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Unravelling Human Situatedness Through Art

Abstract

An investigation of the relationship between societal development and the hu-
man body, as this special issue on ‘flow beyond systems’ sets out to do, should 
acknowledge that humans are situated beings  This is to say that, as a conse-
quence of their embodiment, people are inseparable from the world around 
them  Human phenomena, therefore, cannot be fully explained without tak-
ing the dynamic interaction between human bodies and their environments 
into account  In terms of societal development, this means that the dynamic 
interaction between people and their environments plays a causal role in such 
developments  Such is a causality that can be attributed neither to a social 
structure nor to the individuals that act within it  Rather than aiming for spe-
cific conclusions regarding the behaviour of individuals or the structure in 
which they are organised, a situated view on the question of societal develop-
ment shifts focus to understanding the dynamic interaction between individu-
als and their surroundings and how this interaction is determined and shaped 
by complex factors such as language, culture and knowledge (Elder-Vas, 2010)  
In other words, we need to unravel human situatedness to understand how 
societal change works and, ultimately, to advance society  In this article, I will 
propose art as a strategy to do so  As I will explain in what follows, however, 
art can only be productive in its contribution to understanding human situ-
atedness under two conditions: 1 ) that artists make effective use of their own 
situatedness and 2 ) that their audiences are also regarded as situated beings 

1 Situatedness as Subject of Art

The notion of situatedness is arguably best developed within the study of 
the mind, where it is defined as the “theoretical position that posits that the 
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mind is ontologically and functionally intertwined within environmental, 
social, and cultural factors” (Costello, 2014, p  1757)  In other words, a situ-
ated view on questions regarding what the human mind is and how it works 
would consider the dynamic interaction between mind and environmental, 
social, or cultural factors to be part of the answer  Let me illustrate the kind 
of insights that such situated views may bring on the basis of a concrete ex-
ample from the study of animal cognition  Ants have often been attributed 
high-level cognitive capacities by biologists that observed their impressive 
navigational skills in nature, such as the ability to plan routes and to form 
mental maps of their surroundings  Situated approaches to explaining these 
skills in ants, however, brought radically different explanations for their 
complex navigational behaviour: If one takes the interaction that ants have 
with their surroundings into account, then a small set of behavioural rules 
on how to interact with the chemical trails that ants produce suffices to per-
fectly model their navigation skills (see, e g , Arkin, 1998)  In other words, 
the mere inclusion of the insect-environment interaction into the explana-
tion for their skills brought to light that ants’ navigational skills do not re-
quire high-level cognitive capacities at all, just a mere set of apt hardwired 
direct responses to their environment 

In various other disciplines, the notion is often used slightly more loosely 
and emphasises the causality of the relationship between humans and their 
physical, social, and cultural environments (Smith, 1999), which is to say that 
the dynamic interaction between human and surrounding factors may ex-
plain the phenomenon under study rather than either one of them alone  In 
investigations that use a “situated approach” within those disciplines, these 
relationships are taken as important starting assumptions  Such approaches, 
which consider humans in relation to their surroundings rather than in iso-
lation from the world around them, have had significant consequences for 
theoretical and practical insights into a wide variety of human phenomena, 
ranging from how cognition works (Clancey, 1997; van Dartel, 2005; 2016b) 
to how identities are formed (Gonzalez-Arnal, Jagger and Lennon, 2012)  In 
many disciplines where attention has shifted towards more attention for the 
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dynamic interaction between humans and their surroundings, this shift is 
referred to as a “situated turn” 

