
WORK – DO +
Very (Anti)productive Systems

Marta Ramos-Yzquierdo

This exhibition is an invitation to reflect on the concepts of effectiveness and ef-
ficiency as forms of capitalist/neoliberal thinking aimed at a higher productivity.

As a result of the conversation established between artists and curator, these piec-
es have been proposed in relation to their analytic or processual relation to the 
concepts of “nothing” and the “illogical” as territories from where to avoid adher-
ing to the common strategies of efficacy and efficiency. In his text “O entre-lugar 
do discurso latino-americano”, included in the book Uma literatura nos trópicos, 
Silviano Santiago refers to the possibility of thinking about art as an adequate 
territory for postcolonial thought. The metropolis is described as the Western 
neoliberal social structure par excellence and the individuals in it as colonized by 
it. Artistic activity is presented as a potential route for de-programing. Art could 
therefore be thought of not terms of production, but as a network of actions aimed 
at generating alternative living systems.

To this end, this text takes the form of a dictionary, an effective and efficient tool 
when it comes to selecting and displaying terms and knowledge, hoping it will 
prove to be a useful aid in the deconstruction of its very essence. The following 
terms are ordered alphabetically and are therefore not an orderly visitor guide of 
the works exhibited. The definitions are largely composed by quotes and citations.

Bom Voyage!
- The journey, associated nowadays with the idea of holidays, could mean the 
opposite of work: “Whilst at sea the stars are better. They can not be moved“ * -

ANARCHISM / according to Errico Malatesta, one of anarchism’s greatest theo-
reticians, “We want freedom and well-being of all men, all of them without excep-
tion. We want every human being to be able to develop and live in the happiest 
possible way. And we believe that freedom and well-being cannot be given by a 
man or a party, but that everyone should find in themselves their own conditions 
for happiness, and conquer them.“

In Brazil, Giovanni Rossi along with other Italian immigrants founded the Cologne 
Celia (1890-1894), in the municipality of Palmeira, Paraná. This experimental 
communitarian project aimed to prove the feasibility of anarchism guided by the 
principles of libertarian socialism or social anarchism.

AUTHOR / “In the medium term every author of any type (from the ordinary 
writer to the founding fathers such as Marx or even Abraham or Muhammad) 
becomes redundant. The myth of the author (and the original) distorts the fact 
that the production of information is a dialogue. The myth of the author assumes 
that for significant messages, there are “originals” produced by “great people” as a 
result of inner dialogues. The mythical author creates in isolation.” Vilém Flusser, 
Into the Universe of Technical Images, 1985.

CRISIS / According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, “a paroxysmal attack of 
pain, distress, or disordered function”. In the current Brazilian political context, the 
word is used by the interim government in the official slogan “Do not think about 
the crisis, work”, a slogan which seems to insinuate that this period of uncertainty 
may justify actions that, under the guise of productive measures, disregard social 
rights.

DICTIONARY / According to the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language, it is 
a catalogue of data of the same genus, ordered alphabetically. In Berlin, Haus der 
Kulturen der Welt is developing the project “100 Years of Now”, and to go with it, 
the ”Dictionary of Now”, a project that “reflects on the capacity of words to both 
depict and create reality. The selected terms for the Dictionary organize complex 
fields of knowledge. Since the modern age this went hand in hand with the search 
for universal truths and codified usages. The Dictionary of Now will confront this 
assertion of linguistic universalism with specific contemporary positions.

What varieties and shifts of meaning lie at the root of these terms, what readings 
and subtexts do they harbor? What social, political and technological processes 
of transformation can be read from them? And how can they be sharpened and 
adjusted in order to generate scope for linguistic action?”

EFFICACY / to do the right things, knowing how to do them; knowing what task 
is at hand and carrying it out excellently.

EFFICIENCY / doing things the right or appropriate way; to carry out an activity 
with the best possible use of the resources involved, such as the time or people.

Voy
Voy      a

Voy a construir
Voy a construir un

Voy a construir un gran
Voy a construir un gran piso

Juan, Emilio y Odriozola, Supongo la mesa. Autoayuda para compartir, 2016. 

