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need to maintain a professional distance from the 
experiences of others and remain silent about their 

· own. Claire Bishop warns not to get too close.•
Meanwhile, the community members' feeling

of collective· well-being-their sense of satisfaction
in something achieved through a shared aesthetic
experience-is patronisingly cast off, with their sense 
of unity negatively dubbed "feel-good". Reducing 
a project to the shorthand of empowerment, critics

deflate the essential processes of meaning making that have been 
undergone, and the individual and collective agencies that have 
been engendered. 

And finally, in contrast to critics, who fixate on questions of whether or 
not social practice works are art, I would argue that it is not so much an issue 
of form or genre but of giving oneself to the experience and finding oneself 
in it. Social practitioners-artists and participants alike-understand this. 

� Bishop, Claire, Artificial Hells: 

Participatory Art and the Politics of 
Spectatorship, London: Verso, 2012. 
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It is evident today that democracy-as-usual is not doing well. Multitudes 
of people around the world, in many different places; from many different 
societies, are fed up. They are tired of the gross inequalities that it appears 
to have generated, the emptying-out of the commonwealth by financial 
elites that it seems to enable, the low quality of democratic argument, the 
sound-bite debates that occur at election time, the city council meetings that 
have little continuity within the communities supposedly represented, and 
the popular consultations that are not binding arid· lead nowhere. Citizen 
frustrations have boiled over into various kinds of revolts. There are the rural 
rebellions, manifested in recent elections in Europe and the Americas, that 
fuel the rise of anti-establishment but authoritarian populist parties and 
politicians. There are also the many metropolitan rebellions that marked the 
first two decades of this century with massive occupations of urban space 
and demands for new forms of direct democracy and citizenship. Although 
the rural rebellions have captured great attention recently, they seem to be 
grounded in demands by those who feel entitled to, but excluded from, what 
is already a legitimated consensus of national rule-just one they want for 
themselves. The evidence is compelling, however, that the metropolitan 
rebellions are far more radical, marking our time as one of extraordinary and 
specifically urban revolt in which the city, in contrast to the nation, has become 
once again the most salient site for a dramatic expansion of political life. 

By 'political' I refer to the realm of city-making activities in which 
residents produce the city through their lives and labours as a collective 
social and material product-in effect, a commons-and become aware of 
their rights and obligations to what they have produced. By re-assembling 
residents-the outraged, the marginalised, the dispossessed-into a 
new urban commons, the metropolitan rebellions became in effect acts 
of city making. Venting anger at what transpires under democracy-as­
usual, they clogged the arteries of thousands of cities worldwide with 
condemnations of party politics, neoliberal dispossession, grotesque 
inequality, state violence, authoritarian urban planning, increasing precarity 
of life for increasingly disposable populations (the young, old, immigrant 
and poor) and so on. During their occupations, protesters often proposed 
alternative forms of convocation and deliberation as experiments to replace 
democracy-as-usual with new forms of more direct and vital democratic 
assembling of citizens. These metropolitan rebellions created a sense of 
urban membership for great multitudes of residents for whom the exhaustion 
of democracy-as-usual is evident in their various kinds of exclusions from 
national membership, who reside at the margins of engagement and 
representation and who feel deeply that they have no public voice. 
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