A Situated Turn in Art

Although art has had a working tradition that emphasised the importance 
of the dynamic relationship between humans and their surroundings, a situ-
ated turn in this field seems imminent (van Dartel, 2016b; 2017)  Besides 
taking the dynamic relationship between humans and their surroundings 
into account in order to bring about certain methods (Simonsen et al , 2014), 
aesthetic effects (Bourriaud, 2002), or participation (Bishop, 2006), situated 
art also takes that relationship up as a subject for inquiry through artistic 
research (van Dartel, 2016b; 2017)  Just as situatedness brought new insights 
into the situated nature of cognition while coincidently providing new meth-
ods for studying it (Clancey, 1997; Clark, 1997), I argue that situated art can 
provide new insights into human situatedness along with generating new ar-
tistic methods  Such artistic approaches to the study of human situatedness 
are complementary to scientific approaches, since creative research practices 
emphasise the role of personal or subjective experiences where scientific 
practices generally revolve around empirical data and measurable variables  
Or, as Biggs & Karlsson put it, “in the sciences, … the subjectivity that ac-
companies experience is usually seen as an undesired variable that is to be 
controlled rather than enhanced” (2012, p  90)  This difference in emphasis is 
particularly important for the study of human situatedness, as the arts view 
widens the picture by emphasising that human experience is never complete 
and is bounded by the human body (Haraway, 1988; Crowther, 1993)  More-
over, art has the capacity to move beyond observations and measurements 
of aspects of social structures and the behaviour of individuals, to instead 
probe actual social change  By doing so, art actively challenges people to 
understand or make sense of the new reality the change brings about 
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As I will explain in what follows, however, art should consider the main actors in aes-
thetic production and experience, the artist and the spectator, as situated beings if art is 
to make critical contributions to the study of human situatedness 

2 The Situated Artist

An increasing number of artists are already contributing to our understand-
ing of our situated nature and are actively developing methods for doing so  
Whereas artists traditionally addressed real-world issues from within their 
studios, today they are increasingly moving beyond the conventions of stu-
dio practice and, moreover, not confining their work to the realm of art  
Instead, they are taking positions within the contexts they are investigating, 
and creating work in situ so as to directly intervene in real-world situations 

Situated Artistic Approaches

In my curatorial practice, I often work with artists on projects that address 
the impact of technology, and I have closely observed this shift over recent 
years  While artists have often approached me with preconceived ideas for 
technology-driven art experiences that address the impact of technology in 
one way or another, an increasing number now propose immersing them-
selves in a context where technology makes an impact, to subsequently work 
their way towards an artistic outcome  Interestingly, these more situated 
approaches to addressing the impact of technology are not limited to the 
adoption of novel methods  The choice for a more situated approach is in-
formed by a conceptual shift away from technology’s direct consequences 
and towards a focus on its broader impact and more long-term or infrastruc-
tural effects (see, e g , Van Dartel & Jonsson, 2014)  Rather than, for instance, 
reflecting on how technological developments will affect users directly, the 
new tendency is to address their broader socio-ethical implications (see, e g , 
Van Dartel and Nigten, 2014; 2016) 
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Case 1: 75W

A case in point is the artist duo Cohen Van Balen’s project 75W, which ad-
dresses how the power relation between consumers of electronics and those 
who assemble them in factories is mediated by design  The project cleverly 
foregrounds an ethical dimension of consumer electronics design by radi-
cally turning this power relationship around: For 75W, Cohen Van Balen 
collaborated with a choreographer who wrote a sequence of dancelike move-
ments for factory workers at their assembly belt; the choreography subse-
quently determined the design of a technological artefact  Cohen Van Balen 
could have easily (and at a fraction of the cost) staged and documented this 
assembly-line choreography in their studio space in London, but instead they 
did so in a factory in China, where consumer electronics are actually made, 
with people working there  By developing and implementing their design 
scenario in the actual context of the manufacture of consumer electronics, 
rather than merely rendering it in representational form, Cohen Van Balen 
consciously embedded themselves in the context where technology has the 
impact they aimed to address  Therefore, the choreography – and conse-
quently the design of the object produced – are not informed by existing 
information on factory spaces and the labour performed there, or by Cohen 
Van Balen’s assumptions about it, but by the actual dynamics between fac-
tory workers and their production environment 