EMPATHY / In the dictionary of philosophy edited by the Istituto Giovanni Trec-
cani of Rome, empathy is related to the German term Einfühlung, which translates 
as “symbolic sympathy”. In aesthetics and psychology, this term is used to denote 
the ability to put yourself in another person’s situation, with little or no emotional 
involvement. Walter Benjamin, in his reflection On the Concept of History, 1940, 
writes that “those who currently rule are however the heirs of all those who have 
ever been victorious. Empathy with the victors thus comes to benefit the current 
rulers every time.”

ENERGY / from the Greek term έν, “inside”, and εργον, “work”: i.e. “inside the 
work”. In physics energy is a property of objects that can be transferred to other 
objects or transform. Energy was the name given to the rocket launcher developed 
by the Soviets between the years 1976-1988, whilst immersed in the space race with 
the United States.

HISTORY / “There is a painting by Klee called Angelus Novus. An angel is de-
picted there who looks as though he were about to distance himself from some-
thing which he is staring at. His eyes are opened wide, his mouth stands open 
and his wings are outstretched. The Angel of History must look just so. His face 
is turned towards the past. Where we see the appearance of a chain of events, he 
sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles rubble on top of rubble and 
hurls it before his feet. He would like to pause for a moment so fair [verweilen: a 
reference to Goethe’s Faust], to awaken the dead and to piece together what has 
been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise, it has caught itself up in his 
wings and is so strong that the Angel can no longer close them. The storm drives 
him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap 
before him grows sky-high. That which we call progress, is this storm.” Walter Ben-
jamin, On the Concept of History, 1940.

THE NEW MAN / In his letter El socialismo y el hombre en Cuba, 1965, Che 
Guevara describes the building a new socialist society. This system, based on the 
collective freedom and fullness of humanity, would be achieved with everyone’s 
sacrifice and would allow for the creation of the “XXI century man” led by the Par-
ty, described as “the best of the good”: “We will be shaped in daily action, creating 
a new man with a new technique.“

ILLOGICAL / “Does anyone think that, by a minute refinement of logic, he had 
demonstrated the truth and established the correctness of these opinions? Logic 
imprisoned by the senses is an organic disease. 
(…)
What we need are works that are strong straight precise and forever beyond un-
derstanding. Logic is a complication. Logic is always wrong. It draws the threads of 
notions, words, in their formal exterior, toward illusory ends and centres.
(...)
Being governed by morals and logic has made it impossible for us to be anything 
other than impassive towards policemen - the cause of slavery - putrid rats with 
whom the bourgeois are fed up to the teeth, and who have infected the only cor-
ridors of clear and clean glass that remained open to artists.
Let each man proclaim: there is a great negative work of destruction to be accom-
plished. We must sweep and clean. Affirm the cleanliness of the individual after 
the state of madness, aggressive complete madness of a world abandoned to the 
hands of bandits, who rend one another and destroy the centuries. Without aim or 
design, without organization: indomitable madness, decomposition. 



(...)
… abolition of logic, which is the dance of those impotent to create: DADA; of 
every social hierarchy and equation set up for the sake of values by our valets: 
DADA: every object, all objects, sentiments, obscurities, apparitions and the pre-
cise clash of parallel lines are weapons for the fight: DADA; abolition of memory: 
Dada; abolition of archaeology: DADA; abolition of prophets: DADA; abolition 
of the future: DADÁ…
(...)
Freedom: DADA DADA DADA, a roaring of tense colors, and interlacing of op-
posites and of all contradictions, grotesques, inconsistencies: LIFE.” Tristan Tzara, 
Dadá Manifest, 1918.

INTERFACE / “In his day, Beuys said that everyone had the right to see him- or 
herself as an artist. What was then understood as a right has now become an obli-
gation. In the meantime we have been condemned to being the designers of our 
selves.” Boris Groys, The Obligation to Self-Design, e-flux 2008. 

