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Art is contextual. It changes through time and@)ough social, religious, and political dispositions.
The phenomenon of artists working real qéf engaging directly in real-life-changes, has been
spreading for decades and gained ground¥n Hong Kong. Experience shows that frameworks for
discussing and evaluating such proj “have to be fostered so as to provide discursive spaces for
sharing, reflecting, and building &‘T’the rich experience and know-how emerging in this field. This
contribution interrelates mo neral and Hong Kong-specific aspects and considers the relevance
and outcomes of artist &rxking reality. It highlights the need for in-depth descriptions of Art in
Action and lays a fméétion for further studies on whether the capability approach could be an
alternative frame (among others) for measuring the achievements of action participation and
learning initi by artists working reality.
X
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1 This text draws partly on material (not always explicitly referenced) that I have written for a publication
forthcoming in: Him Lo and Dominique Lammli. Activating Possibilities - Connecting People. Art and Social
Transformations (Zurich: FOA-FLUX, 2017). This material includes “Artists Working Reality. Connecting
People” (2016) and “A Better World” (co-authored with Him Lo) (2017). It also draws on earlier texts devoted
to current and ongoing changes in the arts (Limmli 2014). [ outlined the key aspects for sustainable projects
(vague grounds, rolling waves of planning) at the 2016 Build Peace Conference at the Swiss Federal Institute of
Technology / ETH Zurich (“Peace through technology, arts & research - towards transformation”). The section
on the capability approach is based on my panel presentation at the 2016 conference “Philosophy of the City”
at the University of San Francisco (the panel was titled “Art and Public Space,” organized by Yeung Yang, and
included Stephanie Cheung as panel speaker).
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Art in Action

Art in Action’ is rapidly spreading worldwide. It is also very much present in Hong Kong.” From
socio-political to caring activities, from alternative economies to urban planning, artists are
sharing their knowhow and knowledge with peers and particular neighborhoods. They are applying
their expertise to initiate and advance change processes in concrete, real-life situations. As such,

they are extending their traditional materials to art processes, interventions, production, and

working reality (artists working reality). Such activities often aim to connect people, “to initiate «2&0

and accompany social movements to create awareness of existing conditions, to activate citizensO

g . 4
and to enact possibilities for ‘better lives. &%éﬁ

I am thinking for example of the Woofer Ten’s “Art/Activist in Residence” (AA{ﬁ%5 which
brought together artists and activists working on socio-political issues and stgiVv &o “build up
dialogue and networks among artists/activists in Asia.” ® Or Woofer Hui, Weaofer Ten’s markets
events on the sidewalks in Yau Ma Tei, where neighbors, artists, and.w Bever wanted to join,
shared, exchanged, sold own products (portraits, images, bags, clot Xecond-hand goods, etc.
Another such initiative is The Ching Chun Warehouse, initiatem»Him Lo and established
together with Mr. Lung (Plate 2) and Yung Yan. (Plate 3) Kﬁ@s to share crafts skills, heritage

knowledge, and developing DIY attitudes.’

&
Art in Action is therefore reaching beyond traditjpnal contexts of art practice to development
activities, community, identity- and relatj ‘ﬁ&ip building, health work, elderly care, the

production of scientific knowledge, and sé@n With this expansion, art practice is outgrowing

X

2 1 am using “Art in Action” as an umbr@term for diverse art practices such as co-art, socially engaged art,

community art, experimental comm s, dialogic art, conversational art, and so on. The term “artists working

Lammli (2014; 2016) and htt a-flux.net/art-in-action/.

reality” refers to artists workin@ {ﬁ'&ctly with real-life settings and dynamics as their “material.” See further

3 See, for example, Lee n-fung ed. WooferTen AAIR 2011-2012. Art/Activist in Residence. (Hong Kong:
WooferTen, 2014); Urban Diary, www.urbandiarist.com/en/magazine; Society for Community Organization

(SoCO), www.sofdnotg.hk/trapped/index.htm; Wong, Phoebe. “Community Turn: Social Practice in Hong Kong

Art.” in Ton -tang ed. Hong Kong Visual Arts Yearbook 2015. (Hong Kong: Department of Fine Arts, The
Chinese @rsity of Hong Kong, 2016): 86-103.
4 Limpt ¥0l6: 2).
5 6&//www‘leapleapleap.com/lo14/03/from—the—woofer—ten—debate‘to‘the—coming—of—the—community—art—era/
ee Chun-fung (2014).

7 Also Society for Indigenous Learning (SolL), https://www.facebook.com/soilhk2012; Hong Kong House of Stories
http://houseofstories.sjs.org.hk/, among others. See also Pheobe Wong (2016).

8 On current developments in art, the problematized art discourses, globalization and the pressure for change on

existing frames of reference, see Lammli (2014).



Plate 2 (left)

Mr. Lung at Mr. Lung’s
Woodworkshop. Photo

courtesy of Him Lo.

Plate 3 (right)

Yung Yan at Mr. Lung’s
Woodworkshop. Photo

courtesy of Him Lo.
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and at the same time problematizing art criteria, in particﬁbr the adherence to aesthetics.” Art
discourses are trying to meet these developments and,&5€ under great pressure to change.'® We
urgently need to rethink our conceptual frameworks»@i points of reference and to extend these to

substantial and practice-relevant exchanges on (Custent art developments.

&
What we see and make seen matters &

o
&

Following and participating in@li cussions on Art in Action has reminded me again and again of
texts that [ read as a you Aeist in the early/mid 90s and which deeply influenced my thinking.
For example, Art on m %: Visual Politics by the Afro-American cultural writer and activist bell
hooks. She emphas@@the need for us to become aware of the choices we make — to realize what
we choose to tl‘@ and write about, and thus to take part in “visual politics” (1995: XVI). Or
Women, N%@Other (1989) by the Vietnamese born and American scholar Trinh T. Minh-Ha.

Her cong@pt of “speaking nearby” is a critical reflection on who is speaking about what from which

po{s&iew as well as on practical engagement and actioning multiple viewpoints.

