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On the political potential of art: How to do things with images

First, there was hope. Then, there was a refusal, which triggered a huge wave of resistance and 

protest. After that came the flood, a flood of images. Or did the flood precede the wave? Which 

comes first, the image or the protest? Is the image a documentation of the protest or was the protest 

motivated  by  images?  According  to  the  Ukrainian  museum  curator  Natalia  Kosmolynska,  in 

November 2013 strike plakat  was the first artistic action responding to the aggressive removal of 

peaceful student protesters from Maidan by Berkut forces. Possibly, the considerable amount of 

people who appeared the next day to protest against the violent events, was partly due to the prompt 

distribution  of  various  strike  plakats on  social  media  platforms  such  as  twitter,  facebook  or 

instagram. By means of the quickly rising number of “thumbs” and “sharings” on  strike plakat's  

facebook page in the course of December 2013, one can understand the remarkable impact of these 

images. Hence the question whether all those images simply mirror the protest or whether they 

actually contributed to it.  While visiting Lviv and Kiev in May 2015, time and again we came 

across the same question: is art action or reaction?

The  importance  of  this  distinction  only  became  apparent  when  we  eventually  visited  the 

Ukraine. At first, I basically assumed that images were political. The image's political disposition 

was the only certainty I held on to, facing the huge diversity of artistic material produced so far by 

the Maidan movement. Brett Bloom states that art is “about attempts to rebuild or reorder the world 

in  ways  that  are  more  just,  egalitarian,  or  seek  to  dismantle  abusive,  hierarchical  elements  of 

society”.1 Just a short glance into the history of art of the 20 th century (Dada, Bauhaus, Guerilla) 

will  suffice  to  verify  Bloom's  statement.2 As  a  consequence,  we  can't  but  agree  that  art  has 

effectively  been  employed  in  political  contexts:  as  documentation,  as  propaganda  and  as 

intervention.  While  combing  through  the  vast  amount  of  digital  images,  amongst  them 

1 Brett Bloom (2007): 'A magical land of roving santa claus armies, pirated engery drinks and a giant squatted urban 
village: political art activities in Denmark', in: Realizing the impossible: Art against authority (Oakland, CA: AK 
Press, 2007), pp. 130-151. (p. 132). 

2 Cf. i.e. Ernst H. Gombrich (1999): The uses of images: studies on the social function of art and visual  
communication, London: Phaidon Press. 
Cf. i.e. Will Bradley, Charles Esche (2007): Art and social change: a critical reader, London: Tate Publication.
Cf. i.e. Gerald Raunig (2005): Kunst und Revolution: Künstlerischer Aktivismus im langen 20. Jahrhundert, Wien: 
Turia+Kant. 
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reproductions of street-art, graffiti, performance art, paintings, stances, videos and photography, I 

noticed that, next to their visuality, all the artistic representations shared their political purpose. 

There is no denial that the value of most of the artistic production from Maidan (and beyond) isn't 

measured on aesthetic,  scientific  or economic  grounds,  but  with regard to  their  expressive and 

communicative, that is their political power in a context of anti-governmental protest. Thus, our 

scrutiny of different visual strategies of the Ukrainian protest didn't aim at proving that images are  

political, but rather at discovering how they are being so. The main approach to this question was 

the analysis of various examples,  ranging from comments on Sergey Zakharov's  Guerilla art  in 

Donbass, on performances such as the Piano Player or the Drop in the Ocean action, initiated by 

Strike Plakat, and on diverse documentations about Maidan, to a detailed analysis on the cultural 

meaning of single motives such as Shevchenko's moustache. However, in order to warrant some 

sort of coherence and systematization to all those exemplary studies, it seemed helpful to agree on a 

theoretical framework. To this end, in the following, I will shortly outline a couple of theoretical 

concepts, which can generally be attributed to the visual or cultural studies. By referring to Austin, 

Bredekamp, Warburg and Benjamin, I am trying to detect certain strategies, by means of which 

images become political.

