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P R O P O S I T I O N S

( n o )  s t r i n g s  a t t a c h e d
r e a s s e m b l i n g  p a r t i c i p a t o r y  a r t

o f  t h e  l o n g  s i x t i e s

1. As its history demonstrates, participatory art is a ‘risky’ practice of giving and taking 
between artists and participants, which can easily lead to situations of confusion, 
indifference and chaos. Accordingly, an adequate framework or clear instructions can 
play an important mediating role in participatory art. These structures are not necessarily 
provided to control people, but to help and guide members of the audience in their 
participation. Participants need to know the rules before they can play the game.

2. Participatory art is neither a blissful dream nor a complete nightmare. The artists who 
pioneered audience participation during the long sixties were already aware of this. 
Their early experiments were not simply coloured by naive expectations; often, they 
were accompanied by critical reflection on the upsides and downsides of participation. 

3. In line with the conceptual repertoire of the actor-network theory (ANT), it can be 
stated that participatory art “is different things in different practices, because it is being 
done or performed differently in those different practices” (as John Law and Vicky 
Singleton have written in another context). Moreover, each individual participatory 
art project assumes different forms and is different things, for it acts and is enacted 
in different contexts and, more particularly, encounters different (networks of) 
participants over the course of time. Given this multiplicity, it is undesirable and 
difficult to draw generalising conclusions about participatory art or define it, at least 
in absolute terms.

4. Participatory art is multiple and often ephemeral, and only limited traces of its early 
manifestations have been preserved. In view of this, a key challenge for artists, curators and 
scholars is that of how best to take care of these pioneering artworks, keep them ‘in motion’ 
and familiarise new generations of artists and audience members with them. Dialogue, 
collaboration and participation are promising avenues for dealing with this heritage.

5. ANT’s conceptual and methodological toolbox has potentials and limitations. Linking 
up with ANT helps scholars attent to human and non-human entities that otherwise 
might have gone unnoticed, as well as come to a fuller, more nuanced understanding 
of the phenomena they study. 

6. It is more pleasurable to read Latour 1992 than to drink a Latour 1992.

Annemarie Kok
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