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On Representational Production in 
Social Practice 
 

I want to use this time to make a very specific comparison between the ways in 
which representations are produced in visual art social practices and in mutual 
aid organising, to open up a discussion around it. 

 

Both of these things are part of my life, roughly speaking. I don’t think of 
myself as having a social practice, but I’d understand if some people did, if 
they came across my work in some of the contexts that it appears in. So, ‘social 
practice’ – and all of its many variations – is always a term that I have to be 
aware of and sometimes contend with. 

 

With regards mutual aid organising, this is part of my life more 
straightforwardly, as I’ve been involved with just such a group for the past 
couple of years now. (And if this term is unfamiliar, as it was to me two years 
ago: all will be explained. But for now, I understand it to mean pretty much the 
same thing the term ‘affinity group’, if that helps.) 

 

It’s worth acknowledging that it may seem odd to hold these two things up 
against each other in any way at all. They are so dissimilar – politically, 
institutionally, socioeconomically - and the terms ‘mutual aid’ and ‘social 
practice’ describe such a broad range of practices and traditions that reducing 
them or generalising them to a degree that’s required to draw any comparison 
at all might mean doing so to the point of meaninglessness. 

 

I’m going to try to avoid this by using single examples that I’ll take to be 
paradigmatic of the representational production of each, just for the purposes of 
comparison. So if I show you these examples and you don’t recognise them as 
‘paradigmatic’: that’s fine. The point is what the comparison throws up. 

 

(As a footnote, if this term I’m using – ‘representational production’ – sounds 
odd, then hopefully it’ll become clear what I mean in the course of this talk. 
For now: I prefer it to just ‘representations’ because I’m keen to stress they’re 
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objects with their own ‘biography’, if you like. So for the time being: it’s 
roughly equivalent to saying ‘documentation’, but much more expansive than 
just things that end up in state archives or evaluation reports, etcetera.) 

 

So, the placeholder for ‘the representational production of social practice’ will 
be this photograph from Tania Bruguera’s project Immigrant Movement 
International, which you can find in lots of places on the internet, in articles 
and reports about this project, and about ‘social practice’ more generally. 

 

 

 

 

 

For mutual aid, I’ll use a description of the group that I’m involved with that 
I’ve part-fictionalised, by which I mean, it describes the group well enough for 
this talk to work, but not enough for it be deduced from the talk which group it 
is, or how it can be found. That’s not supposed to sound conspiratorial – the 
reasons are far more down to earth, as I’ll explain. 

 

The group meets regularly. Anyone – and by that I mean, anyone at all, though 
people almost always come through word of mouth – can come along and talk 
about problems they’re having with the benefits system. Other people come 
who’ve been involved with the group for some time. The purpose for everyone 
is to work out how to resolve the specific problems that are raised at the 
meeting. 
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The meetings are always structured but the roles required for that structure 
rotate: there’ll be a facilitator, but at the next meeting somebody else will do it. 

 

The group is autonomous, in the sense that, when people put their heads 
together to think about how to resolve problems, the only resources at their 
disposal are their own skills, their own time and their own labour. Sometimes, 
solutions might have some public visibility – a stunt or protest to get the 
attention of the local press or the right crowd at the right time, in order to 
challenge a government body or private company that’s culpable, for instance. 
Other times, the solutions have no public visibility. It might just be some hard-
to-find information that’s needed. But given that everyone in the group came 
with a problem of their own at some point in the past, and stayed to work it 
through to a solution, often over months or even years – that information is 
usually to hand around the table. 

 

The group – and, to my understanding, most groups like it – don’t have contact 
with the media and generally resist representational production altogether. 

 

For one, it’s usually necessary for people to introduce very personal 
information, so they need to know that it’s a ‘safe space’ where people will be 
supportive and where’s there’s very strict confidentiality. 

 

Also, the solutions to people’s problems might get them and others into 
trouble. There may be planned actions, or confrontation of some other kind. If 
nothing else, that tends to require a degree of discretion for those actions to be 
successful. 

 

But most of the time, the reason the group doesn’t engage with the media, and 
resists representational production more generally, are more nuanced. 

 

It would never be articulated this way, but there’s a very strong awareness that 
documentation is subject to (what we might call) dominant modes of 
signification. Put simply, right now, representations of anyone in receipt of 
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almost any kind of payments from the State are likely to be ‘read’ extremely 
unsympathetically, at least in popular media. 

 

So, as a consequence, my experience is that groups like this are usually 
invisible in accounts of activist landscapes. I’ve been to a lot of conferences 
where people have said “what we need is something like this…” and then 
describe almost exactly the group I’m involved with, but then say “but it’s such 
a shame there isn’t much like this out there”. 

