FERrEC | AV T

& Q____,___,—* el — —l—
A N S RN

Today. in both the realms of art and politics, there is not a single international organization or political
ideology that unites people (e.g. the Communist Party or the International Socialist League). Emancipa-
tion comes from art as social practice, from agriculture as bio-farms, from science as alternative energy,
et cetera. In different fields. different competences allow people to invent projects that support the idea \

of a fair and equal society. These various projects — while not necessarily large in scale— are pockets of \

hope that promote and encourage a different view of society within the hegemonic system.

MES

The Social Sensibilitv Research & Development (SSR& D) department was conceived as one of these

pockets. As a pocket where questions can be raised about the quality and value of time: working time
and living time, the social time and the individual time, creative time for production and self-reflexive P

time for introspection.

It 1s not by chance that the department resides within Bernard Controls, a family-owned, actuator-man-
ufacturing company that struggles to find its identity somewhere between two extremes of a hegemonic
system and that of free will. On one hand. corporate demands to industrialize reveal the magnetizing
force of a problematic structure: one whose production and exchange of value is inexorably tied to the
alienation of the worker and class struggle. On the other hand, the sensitivity of the organization to this
system reminds those in positions of power of another duty: acting upon an ethical framework that main-
tains a socially just organization and protects the free wills of those they employ.

D f . .
/’f‘ It has become clear that ‘work,’ and this form of economic exchange, has few reasons to create commu-
¢ nities. Laborers once organized and manifested their distress through strikes and protests, while also

engaging in a popular ‘workers’ culture’ - one informed by the left and manifested through food, music,
sport, cinema, and literature. Today, however, most desire to be freed of the label ‘worker,” and to be

v disassociated from this culture and self-organized existence.

g\?m

China’s transition from Socialism, an economic model in which labor was organized around collec-
tive work units (1, danwer), to a State-led market economy. has turned the country into the world’s
factory. Despite incredible growth, China has symbolically and practically sacrificed the ideological
figure of the worker. So, when Bernard Controls chose to open its factory in Beijing, it found itself at the
center of these two symbolic orders and surrounded by the echoes of the country’s sociopolitical history.
Nevertheless, Bernard Controls looked towards China not as a source of cheap labor, but as a laboratory
and a site for experimenting with new operational forms that contradicted the destiny of a small family
‘ business (e.g. being acquired or going bankrupt). It was the perfect encounter for my socially oriented
art practice, as I too searched for new territories within the realm of artmaking.
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After installing myself at Bernard Controls for a year — investigating and researching without contract —L—
or compensation — the Social Sensibility Research & Development department was founded in 2011. (NG TY

After seven years in Beijing, three years in Paris, a hired team of three artists, over 40 interventions,

as well as multiple creative projects realized by workers and staff members and exhibited at museums
and art galleries, SSR&D. in its complexity and self-reflexivity, stands as an example of ‘Investing in é
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Contradiction.” *

G Capturing the complexities of this project in a single text — critically examining and contextualizing
them in a precise framework — is a charming idea, but one that is bound to fail. However, my vivid (%
memories can articulate the moments of time that both multiplied the complexities of human relation- N

ships within the company, and also realized workers’ creative potential through subtle, consistent, and \

ﬁ.

N

non-abusive processes of art making.
—— ; 5 . )
These practices are based on the body’s consistent presence, on the power of the spoken word, on the
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organic exchange of these words, and on the possibility of these words becoming plastic materials to
be exchanged. borrowed, and transformed as they express a multi-layered conception of the world It 1s
1 the production of these practices that “social sensibilities’ lie. SSR&D attempts to expand ‘Socially
Engaged Art” beyond the discourse of a niche, contemporary art genre. Instead 1t proposes that all art
and artists can be socially engaged. The department presents a research site embedded in the realities of
production. It s a process of production m which the producer (e g. worker or artist) retains copyright,

and also presents an economic model in which artists are remunerated for the time they spend research-

ing and engaging with workers, in the work place and during work time. Factory employees exercise a

form of ‘usership’ ¢ by directly interacting with art practitioners. and both individually and collectively

discovening, inventing, and reahzing their own purpose and meaning.