“The problem is not art’s incapacity to become truly political. The problem is that 
today’s political sphere has already become aestheticized. (…) Now, if an artist 
does manage to go beyond the art system, this artist begins to function in the 
same way that politicians, sports heroes, terrorists, movie stars, and other minor or 
major celebrities already function: through the media. In other words, the artist be-
comes the artwork. (…) Today, everyone is subjected to an aesthetic evaluation…“ 
Boris Groys, Self-Design and Aesthetic Responsibility. Production of Sincerity, 
e-flux 2009.

“Perhaps the question here is one of interface. Because all of us –Americans, Syr-
ian refugees, ISIS fighters, or whatever– we all possess the same fight-or-flight 
responses, right? And in a physical space, if you threaten me, I have to deal with 
you as a physical body. But if we shift to a space where we’re separated by screens, 
I don’t ever have to address the material consequences of the conflict. I can just 
go straight to maximum retaliation. I can go straight to: you’re evil, I’m good, fuck 
you, we’re done. The French philosopher René Girard talks a lot about this drive 
to extremes, and it’s a combination of framing aggression as defense, perceiving 
aggression in someone else, and defining yourself: “I’m not you.” Enter The Void. 
Roy Scranton and @Lilinternet On Hyperreality and Reflexive Narrative, Texte Zur 
Kunst, Março 2016. 

ASSEMBLY LINE PRODUCTION / In 1914 entrepreneur Henry Ford creat-
ed a system based on an assembly line, a production system designed for mass 
production. A conveyor belt carried the product through a line in which each em-
ployee performed a specific task without shifting from their established place. This 
reduced the time and cost of production, allowing for large-scale manufacturing.

MACHINE/AUTOMATON / “Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus (1817), 
by Mary Shelley, is the first story in which inert matter is animated through sci-
entific procedures, being thus considered the first work of science fiction. In the 
experience of the tragic Dr. Frankenstein we find four of the main issues posited by 
the relations between men and automata: the promise of obtaining a Promethean 
force, the fear that knowledge about the creation of life is prohibited and will lead 
man to ruin, the suspicion that the creature might turn against its creator and, 
lastly, the fear that the creature will reproduce by itself. The work of Mary Shelley 
is also a landmark for having clearly presented the epistemological revolution of its 
time: The replacing of magic with science” Fatima Regis, The automata of Science 
Fiction: Reshaping Technological Imaginary and Information and Communication 
Technologies, 2006 .

NOTHINGNESS / On the concept of nothing as referred to in the book of Jean-
Yves Jouannais, Artists without work, “I would prefer not to”, 2009:
- In Jean Rigaut: “The possibility of working without working”; “All creation is im-
possible: I have spent a long time searching for something to do. There is nothing 
to do about it: there is nothing to do.”
- In the text of Émilien Carassus, about the dandy: “He rejects the curse that God 
has laid on the progeny of Adam: To earn his bread with the sweat of his brow.”
- In Borges: “Nothing to add”.

PUNK / “Between 1976 and 1978, in London a New York, Punk appeared as an ex-
plosion: a few bands, converging around fanzines, fashion shops or music venues, 
which were showing their opposition to the conventionalism of the music industry, 
fashion, and the socio-political contexts by making refusal, noise, lack of respon-
sibility and speed their leitmotiv. Punk appeared as a reaction to the crisis of the 
hippie dream (a mirror image of the crisis of Modernity itself); entangled in the 
rising of terror and terrorism as political action; in check by the economic crisis 
linked to the management of scarcity (of oil) which had brought along the end of 
the dream of progress and a generation consigned to unemployment; all of this 
spiced up with the return of political conservatism, signaled by the appearance of 

Thatcherism and Reagan. Punk manifested a furious dissatisfaction with a no-fu-
ture situation, ” from the show “Punk. Its Traces In Contemporary Art” curated by 
David G. Torres at CA2M,  Madrid, march - october 2015. 

SILENCE / In its absence: “Luigi Nono composed a “sound installation for work-
ers” for the branch of an automobile factory. He used the “sounds of the world of 
work”, as well as scraps of workers´ marching songs. At first the audience, those 
involved practically in the process of production, followed him enthusiastically. 
The time spent on music was taken form their breaks – they were not ungenerous. 
Some of them said later that they would have preferred piano lessons. Others 
would have been ready to set up a brass band. They would also have been interest-
ed in “revolutionary transformations at the site”, they said (…) According to Luigi 
Nono music is a net capable of gathering in this faint pointillist force.” Alexander 
Kluge, News from Ideological Antiquity. Marx – Eisenstein – Capital, Biennale di 
Venezia, 2015*. 

