancons attempted to create more 
awareness of the potential of carnival as a medium. Tancons 
herself called it a ‘mass public processional performance’. 
She admits that it is a mouthful, but it is clear that it in-
cludes a task for the visitor. When it comes down to it, Tan-
cons wanted to make clear that this Indoor Carnival is not 

2 
Davidts 2007, p. 1.

what one would normally expect at Tate.3 And that is 
perhaps an apt description of what the photograph seems 
to say. We see a group of performers—recognizable by 

their clearly different attire and attributes—standing within 
a circle of bystanders. This is a quite common phenomenon. 
When a performer is doing tricks with a football or plays 
an impressive drum solo on pots and pans in the Dam 
Square in Amsterdam, a loose circle of bystanders almost 
spontaneously forms around what there is to see. Everyone 
keeps their due distance, leaving a space that is claimed 
by the street performer. However, a closer look at the pho-
tograph reveals that the space in which these performers 
are was not formed spontaneously, in this case. A number 
of employees are holding a rope, delineating a place, which 
is probably required for the group of performers to execute 
their choreography properly. So the museum is actively tak-
ing on the role of guardian of the structure intended by the 
artist or curator or that the organization itself prefers to 
maintain. When we apply Laerman’s term ‘experience ability’ 
here, we see that the potential of the knowledge that is 
present within the group has little or no possibility of be-
coming specific. Those standing behind the rope are more 
likely to adopt the attitude of beholder of an artwork—as 

3 
Mokoena 2014.

Marlon Griffith, No Black 
in the Union Jack, 2014. 

Part of ‘BMW Tate Live: Up 
Hill Down Hall: An Indoor 

Carnival’, Tate Modern, 
London, United Kingdom, 
documentation. Photo by 

Akiko ota, 2014. 
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they are used to doing in a museum—then to participate in 
the ‘processional performance’. In other words, the specificity 
of the task facing those present in the Turbine Hall can 
hardly become manifest anymore, because of this artificial 
barrier. one could say that the bystanders in this case re-
main exactly that: bystanders, as the public that Tancons 
is aiming for, is simply not formed. obviously this photograph 
is not a complete representation of the work, or event. Still, 
it does bring across much of the information one also en-
counters as a visitor when seeing a work or a situation for 
the first time. And exactly this information contains much 
of what can become a gap, or not. of what, in the end, makes 
a group of people become a public, or not.

Lines and Collective Systems
So, my suggestion is to look at what functioning is deci-
sive in applying the term ‘public’. When does the specific 
community we could describe as public originate, and for 
how long does it exist? For me personally, the image of the 
floor of the school gym comes to mind. It is a somewhat 
simplified image but it still provides some grip on the rather 
abstract image of these situations. As in most school gyms, 
the floor of the one in my old school had a pattern consisting 
of numerous lines in various colours and shapes. It was 
a complex system that did not immediately appear logical 
to the untrained eye. Still, once it is explained to us, we 
know that different lines are used in different games. We 
then select only the information we need and ignore the 
rest. obviously, this floor reflects a number of systems that 
are already present. But there was a time when all these 
games were played on an unmarked floor. Those who were 
actually playing the games decided upon the lines and rules 
that were required to give the game a permanent form. The 
lines make sure that the system can be communicated and 
remain active. When we apply this to the public of an art-
work in public space, the moment of origination and the 
lifespan of the specific community arise from a complex 

combination of elements. My aim is to argue that an artwork 
has the potential to form a group around a shared meaning 
and thus form the basis of a new line on the playing field 
of public space.

Jacques Rancière provides an interesting theoretical con-
text here. He says that a human collective consists of a node 
of aspects that carry a certain degree of ‘sense’. only by a 
consensus about what is meaningful, and is experienced as 
such, can a collective be formed. According to Rancière, these 
collectives function on three levels. The first level is an in-
ternal logic that makes a community possible; there is con-
sensus about what is meaningful. on the second level, we 
become aware of and name a dissensus that exists between 
two of these communities, because this incongruity is part 
of the identity of both groups. And it is this shared identity 
that forms the basis for the third level. By acknowledging 
that there is also a different form of community, the indi-
viduals within the community are made aware of their in-
dividuality. This creates the possibility to think about an 
entirely new community. In other words: by being separate 
and together at the same time, a complex relation is formed 
in which the present and the future converge. According 
to Rancière, the artistic proposition has the potential to 
form a new community. In this sense, an artwork is ‘the 

people to come and it is the monument of its expectation, 
the monument of its absence’.4 It is breaking open an 
entrenched logic. In a poetic sense, a new line is drawn 
on the floor of the school gym. We see here the similarity 

with Rancière’s definition of aesthetics. He defines aesthet-
ics as ‘the system of a priori forms determining what 
presents itself to sense experience’.5 Aesthetics is at the 
basis of what can be seen as meaningful, as it were.  
But how do we choose what is important enough to 

deserve the drawing of a new line?
In this, the artwork is a proposition, a proposal for a 

choice. What moves you to make this choice and how do you 
interpret the proposal? This involves more than Laerman’s 