In addition, because 75W was subsequently exhibited as an installation that 
includes video of the choreography and a collection of the resulting techno-
logical artefacts (see Figure 1), the viewer’s aesthetic experience of the work 
has a direct material relationship with the manufacturing context and its 
dynamics  The export of the artefacts from China to exhibition spaces in 
Western countries completes the reversal of the power relationship between 
the consumers and the producers of technology; the movements of the fac-
tory workers in China determined the design of a technology that would 
be (culturally) consumed in the West  Thus, both the production and the 
experience of 75W are situated  Since the viewers’ experience completes the 
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concept, here, aesthetic production and experience can even be considered 
to overlap  They merge in an attempt to reveal, or enhance our understand-
ing of, the situated nature of human beings: that is, how producers, design-
ers and consumers of technology are related through its value chain, and 
how the power relations between those actors have ethical implications that 
are often obscured by the geographical distances between them  75W there-
fore helps us to understand the ethics of human situatedness in a globalised 
world 

Figure 1: 75W (2014) by Cohen Van Balen, as exhibited in The Progress Trap (2014), 
curated by Michel van Dartel, Boris Debackere and Michelle Kasprzak for the Dutch-
Electronic Art Festival  Photo: Rick Messemaker 

Case 2: Turtle 1

Another example of a project that studies the impact of technology by tak-
ing a situated approach is Turtle 1 (2012–ongoing), by artist Melle Smets 
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and sociologist Joost van Onna, who have looked at the informal economies 
that have emerged around technological waste  To study one such economy, 
Smets and Onna positioned themselves in an area near the Ghanaian city of 
Kumasi called Suame Magazine, where an estimated 200,000 highly special-
ised and skilled mechanics live by restoring, collecting and recycling parts of 
wrecked cars shipped there from all over the world  In an effort to better un-
derstand how this informal economy worked, Smets and Van Onna decided 
to move against the market-driven stream of wrecked cars being transported 
to Ghana  Instead of following it, they set up a team of local mechanics in 
Suame Magazine to build a car in situ and subsequently export it to Europe 

Figure 2: Turtle 1 (2012–ongo-
ing) by Melle Smets and Joost 
van Onna, as exhibited in 
Turtle 1: The Sequel (2014), cu-
rated by Michel van Dartel for 
V2_, Institute for the Unstable 
Media  Photo: Teun Vonk 
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Besides resulting in the first car ever to have been exported to Europe from 
Ghana, the project also led to a detailed development plan to increase the 
value generated by local mechanics from car scraps transported to Suame 
Magazine  This outcome of the artists’ intervention in a local informal econ-
omy is currently being implemented in collaboration with a local develop-
ment company  An increase in value could improve the living conditions 
of many mechanics working in Suame Magazine  Improving livelihoods in 
Suame Magazine also, however, patently means sustaining, and potentially 
even strengthening, the unjust practice of depositing waste in less economi-
cally developed global areas  The internal ethical conflict that the project 
provokes by increasing the surplus value the mechanics can realise from the 
scraps while simultaneously sustaining a global phenomenon based on in-
equality illuminates the ethical complexity of our globalised waste economy 
and reveals this “hidden” impact of technology  It goes without saying that 
the project’s outcomes and success in addressing these issues result from its 
direct intervention in the situation the artistic concept sought to address  
Rather than reflecting on that situation from within an art studio and work-
ing from a preconceived plan, Smets and Van Onna embedded themselves 
in it by developing the project in situ and allowing the local dynamics of the 
informal economy to inform and shape both the project’s artistic concept 
and its outcomes 

Art Beyond Representation

Both Turtle 1 and 75W not only illustrate the importance of more situated 
approaches in art but also point out how they go hand in hand with more 
situated conceptual perspectives on the issues the art addresses  The Turtle 1 
project would not have been possible to realise had it ignored the implicit in-
formation present in the dynamics between local actors and their surround-
ings  Adopting a situated method, however, also greatly contributed to the 
insights that the project provided into the complex relationship between dif-
ferent actors in local informal economies and the global economy  The 75W 
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project also serves as an illustrative example of how situated approaches can 
inform methodologies as well as contribute to conceptual insights into hu-
man situatedness  By taking a more embedded position within the consum-
er-electronics value chain, the project provides new empirical insight into 
the ethics of design, whereas a studio practice approach would effectively 
have resulted in the mere representation of assumptions and information 
about those ethics 