Q\Q See, for example, the critique by the German philosopher Wolfgang Welsch (2012). He argues that philosophy

Q\OQ’&

&
N
QO

started thinking about art in order to think about itself, and subsequently misused art as a counterfoil to
demonstrate the superiority of philosophical understanding (“Man muss erkennen, dass die Philosophie der Kunst
sich der Kunst gar nicht um derentwillen, sondern um spezifisch philosophischer Zwecke willen zugewandt hat [...]
dem diente insbesondere die Behauptung, dass die Kunst erst im philosophischen Begreifen ihre eigentliche und
letzte Erfiillung finde” [2012: 20]). See also Wang on “critical art” and his distinction between art working with
“Chinese Symbols” and art working on a “Chinese problem situation” in Wang, Nanming. The Rise of Critical Art.

Chinese Problem Situation and Theories of Liberal Society. (Shanghai: Guqiao Press, 2011).

10 See, for example, Brzyski, Anna, ed. Partisan Canons. (Durham and London: Duke University Press: 2007), Elkins,
James & Valiavicharska, Zhivka & Kim, Alice, eds. Art and Globalization. (Pennsylvania: Penn State University
Press, 2011), Casid, Jill H. & D’Souza, Aruna, eds. Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn. (New Haven and
London: Clark Art Institute, 2014).

138 - 139




BT - Essays

These works consider several questions crucial in our present context: Who defines activities
and thought spaces for whom? Who is included and who excluded in constructing and shaping
conditions and reference systems that provide frameworks for exploring how we view and use
art? Who has the right or takes the right to speak? Who has the power to legitimate action? Who
decides which concepts are the correct ones to use as reference points for our approaches to life

and art, for our decisions, viewpoints, and activities?

Which lenses should we wear?

Q)

Until now, contrasting opinions on art’s linkages with other social domains have often ce K&d
on the question “But is it Art?” Under this title, the American curator, writer, and acti %Nina
Felshin edited a collection of essays in the mid-1990s that focused on work by artisgsswho were
“with one foot in the art world and the other in the world of political activis Qcommunity
organizing.” In the US," this tendency “emerged in the mid-1970s, expanded?jn the 1980s, and
is reaching critical mass and becoming institutionalized in the 1990s.” .C‘Q@rtibutions by Patricia
C. Phillips, Richard Meyer, Jeff Kelly, and others discussed works byﬁéﬁtives and by individual
artists such as Group Material, Suzanne Lacy, Guerilla Girls, GratFury, and others. Common
to these collaborative works and ventures, as Nina Felshin o \Qed in her introduction, is their
innovative use of public space. They all address issues of socio-political and cultural significance

S
and encourage community- or public participation as a r&&ns of effecting social change. (1995: 9)

J
>

Exemplary of a viable cultural ctice that draws on elements of popular

The artists discussed are

and political culture, technology and mass communication, and, in the arts,
Conceptualism and postm& sm, from the 1960s to the present. Together, they
are creatively expanding’ait’s boundaries and audience and redefining the role of the
artist. In the proce ey seem to suggest that the proper answer to the question

posed by the i”m@fedt % But is it Art? is: “But does it matter?” (1995: 13)

Whereas “But i Qﬂrt?” is a question that continues to haunt much academic art discussion, the
standard a%{w by practitioners is “Who cares?” Obviously, such discourse on art does not offer

a practicesrelevant contribution to working reality. Numerous conferences and discussions over

@gﬂhapple, Karen & Jackson, Shannon. “Commentary: Arts, Neighborhoods, and Social Practices: Towards an
Qntegrated Epistemology of Community Arts.” in Journal of Planning Education and Research 29(4) (2010): 478-490.
“The role of the arts in civic imagining proceeded fitfully throughout the twentieth century, with leadership mostly
from Europe (e.g., the Bauhaus School of art and design).” Other histories can be outlined in response to further
cultural contexts. See also Hui, Desmond. Public Art Research. Final Report. Commissioned by the Hong Kong Arts
Development Council. (Hong Kong, 2013), Zheng, Bo. Discovering Socially Engaged Art in Contemporary China. (Hong

Kong: Future Learn, 2017). https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/socially-engaged-art, etc.
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the past few years have taught me that practitioners do want to talk about, reflect on, and share
their experience, know-how, and knowledge of their local engagements and active participation
in transformation processes. They are interested in best practices, in the advantages and
disadvantages of methodologies, and in tactics and strategies. It is not about what one should do,_
but about what works where, when, how, and why. Key questions include: “What can I learn {&
this particular working situation? Which approaches, based on which concepts worked o hich
failed? What remains to be solved?” Such questions concern art practitioners — who Q@y do not
look for dogmas, but instead for working tools. Practitioners are well aware thatthdories provide
insights, and therefore awareness, equip us with methodologies and tools. g%actitioners are

also aware that such frameworks and instruments always come with spec%%cuses and premises,

and therefore with limited reach. Reality is always far more complex any theory is capable

of addressing. Therefore, figuratively speaking, art practitioners gﬂég;?perience of knowing, both
intuitively and consciously, when to wear which lenses for whi Kasks. Conversations, interviews,
films, and case studies provide good insights into what ihspires artists to work reality.'” Such
materials elicit artists’ motivations, aims, beliefs, and %ﬁﬁaches — and thus provide ample and

rich sources for comparative discussions. -&

N

o
Arjun Appadurai, an Indianfborn»énerican social and cultural anthropologist, has undertaken

Hong Kong artscapes

a range of field studies on urbanzzies. He has been interested in symbolic and material life and
its fluidity through time ()\Qpace, including the de-spatialisation of identities. In his analyses,
he introduced the catx{ﬁ) tes of ethnoscapes, technoscapes, finanscapes, mediascapes, ideoscapes
to position soverei @ issociated from the nation state and to discuss it as transnational flows."
His work enable@'@ie to flesh out the various blurred boundaries between so-called contemporary
and traditi n@ért, the art market and community art, the wide array of participatory variations,
and the madequate frameworks for discussing ongoing change-processes in the arts, the intense
glo a@w of people, discourse, and means. All of this suggests the appropriateness of introducing
héotion of artscapes into the discussion on current art dynamics. This concept accounts for the

fdct that previously distinct art worlds, which have been theorized differently, are giving way to

q/ descriptions of glocal (see below) inter-dependencies and inter-relational exchanges.