 

Another footnote, briefly. I don’t want to idealise the group, or even this form 
of organising, more generally. Yes: a lot of people come along and become 
politicised and politically active like never before, and find power in collective 
strength. And that’s why the group continues, that’s the mechanism by 
which it reproduces its autonomy. But many other people come along 
because they have a problem they want to be rid of, find a group of strangers 
that seem – for whatever reason – willing to help, make demands of those 
strangers for as long as they’re useful, and then are never seen again. 

 

Fair enough, you might say. But in any case, what’s this got to do with visual 
art social practice. 

 

The representation production here is pretty much the diametrical opposite of 
mutual aid organising. For instance, you can find entire databases on the 
internet of social practices, and these databases comprise images and video, 
just as much as they do text. Most just matter-of-factly illustrate what went on 
in each project. 

 

The point that concerns me about this is one that came up before, of dominant 
modes of signification. The reason I chose this photo is that it struck me, when 
I first saw it, how I couldn’t help but read it as re-inscribing social hierarchies: 
of class, race, gender, etcetera. I look at this photo and understand it to be 
evidence that something transformative has taken place. These people came 
together and became less disempowered through this project. That’s what the 
project enabled. That’s what it achieved. That’s what I understand the reason 
this photo has been shown to me to be. 

 



	 5 

But there’s a problem that’s more foundational, as well, that concerns the 
politics of archiving, which has been so prevalent in visual art in recent years. 
This discussion extends not only to what is admissible as ‘archival’, as 
documentation, but also what is admissible as ‘permanence’. 

 

So, applying this to objects like the Bruguera image, it makes me wonder if 
there’s a continuing, and very significant, skeuomorphism with representations 
of artists working in so-called social contexts. (‘Skeuomorphism’ being “the 
practice of incorporating obsolete elements into something, even though they 
no longer serve any functional purpose”. Think of early cars that look like 
horseless carriages, etcetera.) 

 

To explain that: I could encounter representations of this project in ways vastly 
different to this photograph. In fact, it’s easy to do so. On the project’s own 
website there’s a Google calendar full of upcoming events – community 
classes, music practice, etcetera. You can click on any event and the details 
come up. They’re invariably scant: ‘Patrick’, for instance; just the name of the 
person organising the class. To my mind, these are far more appropriate 
and far, far more interesting modes of representational production of this 
project than this photo, in every way – politically, aesthetically, etcetera. 

 

I can click on Patrick’s name and send him an email: “I want to do something 
like this – how’d you make it work?” But we generally don’t have a project 
like this represented to us as something we could emulate or to practically learn 
from. Hence the skeuomorphism: I’m not sure how different this image is in 
function from a photo of a piece of post-war public art sculpture in a town 
centre somewhere, with contemplative shoppers looking on. 

 

But there’s something else that I think is more important around that question 
of what is intelligible or admissible as ‘permanence’. 

 

Earlier I described the thing that sustains the group I’m involved with: people 
come along, find power – and friendship – in collective strength, and so they 
stick around. Again, I don’t want to idealise my experiences of the group. 
There are times when it would barely continue if it weren’t for just two or three 
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people. Equally, I don’t want to suggest that nothing like this happens in 
groups or projects that get called ‘social practice’. 

 

The point is, there’s a really fundamental issue here of ‘not just 
unthinkingly reproducing the forms you would seek to contest’, 
specifically regards habitual conceptions of ‘permanence’. The kind of social 
practice I’ve alluded to here presupposes mass culture, by which I mean: 
projects are constructed with the understanding that most people who come 
across them will only come across representations of them. Some do this very 
reflexively and very well; some do it extraordinarily badly. The kind of mutual 
aid group that I’m involved with doesn’t presuppose mass culture. If you come 
across it at all, it’ll almost certainly be the stuff of it; the meetings, the dialogue, 
the relationships. You could go away from a meeting and start an entirely new 
group, in an entirely different place, with entirely different people. 

 

The form of ‘permanence’ at stake is entirely different, and I think it’s worth 
giving a lot more thought to what the implications are for the representational 
production of art practices working in ‘social’ contexts, and everything 
surrounding it. I’m not suggesting that all such work should aspire to an 
‘escape velocity’ that will give it an indefinite longevity and a complete 
institutional autonomy, nor that images of people involved with the project are 
necessarily the ruin of it. But I think these issues should, for instance, have a 
place in the many discussions we have about ‘perpetual capture’, because that 
term could apply to what I’ve been talking about. So perhaps we can broaden 
this out in the discussion. And equally, if anyone has any thoughts on the 
‘invisibility’ of mutual aid groups, one way or the other, I’d be very interested 
to hear them. 

 

 

Jonathan Hoskins 
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