4 
Rancière 2008, p. 5.

5 
Rancière 2004, p. 13,
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‘experience ability’. Just as with, for example, phenomenology 
or the ideas of Henri Bergson, Laermans seems to restrict 
himself to the—nonetheless quite interesting—notion that 
all moments that are experienced in the present are formed 
by experiences from the past, regardless of whether this 
happens consciously or unconsciously (pre-reflective). This 
makes each situation also multi-interpretable. But although 
experience and expertise determine the assessment of the 
situation, it is also important to look at how a possible future 
can be included in all this. Think for example of Derrida’s 
idea of ‘iterability’. This can be seen as the incapability of 
using words without determining their meaning first, which 
also means that the words you speak are always a copy and 
can as such assume a new—or in any case adapted—meaning 
in a new context. This new meaning is both the same as and 
partly different from prior meanings. Then, the words we 
use not only carry an existing meaning, but also the possi-
bility of new meanings that can arise from future use in new 

contexts. The instability of meaning brought about by 
this process is sometimes compared to a game.6

Then how can we arrive at a more or less stable out-
come? How, within a community, can there arise an 

internal logic that brings about a different behaviour of a 
heterogeneous group? And can this behaviour be influenced? 
In addition to the theorists already mentioned here, I would 
like to bring in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri too. Their 
interpretation of the notion of ‘multitude’ is that an arbitrary 
group of people can bring about social effects but cannot 
act autonomously. This means that it is susceptible to out-
side influence. By contrast, the multitude supposedly is an 

active social subject that can act because of what the 
individuals within the group have in common.7 So here 
we have a group that can be formed by a common de-
nominator. In addition, this common denominator is the 
result of struggle, in which the seemingly opposite no-
tions of commonality and singularity enhance each other 
via a communal communication.8 So opposition to a 

6 
Derrida 1982, pp. 316–17.

7 
Hardt and Negri 2004, 

p. 100.

8 
Ibid., pp. 211–19.

mass reinforces the awareness of aspects of your individu-
ality that you share with others. Naturally, communication 
is very important in this. A social system is formed that 
must be able to uphold itself. According to Niklas Luhmann, 
social systems, and that’s what we’re talking about here, 
are self-referential systems based on valuable communica-
tion. This communication is aimed at shaping the mutual 

ties between the various events of which the system 
consists.9 The systems are maintaining themselves by 
reproducing their own structural parts. This would mean 
that the resulting collective can only be founded on parts 

that are already present and that are communicated inter-
nally in such a way that they remain active. With both the 
multitude and with Luhmann’s social systems, the system 
only exists as long as there is relevant activity.

This activity must be allowed some room, though. Re-
turning to the photograph of Up Hill, Down Hall, we may 
conclude that the processional propositions put forward by 
the works did not reach the public as such, because the 
museum system remained visibly and even imperatively 
present: the procession was treated as a work that had to 
be protected from the crowd around it. Those present were 
therefore not stimulated to relate to the work in an active 
manner and thereby become part of the same collective. 
There is no significant change in the situation or in how the 
environment is used, so one may wonder whether in this 
instance we can speak of a public for this specific work of 
art. By and large one could say that these people are stand-
ing there because they have come to the museum and are 
forced by circumstance to remain in a role in which logic 
dictates to keep a distance. They are not active and they 
will not become active as long as the museum employees 
guard the space with ropes. In this way it is not meaningful 
to go along with what the works offer.