Q\oo’&

12 See, for example, Lee (2014), VA! & Oil. Conference documentation: Dialogue! Publicly Engaged Art Practices.
2013. Available from http://dialogue.hk/en, Finkelpearl, Tom. What We Made. Conversations on Art and Social
Cooperation. (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2013). FOA-FLUX has been organizing several
practice-oriented symposia and discussion rounds, for example “Art/Community/Activism & Funding. Discussion
Round Hong Kong” (2014) in Hong Kong with Hong Kong Arts Centre and Connecting Space Hong Kong;
“ArteLife® Technology” (2015) in Bangalore/India with Srishti, Institute of Art, Design and Technology and
Swissnex; Action Art (2016) in Zurich/Switzerland with Zurich University of the Arts.

13 Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large. Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1996).
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During my frequent stays in Hong Kong in the last three years, I have gotten to know some of
its rich and vivid artscapes. Still, many facets of Hong Kong’s art and its underlying histories are
unknown to me. Engaging with various art groups and artists has proven highly productive when

considering the transformation processes ongoing in the arts.

Like other places, Hong Kong comprises various distinct artscapes— although individuals move

easily from one to the other. Hong Kong is known as one of the world’s most important art

marketplaces. According to artprice, it is «2&0

O

One of the world’s largest and most dynamic art marketplaces capable of attracting  « d

the best art from both Asia and the West. It is also a major outlet for in-vogue &%\

artists. Although an integral part of the People’s Republic of China, Hong Kong'@

branches of many highly prestigious European and North American gallet@ he

city also hosts one of the three editions of Art Basel, the world’s most selec@iye fair of

Western Contemporary art."* <

\&‘0

Hong Kong also hosts various art festivals, exhibitions, and fa@cdraditional, crafts-oriented
to experimental, performative, community-based, internat&\%. Its Art in Action scenes are
especially vibrant. Astonishingly, although parts of Arg @-’Action have become attractive for
the international art market and exhibition circus, I %e met several curators and critics in this
field, including those who have been based in Hgng Kong for years or are regular inhabitants,
who believe that these activities have yet t@%tablished. However, the contrary is the case:
The eventful nature of Art in Action,” it g‘ganrieties, its close linkages with Hong Kong’s unique
cultural and historical disposition proxides exemplary study cases for pondering the ongoing

the further development of art.

change-processes and their potentiglalong with how these might benefit glocal disposition and
@sheer amount of Art in Action activities in Hong Kong, the

artistic fervor, and the Corﬁbondences between — yet also the differences with— the rapidly
etts

expanding reach of suc@gi
N
-

14 https://.d@rice.com/artprice—reports/the—artfmarket—in—ZO16/general—marketfconsolidation.

worldwide has arrested my attention.'®

15 Artj%lake on different roles in social activism, where residents and advocates from various disciplinary groups

8@

ee also “Art as Social Interaction — Hong Kong / Taiwan Exchange” (2014) Exhibition. Curator: Wu Mali, Co-

gether because of political, environmental, and agricultural concerns.

curators: Chang Ching-Wen; Leung Mee-ping. Hong Kong Baptist University. “Sparkle! Can We Live (Together)”
(2014) Exhibition, guest curator Lee Chun-fung, Oi! Hong Kong. “International Conference: Art, Place-making
and Resilient Cities”. (2017) by Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University. “The Day After To Kwa
Wan” (2017) by Jockey Club “Blue House Studio” Cultural Heritage Education Program, Cattle Depot Artist
Village, Hong Kong.
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Art and real-life issues

Art can address real-life issues in many different ways. These include interventions, statements,
reflections, metaphors, visualizations, representations, participatory co-creation, collaboratiges
project development, gatherings, dialogical processes, and so on. Some projects migh @to
produce art that will later be displayed in galleries or museums, others focus on eff &g real
change in specific living conditions. In the latter, art practice is embedded in existify $ituations,
often invisible in traditional art terms because they are about bonding and hytiation, about
building a “more inclusive and empowering vision of the arts and co nity.” (Chapple/
Jackson, 2010: 480) Here the “social value of the arts” (2010: 481) tak.ek ntre stage, and thereby
overhauls prevailing perceptions of artists’ expertise and expands thej professional reach. “Artists
are often familiar with process-oriented and open-ended proc_e@%s. Often they are pragmatic
and practice-based, used to inclusive approaches to multiplép@}pectives, as well as flexible and
passionate when developing something they believe in is é,t ake. They are often used to wearing
various hats, to changing between the positions of li@ers, viewers, and producers. Therefore,
artists can draw on a wide range of competencigs "nging technical, practical, conceptual, and
entrepreneurial knowledge and skills into man(s;bcietal and scientific fields. Their impact should

be by no means be underestimated.” (Lé(r@@ol& 18)

In general, however, discussions wis@&?;rt about what Art in Action might achieve and for whom
are still too limited. This is b&j se art discourse still rests on criteria sets that are problematic
and fail to analyze cruc'%l'@’spects.17 Therefore, prevailing evaluation criteria need further
scrutiny. Below, I Wilt&dg

useful conceptual t{a‘@work for evaluating Art in Action activities endeavoring to enhance life
conditions. @Q

Interd dencies of local and global dynamics

<

uss how the Capability Approach, among others, might provide a

Wany Art in Action projects, situated at the interfaces of particular life contexts, address and

(W/Q react to the effects of global and local capitalistic dynamics. These ventures aim to strengthen

local dispositions and to create alternative behaviors and activities. Discussing these activities,
we should avoid contrasting the local and the global. This would be a too hasty a conclusion. Let
us instead gain substantial insight into such dynamics by using the concept of glocalization as a

means of analysis.

17 I have addressed the limitations of these criteria elsewhere; see Limmli, Dominique. “Art in Action. Make People

Think! Reflections on Current Developments” in Art. Zurich. 2014. Available from dominiquelaemmli/texts.
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Glocalization was introduced into sociology in the early 1990s by Roland Robertson. He was
convinced that comparing globalization and localization falls short of adequately describing their
interdependence and interaction. The concept of glocalization enabled him to examine the local

and the global as interrelated dynamics.