In summary, embedding oneself as an artist in the context of the issues one 
wishes to address is not only a methodological strategy that benefits the 
production and presentation of work; it is, first and foremost, a way to gain 
insight into the situated nature of human beings  The two cases discussed 
above, Turtle 1 and 75W, attempt to unravel human situatedness  More spe-
cifically, they demonstrate how human situatedness with respect to technol-
ogy reaches much further than the use of that technology and its immediate 
consequences; humans are, for instance, also situated in the globalised value 
chains of technologies, through which they maintain dynamic relationships 
with all kinds of local and global actors in that chain  These examples also un-
derline the importance of direct physical engagement with the context of the 
topics being dealt with  They even seem to suggest that situated art projects 
must (at least in part) be created on site to allow the information implicit in a 
context to inform the outcomes of the project  To allow this to happen, a work 
cannot be based on a blueprint with particular intended results but should in-
stead be guided by a procedure or set of instructions (Suchman, 1987; Reffat & 
Gero, 1999; Simonsen et al , 2014)  In other words, taking a situated approach 
means not only physically positioning oneself in the context under study but 
also willingly letting go of exclusive control over the outcomes of the crea-
tive process and potentially allowing other agents to inform those outcomes 
through a dynamic exchange of agency (Salter, 2015), a form of ‘letting go’, 
that elsewhere in this special issue is described as ‘flow beyond systems’   In 
the case of art, such external influences may continue to alter the outcome 
during, or even after, presentation; giving the product of the creative process 
a character that more closely resembles a status update than a final result 
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A particular situated art project cannot therefore be fully represented in one 
object at a certain time, as a work’s situated character by definition implies 
that that work is distributed across people, places and times  The 75W pro-
ject, for instance, cannot be reduced to an intervention in a factory; the view-
ers’ experience of the artefacts is conceptually significant, as they are the 
consumers of the technological artefacts the choreography resulted in  The 
viewers complete the reversal of the power relationship between consumers 
and factory workers and are thereby part of the work  The Turtle 1 project 
cannot be reduced to an intervention either: the discussions between repre-
sentatives of the Dutch automobile industry and Suame Magazine’s develop-
ment company around the insights resulting from the intervention are con-
ceptually significant to the artwork  The work’s aesthetic effects even include 
the project’s potential impact on people’s livelihoods in Suame Magazine 
and on the ethical responsibilities of the automobile industry 

Considering themselves as situated in the wider world rather than merely 
within the realm of art, situated artists move beyond the conventions of stu-
dio practice embedding themselves in the contexts they are investigating  As 
I will explain in the next section, however, artists should also consider their 
spectators as situated beings if art is to make critical contributions to the 
unravelling of human situatedness 

3 The Situated Spectator

Considering spectators as situated beings implies that an aesthetic experi-
ence is by definition unique, never complete, and bounded by the physical 
body (Haraway, 1988; Crowther, 1993)  Not only does situated art entail 
experiences that are unique for every viewer and distributed across people, 
times and places, but they also blur the line between authorship and view-
ership  As I have mentioned, situated art entails that viewers are also situ-
ated and therefore by definition actively contribute to their own experiences 
of creative outcomes  Consequently, control over the process of creation is 
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distributed between the artist and the audience members  This means art-
ists must not only allow other actors to influence the production of aesthetic 
experiences but also take into account the influence of the situated audience 
members experiencing them  This influence can, however, be put to produc-
tive use 