An important argument for the relevance of activating 
a group of beholders of an artwork can be found in a text 
by Simon Sheikh. In his ‘A Long Walk to the Land of the 

9 
Luhmann 1990, p. 176.
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People: Contemporary Art in the Spectre of Spectatorship’ 
he points out the double meaning of the English word ‘au-
dience’. ‘Audience’ should not be seen only as a stimulation 
of participation, but should also address.

how institutions place themselves in relation to pow-
er and use their public role to gain an audience with 
those in power, so that they may themselves, in turn, 
address power.10

In the case of artworks in public or semi-public space, 
‘power’ can be described as the imperative structure that 
maintains what is sensible, and instead of institutes it is 
the artworks that can ‘gain an audience with’ or address 
this power. one could apply Sheikh’s argument to say that 
the artwork has the potential to address this power structure 
through the public that it activates. To underpin this I use 
Giorgio Agamben’s concept of ‘profanation’. This means that 
the power structure within a delineated field is deactivated 

and the confiscated space is given back for communal 
use.11 This makes it possible to neutralize the direction 
that is enforced by an imperative system in public space, 
a museum context, or something in between, such as the 

Turbine Hall. By placing an artwork a proposition can be 
made that connects the situation to the environment or, by 
contrast, creates a situation that is so different from the 
environment that it has a subversive effect. Linked to Laer-
man’s idea that a strong deviation is required to make the 
users of an environment aware of a gap between the envi-
ronment and the expected situation, one could say that it 
is possible to change behaviour within an environment and 
thereby change that environment’s function as soon as this 
awareness is reached. Because the system is thereby deac-
tivated and the space is given back for communal use, which 
may lead to a new system. In this case, the social system 
does not reproduce itself using existing parts. It changes 
course by building on meaningful differences that exist 

10 
Sheikh 2015, p. 216.

11 
Agamben 2007, p. 73.

between multiple communities in order to become a new 
system. This situation can be regarded as a combination of 
the third level of functioning as ascribed to a collective by 
Rancière and a community in the sense of Hardt and Negri’s 
definition of the multitude. This would mean that a public 
is formed at the moment that it must relate to a situation 
that is other than expected, while also recognizing common 
characteristics that can be actively shared. Although this 
may be a description that invites criticism, it is a workable 
one for mapping the potential of a work and its public. Pas-
cal Gielen makes a similar point when he says that artists 
can create public space time and again. ‘It is precisely in 
the interruption of the daily routine and of the regular social 

intercourse in the city that the public space originates 
and is charged politically.’12 In my view, it is not so much 
about the space that is formed, but rather about the 
degree to which the users of this space manifest them-

selves as the cohesive group, or a public.

Public as an Active Community
In A Grammar of the Multitude (2004), Paolo Virno describes 
how characteristics of labour, politics and intellect—a tri-
chotomy describing the human experience that goes back all 
the way to Aristotle—have started to mix in the post-Fordist 
society. According to Virno, the present-day multitude shows 
itself in that the so-called post-Fordist labour ‘has absorbed 

into itself many of the typical characteristics of political 
action’.13 So ‘the relationship with the presence of others, 
the beginning of new processes, and the constitutive 
familiarity with contingency, the unforeseen and the 

possible’ is not exclusive to politics. The qualifications and 
talents associated with politics since time memorial, are 
much more widely present in the multitude.14 In the pref-
ace to Virno’s text, Sylvère Lotringer writes that because 
of this confluence of labour, politics and intellect, they 

have all acquired a political dimension, because they need 
a public, a publicly organized space and a common language 

12 
Gielen 2015, p. 228.

13 
Virno 2004, p. 50.

14 
Ibid., p. 51



BEING PUBLIC ON NOT FALLING IN LINE, OR HOW TO BECOME A PUBLIC52 53

for communicating. In addition, they would all be perfor-
mative ‘because they find in themselves, and not in any 
end product, their own fulfilment’.15 So one could say 
that in the gathering of the multitude lies an important 
breeding ground for ascribing meaning. This also shows 

that the potential to deal with unforeseen circumstances, 
complex processes and the presence of others is widely pres-
ent in society. Giving back public space to the people through 
profanation has, in that sense, much greater consequences—
or, if you like, a greater potential—than is perhaps often 
assumed.

Profanation is not just important because it neutralizes 
a power structure, but also because of the consequences 
that are linked with a new practice, according to Agamben: 

‘The creation of a new use is possible only by deactivating 
an old use, rendering it inoperative.’16 In this Agamben 
sees the possibility of giving a practice back to the people. 
In relation to the idea that deactivating a power structure 

within a space gives this space back to communal use, I 
see as a consequence that the group of people within that 
space is then responsible for actively looking for ways to 
regard the new practice as meaningful. This makes them 
into an active public that may continue to exist for a longer 
period of time. Especially in public space, visual art has a 
symbolic potential to stand between an old and a new prac-
tice. It is very important to realize that this change cannot 
be used to reach a predetermined goal. In the theory of 
complexity it is stated that the organization of a system (a 
well-known example being a school of fish) comes about as 

a result of the interaction between the various constitu-
ents of the system and its environment.17 In this theory, 
one of the characteristics of the self-organizing power of 
complex systems is that a self-organizing process cannot 

be fuelled by attempts to fulfil a function, as function de-
notes a too limited context of only description. Fulfilling a 
function is therefore subject to limiting choices. Paul Cilliers 
then states that the self-organizing behaviour of a system 