Originally, the concept of glocalization derives from Japanese: “dochakuka” translates as “global
localization” or “local globalization.” As such, it brings into focus local and global considerations.
This perspective has been used in the late 1980s to improve products of global ventures to fit
micro-markets better. To increase sales in specific regional markets, mass production was partiall

adjusted to suit local conditions. A “glocal” car, for example, is a universal vehicle. Distr.i d
worldwide, it features “local” adaptations that are designed to meet the needs of particula{‘g@cal"

markets. e
&

Focusing on the inter-relational dynamics of local and global factors is mog productive than

contrasting the global and the local. This realization made Robertson int'r?&lce the term “glocal”
to sociology and global studies to reflect on the ongoing shiftsﬁ%

al

the “local” should be seen as “an aspect of globalization” and@c , as constitutive of the global.
an

al cultural dynamics.

“«

Robertson emphasized that the “local” does not conflict with the ,” nor vice versa. Rather,

Therefore, Robertson suggests focusing on the simultaneit&sq mutual interpenetration of what
has traditionally been characterized as the global and@}e local. Glocalization, then, does not
necessarily assume a tension between globalization_and localization. On the contrary, Robertson
emphasizes that “globalization” always already Pa»@e{s in the production and inclusion of locality.
Developed in the early 1990s, Robertson’,concept of glocalization therefore brings into view
specifically the relation and the interpl%gtween macro- and micro-levels of social and cultural
processes. (Giulianotti/Roberson ZOO%J)Q

&

Individual and collective @actice
‘9

Q

This glocal perspeaé}\e also proves useful when addressing an assumption that is often made in

gallery and art et contexts: namely, that art embedded in local dynamics is less universal and
attains les ity than the art successfully established on the international art market."® One of
this mar key foundations is its exclusionary rating dynamics, which corresponds and supports

the management politics of supply and demand. Art embedded in local dynamics often does
oto

not match well. This contrariness often goes along with dichotomizing individual and socially

w the same presuppositions. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that these two artscapes do

engaged forms of art. Some colleagues practicing socially engaged art have told me (emphatically!)

that they have reached a stage in their professional life where they have consciously decided

18 See also Wang Nanming on “innerness” and art practice (2011: 258ff).

OQQO
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against producing individual work to work in real contexts, participatory settings, and with

dialogical means so as to bring about real change in everyday life.

This construction —of inherently opposed modes of artistic work (individual versgse
collaborative) — has always struck me as highly counter-intuitive. Thus, the claim of an i ‘@%le
clash between these two approaches to art practice needs further explanation. Wh es one
approach strive to determine the other? Why should individual and collaborative wo@ ntradict
each other? Such constructions are odd because these two different app es evidently
complement each other very well. Such binary oppositions often rest o g‘bidden, unverified
assumptions. These inform understandings of art that, if considered o.p@y, actually reveal their
limited scope. &Q}

g

S
Using the analytical concept of glocalization shows that th@ocalled global market and local art
activities are both highly embedded in transnational flow of exchanges. It also shows that they

are often practiced in respect to different value sets a@%jectives.
\

\Q
Hence, value judgments about relevance @ncdjquality have to be made in respect to these
references. Therefore, to assume that ar«&&edded in local dynamics attains less quality than art
on the international market is mos Yoh 00 hasty conclusion. Nevertheless, such preconceptions
are widespread and much-reitera not least because artists use them regularly to establish their
value in a professional contextften informed by harsh competitive relationships.
>

I am convinced that@gé should instead approach questions of quality and relevance through
detailed descriptigiys of who does what with, for whom, where, when, and how. Taking the
motivations, ingerests, and aims of such projects seriously highlights the inadequacy of existing
concepts oétt and calls for a thorough reconsideration of the principles and evaluation tools not

be derived directly from detailed context-based descriptions.

only E rg’lg but also determining current art discourses. The criteria selected to evaluate projects
S

S

q/Q [ find it highly refreshing that colleagues working in the Hong Kong context often do not seem to

Q\oo’&

&
N
QO

be burdened by the (constructed) oppositions between individual, collaborative, participatory, and
dialogical art practices. On the one hand, this might be due to the fact that some of the limiting
art historical narratives do not straitjacket artistic activity in Hong Kong as they do in many
academic European art contexts. On the other hand, Hong Kong’s exorbitant living costs place

artists under even greater financial pressure than elsewhere, making regular employment essential.
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Art is Changing

Let me reiterate the well-known, yet often widely neglected fact (with regards to its consequences)
that art practice and art discourses are context-bound, and therefore change over time. We
all know that a multitude of canons coexists—and yet many still remain largely oblivious to
everything outside their own canon. Why is this so? Does this denial spring from one of the most
common human reactions: fear? Perhaps. Yes, perhaps it is uncanny to see one’s long-standing,
much-cherished thoughts challenged by other canons, other relata. I consider multi-perspectivity,
that is, a comparative examination of various canons most helpful to bringing into clearer view th
qualities and relevance of the various art practices in evidence today. A firmly comparative o.u,t&l@k
will raise our awareness of our own thought contexts and their limitations. Multi-pers fvity
enhances our possibilities of finding solutions to both real and conceptual problems. _TQgtomplex
dynamics in art and life that we are currently witnessing offer us a rich arra@ rspectives,
descriptions, and normative claims. These await our comparative reflection < for a humane
practice and for a better world yet to be constructed. QJCO
S
The contextual nature of all art, and therefore its relativity ViS—ﬁQS societal dispositions and
processes, entails the truism that “one and the same notion ¢ \@es in meaning and preference as
you move on in time.”"’ Thus, both the discussion on the trans ormed meaning of “Contemporary
Art” and the use of this term in current debates on ar{?ﬂdicate how the shift towards a multi-
centered art world has influenced understandings of art
&
A

Whereas some believe that art needs to %urt," that is, disturb, stir, provoke, and somehow
(hopefully) revolutionize, we are witn&ssing an increasing tendency worldwide towards artists
“working reality” (Ldmmli 2014) b qxering inclusion and a sense of community. They aim to
connect people, to initiate an Qompany social movements to create awareness of existing
conditions, to activate citize@ﬂnd to enact possibilities for “better lives.” This shaping of reality
takes place without en?&\ normative and preconceived concepts imposed top-down. Rather,
better conditions aré\co ceived bottom-up, through step-by-step suggestions and negotiations.
Respect others, dgepte trust, formulate and transform needs: these principles are central to such
transformatiQQ rocesses. Meandering is another. The future is understood as being worked
on, and n \Qs a defined objective that can be targeted directly. As such, these projects value
compl {}ynamics and provide platforms for multi-vocality and visions nurtured through multi-

Ee@tlvity. Linked to these processes, art and its many facets have been discussed worldwide

19 Hans Belting: “It is difficult. World Art and Global Art. A New Challenge to Art History.” Salzburg International
Summer Academy of Fine Arts and AICA, 29.7.2011, http:www.youtube.com/watch?v=uLvFavurQBE (accessed
April 30, 2017).