Case 3: Upside Down Goggles

Take, for instance, the work of artist Carsten Höller, who explicitly aims to 
bring about experiences that are “like an expedition, a conscious decision to 
get confused, to end up somewhere else  Not the idea of some visionary who 
says ‘This way, follow me!’ ” (Spence, 2011)  Instead of creating artworks that 
prescribe what should happen to the audience, Höller makes creative use of 
the active contributions viewers make to their aesthetic experiences of his 
work  In his long-term research on “inverted vision”, for instance, he has cre-
ated aesthetic experiences based on a classic experiment by Kohler (1962) in 
which human vision was inverted using goggles with mirrors inside  In the 
most recent iteration of this project, Höller provided audience members with 
similar goggles and invited them onto a rooftop terrace with a spectacular 
view over London  After a brief period of adaptation to the inversion, some 
people attempted to walk to the edge of the terrace to view the city upside 
down, while others directly turned around to face the building and visually 
explore its architecture through the glasses  Still others never even seemed to 
notice their more distant surroundings at all and instead immediately began 
interacting with other audience members, spontaneously coming up with 
various types of playful interaction based on their inverted views (see Figure 
7)  Although Höller developed the glasses and carefully selected surround-
ings that would be interesting to explore with inverted vision, the aesthetic 
experience was in large part based on the audience’s own contributions  This 
made the event unique for every audience member and represented an em-
brace of the idea that aesthetic experience, just like any other type, is never 
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complete and is bounded by the unique embodiment of the individual un-
dergoing it 

Figure 3: Upside Down Goggles (1994–ongoing) by Carsten Höller, as worn in the 
exhibition Decision (2015), curated by Ralph Rugoff for the Hayward Gallery   
Photo: Maksim Kalanep 

Art practices like Höller’s that embrace the audience’s active contribution to 
its own aesthetic experience demonstrate that our notion of the “viewer” or 
“spectator” is obsolete, since it implies a passive role in the reception of art 
(Rancière, 2009)  Although one could refer to an active viewer as a “user”, 
as is commonly done in the domain of design, the term “user” is nowadays 
associated more with the average consumer than with a unique individual 
(Sterling, 2005)  Allowing unique differences between people to play a role in 
aesthetic production and experience means accepting that such experience 
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is never complete and is always circumscribed by the spectator’s embodi-
ment  This turn toward a more situated view in the field of art calls for new 
terminology we can use to refer to the main actors involved in aesthetic pro-
duction and experience  More than that, it challenges our understanding 
of what art essentially is  Referring to art as “situated” signals that art is no 
longer something to look at or listen to from a distance but a call to action: a 
confrontation, intervention, or subversion that challenges us to understand 
or make sense of something (Noë, 2015)  Situated art implies a learning pro-
cess with respect to the implicit knowledge that is present in a context (Si-
monsen et al , 2014), and it challenges us to gain an understanding of our 
own situated nature  It permits a causal role to be played by the context in 
which art is produced and allows active contributions from those who ex-
perience them, while simultaneously making audience members and users 
aware of the situated nature of human beings  Although technically all art 
is situated (ibid ), the tendencies and examples I have discussed indicate that 
we are seeing an unprecedented interest in human situatedness within the 
domain of art 

4 Conclusion

Modern technology and globalisation have caused human situatedness to 
stretch far beyond our direct physical surroundings  From living in cities 
that are more and more being developed around data to operating within an 
increasingly inscrutable global economy; where technology rapidly develops, 
the incomprehensibility of our situatedness inevitably increases  Nowadays, 
we maintain dynamic relationships with local and global actors that are ob-
scured from direct view, making it difficult to grasp the full implications of 
our behaviour and to comprehend how that very same behaviour is triggered 
or shaped by factors that are equally foreign to us  These developments create 
unprecedented urgencies to understand the ways in which we are situated in 
the world  We need to regain insight into our entanglement with environ-
mental, social and cultural factors, because how are we to advance society 
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when we cannot even grasp the relationship between our own actions and 
the world around us?

As the art projects Turtle 1 and 75W discussed above clearly demonstrate, 
art can contribute to unravel such complex relationships in ways other dis-
ciplines cannot  However, as I have argued, art can only be productive in its 
contribution to understanding human situatedness under the condition that 
1 ) artists make effective use of their own situatedness and 2 ) their audiences 
are also regarded as situated beings  Fortunately, the current transformative 
moment for art, which I referred to above as a situated turn, seems to bring 
more emphasis on these two qualifications  This in turn introduces both 
methodological challenges and conceptual opportunities for the field and 
gives rise to an urgent need to gain a better understanding of what it means 
for art practices and pedagogies when aesthetic creation and experience are 
distributed across people, places and times 
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