John Austin bases his theory of speech acts on the assumption that  one can do things with 

words.3 In his theory, he stresses the performative character of speech, in contrast to the much more 

popular descriptive and informative functions. On the basis of several examples Austin shows that 

“to utter the sentence (in, of course, the appropriate circumstances) is not to describe my doing of 

what I should be said in so uttering to be doing or to state that I am doing it: it is to do it.” 4 In short, 

he means “that the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action.”5 How can we adapt this 

thought to the potential of images? As painting, photographing, displaying or to posting an image 

by definition is a performative act, we cannot without further ado equate image and word. This is 

where we return to the distinction of reaction and action. Whereas for Austin “it was for too long 

the assumption of philosophers that the business of a 'statement' can only be to 'describe' some state 

of affairs, or to 'state some fact'”,6 W.J.T. Mitchell claims that pictures, too, “can actually be used to 

do many more things than report on events and states of affairs, tell lies, and project fictions”.7 In 

Mitchell's refusal to accept the common perception of the image's function as that of projecting, 

3 Cf. John Langshaw Austin (1975): How to do Things with Words: The William James Lectures delivered at Harvard  
University in 1955, Oxford: Clarendon. 

4 Ibid., p. 7.
5 Ibid., p. 8. 
6 Ibid., p. 2. 
7 W.J.T. Mitchell (1992): The reconfigured eye: visual truth in the post-photographic era, Cambridge, Mass. et al.: 

MIT Press, p. 45. 
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interpreting or documenting we find the legitimization to apply Austin's concept to images: both 

words and images suffer from being merely understood as reaction to something, as lacking the 

possibility of being the initiator of an action or the actor themselves. 

However,  just as Austin proves how people can act with words, Maidan gives us plenty of 

examples for how one can act with images. For example, many of the protesters on Maidan were 

wearing helmets. For protection you may say, maybe even to be identified as protestor. But with the  

time, most of these helmets received beautiful, often folkloric painting. Does the painted helmet 

have  an  impact  on  the  act  of  protesting?  Isn't  the  painting  (in  this  very  particular  context) 

transforming the wearing of helmets into a political performance, in this case a peaceful reproach of 

the violent actions by the government? Thus, just by uploading a certain photography, by printing 

an image and attaching it to your shirt, by colouring your face yellow and blue, by painting your 

helmet, your car, a wall or a street, you act, in this case, politically. The exhibiting of an image on 

your body can therefore turn the most innocent stroll through the city into a political act. Here, the 

image doesn't  only state an opinion. Next  to  being a  manifestation,  moreover,  the image is  an 

invitation,  a  challenge  and  provocation  and,  thus,  can  be  considered  the  essential,  defining 

constituent of the protest, not at all its echo. 

Nonetheless, for some this is too little, for in the mentioned examples images are still serving 

the protestors as instruments. However, there are scholars who claim an even more independent 

potential of images. Analysing Horst Bredekamp's theory of the image act, I want to go beyond the 

operational framework available to images as stated above, insofar as for Bredekamp images can 

not only be used to perform an action, but actually generate agency themselves. 

My idea  of  'acting  images'  is  based  on Bredekamp's  assumption  that  images  can  generate 

agency. This way they can be considered active participants in political issues, instead of merely 

being perceived as instruments or media. While, obviously, I am aware of the fact that the image as 

an  object  can't  do  anything  by  itself,  I  am convinced  that  it  can  make me  do  something.  By 

perceiving an image we inevitably react to it: we are bored, moved, we remember something, we 

show it to a friend. Some images make us do even more radical things, like donate money, join a 

march, or go to prison. The underlying concept to this thought derives from Bredekamp's theory of 

the image act.8 Bredekamp wants to know how images provoke, challenge or generate action. “The 

image act should be understood as an effect on the way its recipient feels, thinks and acts. This 

effect  results  from  the  power  of  the  image  and  from  the  interaction  between  image  and  its 

beholding, touching, and listening counterpart.”9 Returning to the correlation between images and 

8 Cf. Horst Bredekamp (2010): Theorie des Bildakts, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 
9 Ibid., p. 52, in free translation. 
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protest, one could propose in the sense of Bredekamp that it was thanks to the images' impact, their 

strong iconography and immediate message, that so many people actively engaged in the protest. 