20 See October 130 (2009) and Field Notes (2012).
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in terms of geographical regions and cultural dispositions (see, for example, Felshin 1995, Lacy
1995, Harding 2005, Kester 2011, Finkelpearl 2014, Huybrechts 2014, Lee 2014, Jay Koh 2015).
Evident today nevertheless are accelerated and increased dissemination and exchange between
various interest groups; locally anchored and globally related, these groups share their know-how,_
methods, and strategies. QSO

Hong Kong and its cultural trajectories QQO
«2»0
Hong Kong is a “unique local environment.” (Vigneron 2010: X) Its @mplex history and
various traditional influences inform the ongoing discussions, deconstu@gions, re-theorizations,
and the forging of communal and individual ideas of identity. Par?&&’ the current demographic
characteristics and tendencies is the increase in income 'i@quality and the decrease of
intergenerational upward mobility. Since the launch of th@( in 2003, the freedom of speech
in Hong Kong has fallen to its lowest rating in 2014.” 8ky-rocketing housing prices are among
the highest of the world’s financial hubs.zzThe.p ical controversy surrounding universal
suffrage, the one-country-two-systems principl \Q&' interferences by the mainland government
all influence the atmosphere in which artists aCd)intellectuals work. Against this background, as
Law Wing-sang stated in Collaborative (;@?Sf Power, (2009) stands an issue that is as pressing as
ever: the “growing interest in preservinﬁg ong Kong heritage and collective memory.” (2009: 4)
Questioning one’s views, position,{ﬁg’understanding oneself, as a Hong Kong person, remains a
central concern for local artists ahacademics alike.
>

Common among artis&and academics living in Hong Kong is also their high mobility, their
desire and ability #q establish connections with various thought contexts in different ways, and
their willingnes€s® function as bearers of Asian and European, American and Australian cultural
knowledge b{;éexperiences (African and South American influences are less visible). In “Like a

Postcol Culture: Hong Kong Re-imagined,” (2001) the cultural studies scholar John Nguyet
E%&t t this way:

Many writers and academics from Hong Kong like myself share a similar outline of a
trajectory thematized by dislocation, mobility, professionalization in the west, and a
chronic need to problematize our “local identity,” “belonging,” and “return.” Writing
as a de-localized but returning local, I very much have the themes of movement,

transition, and liminality in mind. (Erni 2001: 3)

21 According to the Hong Kong Quality Life Index (2014). http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/hkiaps/qol/sources/PR_
QOL_1314Aug_Eng.pdf.

22 http://www.forbes.com/sites/liyanchen/2014/10/08/beyond-the-ubrella-revolution-hong-kongs-struggle-with-
inequality-in-8-charts/#6691d77550b6.
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This unique and culturally versatile Hong Kong disposition adds to the complexity of Art
in Action in the Hong Kong context. Its blending of various concepts and practices, while
contributing to preserving and establishing Hong Kong’s cultural identities, again makes for
exemplary studies and proves that it is an excellent source of comparison with Art in Action

projects in other contexts.

Hong Kong has a high density of striking art activities that are closely interlinked with actual
life.”” They range from poetic expressions to urban farming, sharing economies, complaint choirs,
oral history, dialogical negotiation, enactment projects, FabLabs, and many others.”* Some of thes

activities aim to create awareness, agency, and identity-building in real-life contexts. Othe.r m
to raise awareness within contemporary art peer groups. Many projects are interested in }ting

real change in everyday life settings. Some pursue educational objectives, others _ag@imed at

. D
informed research. QQ
%,

There is a growing local movement that aims to re-establish a sense %%ng Kong’s
cultural distinctiveness and unique colonial identity in ordeTC‘b@sist increasing

influence from China. (Wu Ka-ming 2017: 201) 9

K
Concept-dominated or practice-led and practice—base@&‘ayproaches?25
&
Yy
The conventional approach to discussing Art in ion projects is often concept-dominated. A
particular theory or definition establishes t e%%@vpoint (or reference point) from which a given
activity is described. The main shortcomilé( this approach is its limited context-responsiveness.
Experience shows that embedded pr s work best if they are thoroughly context-sensitive.
Project descriptions should theref icit these particular qualities. Descriptions of participatory
art or community projects ofte]{&o not cover the practical key dynamics essential for the success
of — say —a sustainable pr ‘?t’ Aspects of bonding, multiplicity, diversity, hierarchy, respect,
(g)local connection a %en addressed merely on the surface, hence leaving unexplored how
interactivity, empm{fe\ment, and taking action in a particular context could actually happen or
instead be doom’ﬁ)&o fail.
X

23 Mostly t \Qprojects aim at—in Wu Ka-ming’s words, referring to the rural activists of Ma Shi Po— to “engage
citizer& ure media attention, and changed public opinions.” Wu Ka-ming. 2017:216.

24V, 4{\/IK rooftop farm, https://www.facebook.com/verymk/ (accessed April 30, 2017); Mango King

Q@gtilla farming, https://www.facebook.com/pg/communityfarmingproject/photos/?tab=album&album_
1d=539877076141587 [verified 30 April 2017]; HK Farm, http://www.hkfarm.org/us.html, (accessed April 30,
2017]; Complaints Choirs of Hong Kong, http://www.complaintschoir.org/hongkong/complaintschoir_about_
hongkong.html

25 Candy (2006): “There are two types of practice-related research: practice-based and practice-led: 1. If a creative
artefact is the basis of the contribution to knowledge, the research is practice-based. 2. If the research leads

primarily to new understandings about practice, it is practice-led.” (2006: 1)