WORKER / In his book The Craftsman, 2008, Richard Sennett picks up on the 
terms which had been previously proposed by his teacher Hannah Arendt. The 
Animal laborans is alienated by mechanical activity, whilst the Homo faber has no 
material function, but rather serves a purely intellectual or scientific purpose. The 
author then proposes a production process that moves beyond these poles and 
that brings together thought and feeling, as a parameter for a new community.

“Proletarians secretly in love with uselessness (...) Who are they? A few dozen, a 
few hundred workers who were twenty years old in the 1830’s and who had decided 
at the same time, each of their own accord, to no longer bear the unbearable: not 
just poverty, low wages, the not at all comfortable accommodations or the looming 
threat of hunger, but fundamentally the daily pain of stolen time to work wood or 
iron, to sew suits or hammer shoes in place, with no purpose other than to preserve 
indefinitely the forces of servitude and domination, perfectly coupled; the humil-
iating absurdity of having to beg, day after day, for a work where life is lost; also, 
to bear the weight of others, of those who work with the arrogance of a cabaret 
Hercules or show off their obsequiousness as conscientious workers, of those who 
hover, waiting to occupy a position which would be willingly given away, and, last 
but not least, those who pass by, riding their carriage with a look of disdain for this 
withered humanity. To end this, to know why it has not yet ended, to change life... 
Subversion begins when ordinary workers should enjoy the pleasant sleep of those 
whose trade requires no thinking; for example, tonight October 1839: at 8 pm to be 
precise, they could meet in the house of tailor Martin Rose to start a newspaper.” 
Jacques Rancière, The night of the proletarians, 1981.

WORK / “The Gotha Program [dating from the 1875 Gotha Congress] already 
bore traces of this confusion. It defined labor as “the source of all wealth and all 
culture.” Suspecting the worst, Marx responded that human being, who owned 
no other property aside from his labor-power, “must be the slave of other human 
beings, who... have made themselves into property-owners.” Oblivious to this, the 
confusion only increased, and soon afterwards Josef Dietzgen announced: “La-
bor is the savior of modern times... In the... improvement... of labor... consists the 
wealth, which can now finally fulfill what no redeemer could hitherto achieve.” This 
vulgar-Marxist concept of what labor is, does not bother to ask the question of 
how its products affect workers, so long as these are no longer at their disposal. 
It wishes to perceive only the progression of the exploitation of nature, not the 
regression of society. It already bears the technocratic traces which would later 
be found in Fascism. Among these is a concept of nature which diverges in a 
worrisome manner from those in the socialist utopias of the Vormaerz period [pre-
1848]. Labor, as it is henceforth conceived, is tantamount to the exploitation of 
nature, which is contrasted to the exploitation of the proletariat with naïve self-sat-
isfaction. Compared to this positivistic conception, the fantasies which provided 
so much ammunition for the ridicule of Fourier exhibit a surprisingly healthy sen-
sibility. According to Fourier, a beneficent division of social labor would have the 
following consequences: four moons would illuminate the night sky; ice would be 
removed from the polar cap; saltwater from the sea would no longer taste salty; 
and wild beasts would enter into the service of human beings. All this illustrates a 
labor which, far from exploiting nature, is instead capable of delivering creations 
whose possibility slumbers in her womb. To the corrupted concept of labor be-
longs, as its logical complement, that nature which, as Dietzgen put it, “is there 
gratis [for free].” Walter Benjamin, On the concept of History, 1940.

VOID / Jouannais also tells the following story: in 1953 Rauschenberg proposes 
to Willem de Kooning to allow him to delete one of his drawings. He handed him 
the best he had. In the attitude of the both artists, “the embodiment of fetishism 
is revealed both in the object and the form, since finally emptiness is chosen as 
an object without this being a paradigmatic option of the work or representing a 
unique election by the artist.”


