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I lost my full-time job on December 16th, 2010 and as of
November 18, 2011, I have been unemployed for almost
one year. My household income dropped substantially and
quickly. During this difficult time, in order to continue to
work as a socially engaged creative person, I decided that I
needed to redirect and expand my notion of where and how
cultural production happens, and by this I mean that I have

a “post-studio practice”.

With this in mind, I created the creative concept for the
Social Practices Art Network (SPAN), out of a need to
increase the capacity and range of my own social network.
With less income and resources, I quickly had to figure

out how to remain connected to an international creative
community in order to remain visible and active in my field
as an artist. Therefore, the action of doing this became my
actual artistic “work”.
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Something
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Than

Just
Survival

Janet Owen Driggs & Jules Rochielle
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The occupations that are currently happening in more than
two thousand communities worldwide, embody, above all,
the desire for change[1]. Not I think, or not only, change
for its own sake in that avant-garde fashion that decreed:
“the mother must die so that the child may live’[2]. But
rather change that stretches for the non-hierarchical, non-
authoritarian plane of “horizontalidad”, or perhaps for the
kind of third space described by Gloria Anzaldda:

“At some point...we will have to leave the opposite
bank, the split between the two mortal combatants
somehow healed so that we are on both shores at once and,
at once, see through serpent and eagle eyes”[3].

Is this an optimistic interpretation of a young movement
that will almost inevitably succumb to recuperation,
ridicule, violence, or any other of the strategies that sustain
the dynamics of hierarchy? Possibly. But at the very least
the slogan “we are the 99%”, suggests that something other
than divisive old politics-as-usual is in play in the US.
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Broodwork is the cross-disciplinary art and design project founded
by Iris Anna Regn and Rebecca Niederlander that names the
previously unspoken community of practitioners whose work realised
an unexpected perspectival shift after becoming parents.
(www.broodwork.com)

Panoply Performance Lab (PPL) is a performance collective formed
in 2006 by librettist/director/video artist Esther Neff and composer/
musician/sound artist Brian McCorkle. PPLs hyper-structural
performance art projects are developed in collaboration with
individuals from many different walks of life, through community
workshops, interviews, and other engaged practices. They often
examine complex systems and trace epistemic, emotional, and socio-
political viewpoints held by individuals and groups.
(www.panoplylab.org)

Gaengeviertel Hamburg is a conglomerate of galleries and other
projects located in former derelict buildings in central Hamburg.
Issues explored by the Gingeviertel collective include: urban change,
gentrification, and the commodification of art and space. The project
has been considered a breakthrough in the struggle for more urban art
space in Hamburg by both the media, and the communities its work
touches. Its future, and the precedent it sets, is widely discussed across
the art scene and the wider public context.
(www.das-gaengeviertel.info)
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Money masks the reality of our mutual dependence one
upon another. But when — as happened prior to the
emergence of horizontalidad in Argentina — economies

are in collapse, the mask thins. “Reduced resources. ..

give rise to increased sensitivity to the social context,
greater interpersonal engagement, and enhanced empathic
accuracy” psychologists assert [5]. In the context of poverty,
in other words, empathy, collectivity, and pro-social
behaviours become tools for mutual survival.

With food price volatility worldwide doubling during

the period 2006-2010[6], 17% of North Americans now
enrolled in government anti-poverty programs, and the
European Union on the brink of implosion, it can be

no coincidence that poverty management strategies are
becoming central to the “new” relational cultural matrix [7].
Time banks, barter systems, sharing, making and growing,
teaching circles; these were common non-art practices in
my British grandparent’s era of poverty and war, and they
have never stopped being common in working class and
low-income communities. As effective tools for human
survival, how much more important are they now, in the

context of potential environmental collapse?
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Appendix

The following “Listening Stations” have been established in

the following Hub Locations. (SPAN) and each of the groups
below have agreed to conduct “Listening Sessions” with
(SPAN) to create an archive or record of their practice. The
(SPAN) archive continues to grow through this process because
each “Listening Station” because a hub for a range of artistic
practices or artistic engagements.

El Puente Lab is a platform for artistic and cultural production,
active in Medellin, Colombia, which aims to develop cultural projects
on a local level, building bridges of communication with artists

and experts through a strategy of international co-operation. The
projects developed by El Puente Lab meet the specific needs of the
social context where they are carried out, using artistic creativity as a
tool of activation of cultural projects that initiate, facilitate and / or
accompany processes of education, communication and urban and
social transformation.

(www.elpuentelab.org)

Elsewhere is a living museum set inside a former thrift store. The
three story building, housing one woman’s 58 year collection of thrift
and surplus, has become a living installation curated by hundreds

of contributors over a 9 year period. Today, Elsewhere is a space

to investigate creative collaboration, through the living museum,
community events, international residency program, and educational
initiatives.

(www.elsewhereelsewhere.org)
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Regardless of a specific social practice project’s political
intent or the capacity of the occupations to withstand
repression and recuperation, both phenomena are engaging
alternatives to normative modes of discourse. By organising
and relating in ways that privilege interdependence and
human need, they break away from the hierarchical,
individualistic world of “mortal combatants” that Anzaldua
describes. If not actually “prefiguring the social relationships
by which the future will be shaped”, then at the very least
they are composing and performing, in the present, the
manners and mores that may enable us something more

than survival in the resource scarce future [9].
For Gloria Anzaldda:

“Bridges are...primal symbols of shifting
consciousness...conduits, and connectors that
connote transitioning, crossing borders, and changing
perspectives.”[10]
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The process put forward by (SPAN) is a Social Practice;
incorporating diverse media art strategies and interventions,
it is a form of social sculpture that makes use of interactive
media and art/life performance. By using a model of “co-
creation” between myself and others, it becomes a critical
intervention into an existing social system that can catalyse
a larger social exchange. The primary practice or enactment
of (SPAN) happens through the activation of “Listening
Stations” and “Listening Sessions”.

A Listening Station is a digital community archive. These
represent various collaborations or conversations held

with individual artists or groups. Listening Stations are
located online and sometimes are exhibited as an archive of
interviews and conversations.

Listening Sessions are a method of collecting information
about various socially engaged artists, art collectives and
other types of socially engaged thinkers — these tune into
the voice of an international network comprised of these

people.

“This network”, writes Rochielle, “is a performance
of connecting things that may not be connected and
visualising things that can be connected”. An example
of the digital in support of the physical, SPAN facilitates
relationship networks that operate in and through two
kinds of space, the virtual and the real. I learn about your
action and venture out to join you. We plan a project that
happens on the ground. We come together, close enough to
smell the bodies.

Janet Owen Driggs