15 
Ibid., p. 13.

16 
Agamben 2007, p. 86.

17 
Cilliers 1998, p. 89.

emerges as a characteristic of the system as a whole. The 
individual components only act on the basis of local infor-

mation and general principles. The macroscopic behaviour 
therefore is a result of microscopic interactions.18 When 
we look through this lens at initiatives in which art is 
used to bring a community closer together or make a 

neighbourhood more attractive, we can say that that is im-
possible. After all, such initiatives do not stimulate the com-
munity to actively internalize the work and give it a place in 
an actual relevant network. Directing such functioning does 
not create a public, but keeps the community at a contem-
plative distance.

Therefore it is crucial to be aware of the importance of 
choices that are made from the bottom up. If the political 
qualities of old are indeed widely present in society, this 
also increases the performative strength with regard to 
determining value. So far I have questioned in various ways 
how a group of people can choose to accept certain propo-
sitions and use these to continue as a community. I have 
stated that the artwork has in it the subversive potential 
to stimulate dissensus among various communities and 
thus arrive at the foundation of a new community with its 
public. The scale of the communities in which this happens 
must not be seen as too large. A single sculpture will not 
easily topple an entire government, but a valuable sculp-
ture does have it in itself to reach beyond just the direct 
meeting between individuals and the sculpture, otherwise 
we would not speak of a public. In doing so it brings focus 
to the signs of what a smaller community sees as valuable 
and relevant. This brings me back, again, to the question 
of how choices are made in this, because the value that is 
assigned to an object is of great importance here. Willem 
Schinkel, in a response to Nathalie Heinich’s new approach 
to the sociological discourse, says that the relevance of 
value is of the utmost importance. According to Schinkel, 
the significance of the value of an object can be seen

18 
Ibid., p. 92.
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as an outcome of social processes in which legitimate 
ways of positioning within a field containing more 
and less relatively autonomous positions create a 
differentiation of means of sign manipulation and 
thus of object creation.19

Schinkel says that, initially, with artworks we cannot 
speak of a well-defined object at all. It is only after it has 
been the subject of discourse for a longer period that mean-
ing follows, as a result of conflict. A struggle for power, 
power that is defined by who or what has the capacity to 
manipulate meaning. After all, this manipulation needs to 
be legitimized in order to take root and the artwork, as an 
object, needs this legitimization in order to function as a 
subversive proposition. In this I interpret power primarily 
as the outcome of the various complex forms of creating a 
community as I outlined in this essay. So not as an insti-
tutionalized power. The legitimization of choices that are 
made is strongly related, in my opinion, to the degree in 
which a public is stimulated to actively invest in the mean-
ing of a work. Work and public depend on each other in 
order to arrive, on a suitable scale, at a new game that is 
made important enough to become fixed in the form of a 
community.

And so my proposition is that the value that can be 
assigned to an artwork in public space is to a large extent 
related to the possibility of an active public. I speak spe-
cifically of a work in public space, because in another con-
text another determination of value holds true. The ideas 
that I have gathered in this essay seem to me, in that sense, 
the most relevant ones for the public space, by leaving 
obfuscating institutional interest aside. By forcing a gap 
in the experience of those present, they can be made aware 
of a power structure. This creates room for a proposition 
that neutralizes space if the public assumes an active role 
in the new use of this space. This is similar to what David 
Colander and Roland Kupers, from the perspective of the 

19 
Schinkel 2000, p. 11.

complexity theory, propose under the name ‘norms policy’. 
By this policy ‘institutions are developed to better allow 
people to express their collective choice about what norms 

and tastes should be encouraged and discouraged by 
society’.20 By this they offer a possibility for structuring 
the presence of fluctuating norms and tastes in a society. 
This also means that public space can be seen as the 
playing field on which the collective problems of choice 

are being solved at a level on which communities are directed 
by a cohesion as would exist within a multitude. The space 
remains public as long as a community is stimulated to 
actively take part in a process that will show what norms 
are preferred, or: what is valuable. An artwork has the 
potential to maintain this process by undermining the bal-
ance that is present. Thus, public space does not create 
the possibility of a public, but is dependent on it. Through 
its flexible and subversive potential an artwork can con-
tribute significantly to the existence of this space in which 
valuable communities take shape.

20 
Colander and Kupers 2014, 

p. 183.