&

%_O
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Projects working reality need to rely on practical solutions, which seldom concur with the tools
provided by pre-defined concepts and theories. Detailed accounts of particular projects are both
appreciated and essential: Especially in times of such major change as ours, which profoundly
affect our reference systems and problematize existing notions of art, and at a time when sharing,

best practices meets the interest of practitioners working in various geographical and demogg@n

contexts. &k-
&

In-depth or “thick descriptions,” so Norman K. Denzin, provide “deep dense oiled accounts
(...), these accounts often state the intentions (...) and meanings that orgagtize actions.” (2001:
98) Of course, as we are well aware, any description is always alreac.lk interpretation. Also,
placing ourselves inside the descriptive framework, is part of becom'ﬁg\Teﬂexive‘ (Drake [Heath,
2011: 43 ff.) At a time when collaboration and participation ar_eh%hly valued for their potential
to accompany the change processes actively fostered by L@ist art, economics, politics, the
sciences, development cooperation, spatial planning, so%garork, management studies, etc., we
need in-depth descriptions to ground interpretation,@ure reflection, and action. Most of all,
we need descriptions of artists who are connecti "\&)ple and working reality to initiate further
potentials and actions. The perhaps unpreced@ popularity and belief in art and creativity to
affect and foster well-being needs to be ¢ tualized within and interpreted from a perspective

firmly anchored in practice. This should(& be left to concept-dominated approaches alone.
xS

Such descriptions and discusseis)xyof how artists work reality might stimulate (re)thinking the
interactions of art, creativi d social capital. The latter “refers to the institutions, relationships,
and norms that shape Q&uality and quantity of a society’s social interactions.” The same author

also argues that “s i@:apital is not just the sum of the institutions which underpin a society — it

is the glue that ]@fs them together.” (Shardlow 2010:229)

&

Connegtig people
<

(A great deal has been published on participation.’ Still, comparatively little has been written

(W/Q about how bonding works in detail, nor about the various inter-relational problems that

Q\oo’&

&
N
QO

participation presents. There are so many different modes of participation, which ought to
be chosen in a context-sensitive manner — and not because one mode is more en vogue in a
particular art scene than another. Why do some participatory settings work in some contexts, and
not in others? About three years ago, when I became aware of Him Lo’s Hong Kong-based projects

(which he often co-runs with other artists, neighbors, social workers, etc.), I noticed his strong

26 See, for example, Bishop, Claire, ed. Participation. (Massachusetts and London: MIT Press and The Whitechapel
Art Gallery, 2006) and Huybrechts, Liesbeth, ed. Participation Is Risky. Approaches to Joint Creative Processes.
(Amsterdam: Valiz/Antennae Series, 2014).
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capacity, his perseverance, and patience for fostering conditions to make diverse people (neighbors,
artists, academics, children, etc.) exchange with each other, become aware of their potentials,
and grow interested in taking action. (Plates 4, 5) Throughout spring 2016, what followed was
an ongoing conversation, amounting to nine hours of interviews, many discussions, and practice-
based exchange on collaboration through collaborative painting sessions. During these exchanges
we explored in detail the questions and potentials of artists working reality with a particular focus

on how exactly people might be connected. *" (Plates 6, 7)

To quote from Activating Possibilities: “One of Him’s strengths is his sensitivity and respect for loc g&

needs. He immerses himself in given circumstances. He creates a relaxed environment facilit{(&*g
discussion among people irrespective of status, empowering them to share ideas and exp Xces,
and to come up with their own ideas through self-reflection. He instills confiden;&qdnd thus
empowers others to come up with their own ideas, and to act on them. [...] Hi ’@}kground in
cultural studies, his stringent and penetrating thinking, his awareness of the dy@ﬁcs in the field,
and his firmly practice-based approach allow him to draw and build on e@f&ing experiences of
working with people while avoiding merely applying concepts and thedsdtical designs to reality.
Instead, his work is dedicated to integrating and developing harc@ﬂ -fast strategies for local,
community-based projects. Being an artist, and keen to exp R experience and to hone his
skills, each of Him’s projects also functions as an experimenta¥ field for trying out and enlarging
the potentials of art as a tool capable of shaping a bette ’@ﬂd Embedded in its surroundings, an
important part of Him’s work is his ability to recognﬁe'possibilities, to encourage others, and to

. . . . 28
make people embrace potentials commensurate wiglftheir own needs and wishes.”

Qgékx
&

The orientation towards well-being’and agency, and the contextual anchoring of such projects as

described above, lead me to‘fsider the capability approach (CA)— among other approaches —

Well-being and agency

as a useful tool for evaj?ed Art in Action. CA is a framework that was first introduced within
economic and devel(me nt studies by Amartya Sen in 1979% and then further developed by the
philosopher Mar@x\lussbaum and others. CA has since been read through various “disciplinary
lens[es].” (R g{n, 2003: 3) “Thus, whenever someone discusses, scrutinizes or evaluates the
capability @pproach, it could help to ask from which perspectives she works, and what she hopes to
find inﬂﬁ}capability approach.” (Robeyn 2003: 3)

R

See also Him Lo’s Mind Maps.

28 Him Lo and Dominique Limmli. “A Better Life.” (2016) Forthcoming in Him Lo and Dominique Limmli.
Activating Possibilities - Connecting People. Art and Social Transformations (Zurich: FOA-FLUX, 2017).

29 Sen, Amartya (1979): “Equality of What? The Tanner Lecture on Human Values,” delivered at Stanford
University, May 22, 1979.
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Plates 6 and 7

i : L
5 alleries

oty (9 w Him Lo, Mind Maps

3 h\"(:‘sk‘ (Details; 2016). Photo

Dhat we nada thivk
and mod ified.

courtesy of Him Lo.

tal, communicalion

e

\mﬁ"!?’*& 51m-'1h’i Q

I believe that the capability approach (CA) provides a useful thoughtscapé‘gq{d evaluation tool
for addressing the contribution of some Art in Action projects because ig@)vides a framework for
substantially discussing the envisaged outcomes of such projects. A 1@erm goal of such analyses
could be to arrive at a clearer understanding of how art contrilfites to agency and well-being.
Thus, this paper involves a modest attempt to introduce thisﬁg;godology to the art discourse and
to delineate its central aspects. &\,G‘,'s
Yy

Does the capability approach provide us with,t@qfools needed to outline the contributions of
artists working reality to real-life change o%kes? Does it enable us to gain insights into art’s
activating qualities, its ability to make th@)public happen, and thereby to contribute to human
development and well-being? Can art \Ctice and artistic thinking function as means of initiating
change-processes directed towarddyincreased well-being, of activating possibilities, so as to

contribute to human developn%a"gx‘and well-being?