Using vanous artistic media and performative gestures to question the relationship between seif and
other, arist and worker. emplovee and employer. the project illuminates the contradictions tnherent 1n
work life. and the negotiatrons that take place between the individual and collective. The only condition
set by the department is that participants must recognize the potential of this encounter, share it with
others. and remain open 10 the difficult task of exploring. cultivating, and sustaining it. By encouraging
and maintaining openness and ambiguity as pre-condiions for departmental activities. we embrace a
logic that recognizes the emancipatory power of time spent in non-productive actions. Through our

=~
[

'I‘

expeniences, we realized that the forms of communication during these exchanges are multifarious, and /|

often nclude non-verbal elements such as those expressed through body language, visual and sensorial

cues, symbolic references, and gestures informed by sociocultural habits and behaviors. Once non-ver- *
bal bonds are established. the spoken word allows engaged participants to structure and deepen their

exchange.
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SSR&D maintains that art practices have no purpose per se, but rather have collateral effects that impact ’ p 0

.

peoples’ sensibilities. Duchamp once noted that artworks die 1n due time, but the creative process con- -

tinues. In this hight, we do not try to de-matenalize art, but rather change our relationship to the finne art
object. The final piece 1s not the goal nor its ultimate value, but rather the process and creative experience
meeded to arnive at it. It is a relationship that requires time ” to cultivate and a feeling for qualntative
approaches that do not reduce complexity to singular, quantifiable values. This does not mean that art
should not be produced, shown and sold - it should. However, as the art world remains confined to a
retatively small group of the elite, 1t is prevented from being a laboratory that challenges existing ideas.
It 1s for these reasons that SSR& D believes it can contribute to a parallel paradigm in which entrenched
values are questioned.

When considering the relationship as an artistic material, one must construct a fabric of spontancous

and unpredictable encounters that cannot be appropriated by other systems. It is a fabric whose fibers
are made from the hidden, organic, and poetic nature of life’s fluctuations. A fabric made of exceptions
wnstead of rules, of dissonances instead of melodic tunes.

John Dewey's Art as Expertence, Ranciére's Ignorant Schoolmaster, and the echoes of Rudolph Steiner,

Joseph Beuys, Augusto Boal. and Paulo Freire remain historical pillars of inspiration and theory that r 'V

comtextualize the ‘social sensibilities’ cultivated through SSR&D. It 1s a notion further rooted in Giorda-
no (Filippo) Bruno's philosophy of the ‘unitas multiplex.” The viston of the Italian friar. philosopber, and
mathematician resonates in the social dvnamics fostered by the SSR&D department, namely informal
exchanges 1n which decentralized knowledge distribution occurs between various actors (e.g. artists,
workers, managers, adminsstrative staff). Bruno believed that culture exists in ambiguity, between the
vertigo of thought and the junk of its waste, and thus necessitates the connection of various forms of
knowiedge, language, and experience in order to be authentic.
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“There is no science that does not have its own rags " *
Grordano (Filippo) Bruno

Articulating references from vanous disciphines and eras of thought is not my attempt to inscribe SS-
R&D 1nto a broader context of art history or critical theory, but rather to f(;s(er discussion aorund a
kind of social shift. In the neoliberal logic of today's wordd. SSR&D demands that the working envi-
roament 18 still socially relevant as it maintains embedded notions of community. As a socially en-
gaged. research-oriented art practice based on voluntary interactions between pcopk.'. andina corpixmc‘
manufacturing setting, the SSR& D department proposes an exchange system not defined by optimized
production valies or goals. Rather, it demands that time 1s dealt with in an non-practical way - one that
values the qualities of listening, observing, and warting. It demands that elements of art, 'poctrv. and
philosophy are extended into daily work routines and practices. It demands that employees might -dcsxm
using part of their labor ime to engage In activities that are not hinked to the procedures or interests of
their company. and that these processes produce a physical or intellectual product that belongs 10 them.
Most importantly, it demands these condrtions without knowing the end result. Finally, when confronted
with the question: “How might one define and quantify the department’s impact on peoples’ lives?™ it
merely responds with stories of how factory workers have ‘used’ the department, rendering each project
with its own unique outcome.

As a unit embedded within a profit oriented entity, | am aware of the obvious tension between the de-
partment and the institutional structures that ensure the company's efficiency. The dialectical pulls of
our existence require us to constantly negotiate our purpose and ethical approsch. It’s an experiment that
could be dismussed as simply eccentric or narvely utopsan, but i reality. the paradoxes inherent in our
experiment continue to attract ever-growing interest and curiosity.

We are in a ime-warped fog of misguided communication and confusion, where no one can see, but ev-
eryone pretends to know. Everyone pretends to know what they cannot see. But what remains interesting,
is being here — at the center of this paradox. To be in a place that 1s concurrently dying and healing. It
seemns absurd, but these are fault-space-temporalities where an exhausted modernity and post-modern
struggle, where an aura around that which challenges the flatness and redundancy of white cube pursuits
1s created.

When the danger 1s not imnunent. life slips away. But when the threat is real. the life force consolidates.
Having an impact. seizing power — no one knows what this means anymore, or even how to enact strate-
gies that might accomplish this. Old methods of resistance are no longer germane, yet a confusion about
how power works and how it should be addressed remains.