Does the worldwide, and especially European solidarity with the Ukrainian people originate from 

the knowledge of and disagreement with the current political circumstances? Or do images play a 

much bigger role in initiating an emotional and affective but also more concrete way of empathy,  

one that words are not able to create and that, ultimately, may lead to actual action? Bredekamp 

argues that images make people feel, do or say things they wouldn't have felt, done or said without  

the visual input. Hence, we can say that there is a huge difference to Austin's 'speech act' according 

to which speech is an instrument through which people act. Images, however, are themselves the 

driving  force  that  makes  people  act:  in  interaction  with  the  viewer  the  image  plays  its  own 

independent and active role. Regarding situations of political protest and of collective action the 

image, therefore, gains a more profound and significant function: it becomes an active participant in 

the protest, and can, in some cases, inform, mobilise, motivate and even radicalise the masses. 

Whether  we adapt  Austin's  speech act  to  our  enquiry,  and interpret  the  image  not  only  as 

manifestation but also as executor of an action, or whether we apply Bredekamp's concept of the 

image as trigger to an action – in both concepts the aspect of reception of an object is crucial: who 

sees the image? What is the context of display? In which medium is the image conveyed? Which 

possibilities of distribution does the image dispose of?10 However, there is another dimension that 

hasn't been touched on so far, which is the represented subject itself. I want to propose a third, and 

last strategy that contributes to the image's political potential and that is rather content and form 

related. What I shall call the 'historical ambiguity' of images refers to the fact that most images are 

both old and new. The old means the iconography, thanks to which the image can be decoded and 

understood. The new means the intellectual, creative addition that makes an image applicable to a 

new social and political context. In order to fulfil its criticizing, representing and, as we have seen,  

activating function, an image has to be recognizable and, moreover, it has to be transformed into 

something new. This transformation can take the form of a deconstruction, reduction, inversion, 

addition or synthesis and needs to refer to the cultural history of a community.

In order to further explain and support the argument of historical ambiguity, I will briefly turn 

to  Aby Warburg and his  pathos formula.  In 1905 Warburg published the essay “Dürer  und die 

10 Only due to the lack of space can I justify the fact that I wont reflect on the great possibilities, but also restrictions 
and impediments, that the internet as main communication platform generates for the protest culture of the 21 st 

century. As Paolo Gerbaudo notes in his publication on Social Media and Contemporary Activism there is a danger 
of “being overwhelmed by the sheer abundance and diversity of the communicative practices” the social media  
channels. For further information inter alia refer to: Paolo Gerbaudo (2012): Tweet and the Streets: Social Media  
and Contemporary Activism, London: Pluto Books, p. 3. And: Bart Cammaerts, Alice Mattoni, Patrick McCurdy 
(eds.) (2013): Mediation and Protest Movements, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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italienische Antike”, in which he stresses the iconographic continuity of the antiquity, and especially  

its  revivification  in  the  Renaissance.11 Here,  for  the  first  time,  we  read  the  expression 

“Pathosformel”, which describes a pathetic language of gestures and physic expressions of grand 

emotions. According to Warburg, these gestures, deriving from antiquity as formulas of expression, 

can be read as a universal language of the unspeakable.12 Hence,  he presupposes that there are 

certain energies too big and destructive to be grasped verbally, which can only be expressed and, 

therefore, mastered by means of visual forms. These forms, in turn, aren't random or individual, but 

follow a given iconographic code transmitted to us over centuries. 

Particularly in moments of crisis, as for example a war, due to trauma, fear or fundamental 

changes people are lacking ways to express their experience. In this case, it can be helpful to be able 

to recur to already existing formulas. In the Ukraine we were again and again confronted with the 

lack of language. Natalia Kosmolynska told us about the artist's search for appropriate symbols, and 

the poet Halyna Kruk was herself in search of a new language. According to her, the traditional 

poetic  rhetoric  couldn't  reflect  on the current  events anymore,  since metaphors had turned into 

reality. Thus, a coded formula such as proposed by Warburg, is helpful in order to communicate 

universally  and,  in  a way,  timelessly.  But  to  express the  very immediate,  local  experience,  the 

formulas have to be adjusted, transformed. While studying the visual material accompanying the 

Maidan revolution, it is important to keep Warburg's concept in mind. In order to understand why 

and  how art  can  be  employed  for  political  purposes,  one  has  to  know to  which  iconographic 

heritage the audience reacts. What image triggers which kind of emotion, if at all? How are the 

victims, the fighter, the enemy represented? How do we recognize them as such? 