X

The need for alterpativé frameworks is indisputable. I have outlined several aspects above.
Furthermore, th %port Understanding the Value of Arts & Culture, published last spring by the
British Arts qv}umanities Research Council® clearly showed the need to rethink the terms
of Cultufa ue and its underlying criteria: specifically, we need to look beyond individual
produc a@}f nd effect and provide accounts of relational and collective changes. In their chapter
on %\ods and Approaches, the authors of the above report propose extending analyses of art
@ﬁlture projects by applying ethnographic, arts-based, and network analysis approaches. Here,
I would like to add a further approach: the capability approach.

30 The British Arts & Humanities Research Council, Understanding the Value of Arts & Culture (2016), which also
goes under the title The AHRC Cultural Value Project, eds. Geoffrey Crossick and Patrycja Kaszynska. http://www.

ahrc.ac.uk/documents/publications/cultural-value-project-final-report/.



Plate 8

Logo for Mr. Lung’s
Woodworkshop designed
by Yung Yan (2014).

Artists Working Reality: Towards the Capability Approach, a Means of Evaluating Art in Action

When researching the motivations underlying the activities of artists working reality, we often find
that their main goal is to activate agency so as to create conditions that bring about well-being.
Below I discuss one relevant case: Him Lo and Ching Chun Warehouse.

The capability approach was originally devised to study development beyond income ?é%cs
a;}:

(GDP) or utilitarian cost-benefit calculations. It suggests valuing development uman
development. Moreover, it takes into account of what is seen as constitutive of wel g varies
and relates to particular contexts. «2\

Ching Chun Warehouse and Mr. Lung’s Woodworkshop’' @

&
In the following, I briefly consider how two interrelated pro?is—Mr. Lung’s Woodworkshop

enhance well-being.

(Plate 8) and the Ching Chun Warehouse — are relevant t

I wish to rai areness of the complexity and waves of rolling planning that proved to be

essential fd;\’he outcome of this Art in Action project; I also want to reveal the dynamics among

artist %rbs’igners, and crafts experts; and I explore how participant status is fluid and involves
(i\ %uals gradually shifting into different participatory roles.

D

(»Q Initiated by Him Lo, Mr. Lung’s wood workshop and Ching Chun Warehouse emerged from a

\Q bottom-up strategy and from gradual project development. Although slightly vague at the outset,

»&N this strategy allowed individual dispositions and needs to surface over time. Gradually building on

Qﬁ this awareness, and slowly initiating possibilities for action, this approach had a long-lasting effect,

Qo increasing agency and initiating a spiral of participation. The fact that these projects have grown

organically over several years (i.e., slowly!) is key to their sustainability.
31 Ching Chun Warehouse and Mr. Lung’s Wood Workshop were established in 2014 and ran till May 2017. In June

2017 the initiatives transformed into shops providing and promoting local goods. The knowhow gained in these

projects will inform a further project which is in its starting phase.
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According to Him Lo, the basic idea behind both initiatives was to seed alternative modes
of self-responsible agency in relation to current capitalism. Through hands-on experiences of
traditional technology and techniques, and through the accompanying narratives of gentrification,
both ventures contributed to activating self-responsible identity-building through shared and
active identity-building. Both initiatives employ creativity, craftsmanship, art practice, and
artistic thinking to initiate processes of change endeavoring to enhance well-being, to activate

possibilities, and to develop capabilities.

Both ventures drew on Him Lo’s encounters with the wood craftsman Mr. Lung during his time a g&

director of the Hong Kong House of Stories. (Plate 9) Both projects have been undertaken jqinkly
with the product designer Yung Yan and are now run with other team members. Both are @ated
in Two Kwa Wan on the Kowloon side of Hong Kong (changing their localities from,qg@ to time

for financial and spatial reasons).

knowledge- and awareness-raisin the Hong Kong, this is a common strategy in Art in Action
and social activism.”? Remarkabily, especially in the context of Hong Kong’s exorbitant rents, both
projects are to a large exter&lf—funded, mainly through workshop fees.

S

A better life Q
X

Him Lo'sx@tivation to initiate such projects includes his vision of a better life. Importantly,
he le this vision highly underdetermined, thus allowing it to be shaped by particular group

@@ ics and by contextual requirements. Its contents and concreteness emerge over time,

32 See Wu Ka-ming on Ma Shi Po farm’s workshop: “The Ma Shi Po farmer’s market and the workshop strategy
similarly fit into the global middle-class demand for “cultural consumption,” in which the consumption of natural
products or organic food is now attached with new ethics and values of social responsibility and green lifestyle.”

2017:194; Critique of cultural and ethical consumption, see 2017:195.

Plate 9
Mr. Lung (left) and Him
Lo (right). Photographer

unknown.
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through ongoing exchange and co-working. This approach constitutes the projects’ contents, aims,
visions, and structures on a step-by-step basis and based on specific contextual needs, demands,

and inter-relational dynamics.

Hong Kong, as mentioned above, is one of the world’s leading financial centers. It is char @‘935
by economic freedom, low taxation, and sky-rocketing property prices. It had been unden British
rule for about 150 years. And, since 1997, it has been a Special Administrative Re @ f China.
It is guided by the “one country, two systems” principle and by efforts to ish national
Chineseness. The global trend towards new extremes between rich and poorls also part of Hong
Kong’s reality. It is therefore barely astonishing that alternative behay' and identity-building
within capitalism are important issues for local artists, practitioners, a@\academics.
g
S
Mr. Lung’s wood workshops or the sewing activities at Chi@un Warehouse provide workshop
participants (including us!) with hands-on training and with an opportunity to learn more about
Hong Kong’s cultural history (explanations are .p@@%ed by local instructors, some of them
elderly). Skill-training also raises awareness of aterial resources have changed and how they
have been directly affected by gentrification g&si’s, etc. As Him Lo observes, the idea behind
Ching Chun Warehouse is to seed alter \@e modes of self-related agency in relation to current
capitalism and to foster identity—buildin%.
&