Per Ranciére’s observations, the realities of equality cannot be grounded i analytical interpretations
or solidified under a united political force. Rather, emancipation is a myriad of approaches that create
a constellation of independent moments specific to umque temporalitics and geographies, and in such
plurahty, a solidarity exists.

Accepting the monadic quahty of emancipatory moments means accepting the ambiguity of these dy-
pamics and understanding that they provide ways for inventing - ways of existing within the normal
order of ime, vet inhabiting another side of the ‘sensible” sphere.

It is not about working for the future; it is about digging a furrow 1n the present where other forms of
expernience are intensified and sustained. SSR&D creates a third territory in which art enables a social
intensity of exchanges - a heightened level of psychological interaction or attention that challenges de-

faul psychological states.
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Grongo Agamben once satd, “an {artjwork cannot be finished but only abandoned and eventually, con-

tinued by someane else ™ Our collaborations with artistic institutions are not ploys to re-eater their sys- T . LA S
tem. but rather are proposals for them to engage with our framework. We see it as a method to continue ‘
our grassroots, relational expenment, as we simultaneously tmagine and discover new models for the
future. Conssderning, for instance, the disruptive nature of automation and artificial intelligence, mught (™ "'\“ Se 9(
an expanded understanding of certain socially engaged art practices be helpful in redefining peoples’

individual and collective behaviors? To further help them reshape their relationship to time” Could # be

a strategy for those seeking the sensibilities needed to negotiate with or construct alternative meaning
i the exssting system?
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Alaesandiro Rolendh
Guest EOr of “Sign of the Tumes
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g1, RomPoducal Revolution (working-class revolution). -ott\g_ ,
'Sc‘nl-nummbﬂ\onbw‘m'puub\mmmpﬂmophvmmumdmmmnm 7 j
PAMIOIODNC 8l Ming fs the sesthetical stete of mind.” ’ ’

»
'nmmnmmm.mwnwmmmwumnmnmmm‘m-uumu:- ‘,& ("
CONTING 1O which Capitalist @CONOMICS deline their hier srchies Of DOWaE. snd whose Cymemic s Canndt be svoidad. Tharelore. ondy Class ",
UPOIe Cantemain the fOICe Of Change. Working with the sensit o this oD n, -
* The prablem here fs that the traditionsl Mandat spOrosch Onfy sees 8 Cless Gynemic defined by 6CoNOmiCs, snd thet which does st ~,
coreapond 10 this I0QIC is dismissed as being fake O reactionary. SO, we Shouid 10 the 30sthesc SCUCHION 8s § Tlerent ChOCe snd <

Ot an eQuivalent pRNOUQH the aim is the same}.

“When Ms Yongieng was invited 10 intervens in the faCtory 83 the Jepertment's second srtist {2012], he tagged the factony s well with the
Mntenc @ “invest iIn Contraciction.” Transforming e corporate Sogan invest in Confidencel]. the project reflected On the Wension sad
vealue inherent 10 subverting COrporate production.

* Waght, Stephen. fowerdis o Laxicon of Usership. Ed. Nick Alkens. 1000 ed Eindhoven, Netherdends: Mussum of Ane U, 2013 Prne.

"Meytoe & Rothko painting C an still transiorm soOmeone. but given the 15-30 second svenge time for IookiIng st DENENGS Id Museuwns, One
WOUK] Need 10 D@ Bed tO 8 Chai fOr 80 hOWr 10 EXPECT SOMe reeCion. The recluced attention span Nas lergely CONIDWRC 1D WTworks
nabiity 10 ChallenQge peorie The Other thing is that 8/ tworksin high level g c By DIOCUCHC 1 Manners similar 10 fsshion;
they s1e highly influenced by visusl Culture end trands.

*Bruno mBant thet we make 3 huge mistake when we think of Cutture as only Deing something ‘NGh  Bruno wes bumed 8s s hesetic. Chel-
lenQing the suthorty of GOd thvough vuiger lsnQuage and an altemetive COaMIC OIOeT. He Uses the JONKeY 36 & MECHOS K0r Culture.
The onkey is not Desutiful, Dut humble, smart and stubbom (in Raly, When One réfuses 10 iserm, and ecCepis the existng ndes, One 82 /
‘Bonkey ). Dut srong.
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BRUSHAABENERRRASRRANEONY, O MONERESATNONS, Hdo
fid, ZRAEXRHEASRT, NROHHHIANAMRL, TARR, ANFERAF RS
WRIL, BRAXAMNSAMYEANAGRE. RAEUAGHGL LR EZRQAOES, 78
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Beuys) . REMM - AN (AugustoBoal ) uRY S EF (PauloFrare) MM S MR8 mE
REYHLER, RNOMCEAMTINL M ENFALRH T "R LMSEN"  ( socal sensi-
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