As we have seen, all of the theoretical approaches could be applied to our very immediate and 

personal experiences with visual material made in the Ukraine. Both for the analyses and for our 

perception of various images on-site, the concepts proved very useful. Furthermore, we noticed that 

the Ukrainian artists, poets, curators and scholars themselves, are still struggling to interpret and 

evaluate  the  artistic  outcome of  the  recent  events.  Many people  spoke of  the  need for  greater 

distance to  be able  to  understand what  happened around and in  themselves.  Thus,  our  distant, 

theoretically determined view gave us the possibility to see a few things more clearly. This, for 

example, proved to be true in the case of Shevchenko's moustache, which for us clearly represented 

a form of “open signifier”. In the course of the past 200 years the portrait of Shevchenko, and even 

single features such as his moustache, were constantly reused, reinterpreted and reloaded with new 

11 Cf. Aby Warburg (2010): “Dürer und die italienische Antike” (1905), in: Werke in einem Band: auf der Grundlage  
der Manuskripte und Handexemplare, hg. v. M. Treml, S. Perdita, S. Weigel, L. Hetzer, Berlin: Suhrkamp, pp. 176-
186. 

12 Cf. ibid., p. 177. 
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meaning.  In  this  way,  even through  all  the  ideological  and  political  changes  that  the  Ukraine 

experienced,  Shevchenko remained one  of  the constant  identifiers  of  the Ukrainian population. 

While to us this actualisation of the icon was quite obvious, our Ukrainian interlocutors reacted very 

surprised to our interpretation as they emotionally identify themselves with him. 

However, while trying to answer the question how images do something, we never asked what 

images  actually  do.  In  retrospect,  this  seems to  have  been a  great  omission.  Parting  from the 

assumption  that  art  since  the  20th century  doesn't  only  serve  as  propaganda  or  documentation 

anymore, but also as intervention, we now regard those three categories to be insufficient. Above 

all, art in general seems to play a crucial role when it comes to the issue of identity. In the past  

decades, strategies such as irony, satire, trivialisation or minimisation helped to construct an anti-

war, anti-state and especially anti-violence identity. All over the world toys, flowers, pencils and 

music  figured  as  weapon,  and  instead  of  soldiers  we  see  a  ballerina  (Occupy  Wall  Street)  or 

raindrops  (Maidan)  represent  the  opposition.  Through  art,  revolutionaries  stress  their  creative, 

intellectual and liberal character, contrasting it with the conservative, archaic and violent authority. 

Without doubt, this observation applies to the events in the Ukraine as well. And while this aspect 

has widely been recognized, it hasn't received much attention in the context of protest art so far, 

which is the reason why, before concluding this essay, I wish to mention it once.

Instead of a conclusion I will propose a few categories that, in my opinion, should be added to 

the discussion of the political potential of art. First, by means of images and their publication on 

different  social  media  channels  art  reaches  a  way  of  distributing  ideas  and  information 

democratically. Second, nowadays images engage in a process of translation between the local and 

the global, constructing non-verbal collages of meaning that reflect on local issues for a global 

audience.  Third,  there  has  been  a  notable  shift  in  the  art  production,  from  a  single,  defined 

individual (the artist) to an anonymous collective of “produsers”.13 Art generates the possibility of 

participation in collective creation. Taking those three aspects into account, they can be united to 

one new function of the political art: horizontal communication. Horizontal in terms of transcending 

social classes and geographic borders, and also the dialectic relation between artist and audience.

13 Cf. Axel Bruns (2008): Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond: From Production to Produsage, New York: 
Peter Lang. 
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