Impermanence is an inherengaspect of these projects throughout all their phases. This works
because those involved hay %scovered a common interest and have decided to invest energy and
passion, money and tié@ into developing something together. The projects have evolved through
processual waves of yolling planning, definition and adaptation— from content to action, from
criteria to goa nd most crucially, artist Him Lo merged what can be called anthropological
studies wit 'fgion Research to develop an idea that was subsequently seeded in conversations
and eit?’discarded or further developed by changing teams. Similar art-related start-ups are

o

éepitalism that are aimed at strengthening local dispositions.

in Hong Kong and throughout the world. Often, they are conscious reactions to global

Context responsiveness and rolling planning

The project histories briefly introduced above suggest that if we are aiming to bring about
empowerment and agency through creative strategies and Art in Action devised to initiate
processes of change, and if we want to establish activities not only anchored in, but ultimately also
sustained by local communities, experience shows that starting such projects on vague grounds is a

key success factor.
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The actual outcome, that is, t rrent state of Mr. Lung’s wood workshop and Ching Chun
Warehouse, has developed a&been accomplished through mutual Endeavor. Artist Him Lo

may have had such an%t@ ise in mind, similar to many other outcomes that he has imagined.

Crucially, however,&)n of these potentials could come to fruition by Him Lo directing those
involved to pursués pre-defined goal. Instead, it hinged on his sensitivity and responsiveness.
In sum, the ke%ngredients were: spending time together, bonding, moving close enough to
understa.n;g\a? needs, frustrations, and hopes guiding each and every one. Such a procedure always

nd, that a project will not gather momentum, that agency and participation fail to

risks a$
maté&rjabize. Obviously, funding criteria and best practices for sustainable projects also need to

@gcide.

For such projects to happen, it is crucial that we do not define key criteria (strategy development,
forms of involvement, evaluation criteria, and outcome with people) in advance, but allow these to

develop gradually. Ideally, these steps will be embedded in informal, everyday communication. As

Plates 10 and 11

Mr. Lung’s Woodworkshop.
Photo courtesy of Him Lo.
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Him Lo points out, at first sight, loose and informal communication might not seem as productive
as a condensed and focused one-hour meeting. But in the long run, informal communication
proves far more sustainable. It instills trust. It involves ongoing evaluation that includes everyone
involved. It nurtures a shared field for exchanging ideas and engaging in joint actions. It functions
as an ongoing evaluation process. Crucially, it is not top-down or hierarchical, but considers

mutual respect as key. As such, it makes for a profoundly reciprocal process.

&
o)

Live the life you have reason to value «2&0
&

In the above projects, activating agency results in building capacities. This was one @qe
envisaged goals of these Art in Action projects, however underdetermined their cont &t? The
capability approach is multi-dimensional and hence allows us to focus on people and o@ontextual

specificities. QQ

%@

To conclude, let me outline some central aspects of the capability appro@%ased on the writings
of its main proponents: Amartya Sen (2002), Martha Nussbaum (2@ Ingrid Robeyns (2011),
and David Schlosberg (2012). \QQJ
S

Amartya Sen, building on empirical studies, concluded @Pa mere focus on opulence (income,
commodity command) and utility (happiness, desire?a}filment) is not enough to constitute or
represent well-being and deprivation. In contrast, capability approach according to Sen focuses
on human function(ing)s and the capability d&&iieving valuable function(ing)s. To evaluate how
well off people are, he proposes focusing orG%aluating people’s capability to live the life they have

reason to value. &
)

XV
Functionings in CA termirp&‘{ogy are achievements, the beings and doings. The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosoph Q‘%ts entry on CA, lists the following states of human beings: “being
well-nourished, beinﬁ\ﬁernourished, being housed in a pleasantly warm but not excessively hot
house, being eduggted, being illiterate, being part of a supportive social network, being part of a
criminal netwo(rb and being depressed.” The doings, the activities a person can undertake are:
“travelling\@,}fng for a child, voting in an election, taking part in a debate, taking drugs, killing
animali,‘@h g animals, consuming lots of fuel in order to heat one’s house, and donating money
B 933

to cl@rity.

P

Capability refers to the set of such achievements to which a person has effective access to. “Thus,

a person’s capability represents the effective freedom of an individual to choose between different

33 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/capability-approach/.
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functioning combinations— between different kinds of life— that she has reason to value.”**

Capability therefore concerns the freedoms or opportunities to achieve functionings. To be able
to do something or be someone, based on one’s values and one’s freedom to choose. For example,
“travelling is a functioning, the real opportunity to travel is the corresponding capability.” 35.
Another example of a functioning is “having enough food.” The possibility to choose whe 1@9@

want to eat or whether [ refuse to eat may be part of a political protest or part of my go‘s&@o lose

weight. QO
&

So, in sum, functionings are achievements whereas capabilities are “fé&doms or valuable
opportunities from which one can choose.” The capability approach the,k re focuses not only on
distributive ideals “but instead on the range of capacities necessary f{@eople to develop free and
productive lives they design for themselves”. (Schlosberg: 2012: 4@@

N
NN
&
. &
In times like ours, when collaboration and pa@ation are highly valued for their potential to

accompany change processes actively foster@ y activist art, economics, politics, the sciences,

Outlook

development cooperation, spatial plan y social work, management studies, etc., we need in-
depth descriptions to ground inter{‘ust,ation, future reflection, and action. These descriptions
of how artists work reality mig 5o provide a better idea of how various professional groups
address and bring into play chgnge processes. For example, the work done by artists in community
contexts is often viewed #s’a kind of social work. But at the same time, I have also heard time and
again that artists go aé@ut things quite differently —despite using the same artistic strategies as
social workers. Hom can professional groups combine their practical and conceptual know-how
for the better! oW to interrelate multiple interests in a way that honors each contribution and

improves t{&%abilities of everyone involved?
Qe

pe is that practice-led reflection of the experiences and knowledge gained in the field by i)

(\b\orking with the capability approach to evaluate the outcome of such projects and the involved

Q processes, by ii) being aware of the various flows informing art- and communityscapes, and by

iii) taking into consideration glocal interrelations and fields of tension will further our thought
context for discussing cultural value and its underlying criteria. What we see and make seen is

what we make matter!

34 “Sen’s Capability Approach.” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. A Peer-Reviewed Academic Resource. http://

www.iep.utm.edu/sen-cap/.
35 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/capability-approach/.
36 Ditto.
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