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RDM01 Research Proposal 

Protest at the Museum 

Introduction 

In the past five years there have been several exhibitions taking place at mainstream galleries in 

Britain which have taken explicitly political themes, exhibiting art works and ephemera relating to 

protest, political social conflict and political discourse. These exhibitions include (in order of 

relevance): 

 “Disobedient Objects” at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 2014–15; a survey of objects 

appropriated and crafted in political activism from the 1970’s onwards in order to explore 

the “design of protest”;  

 

 “Art Under Attack: Histories of British Iconoclasm” at Tate Britain, from October 2013-

Janurary 2014; an exhibition exploring the history of physical attacks on art in Britain from 

the 16th century to the present day for political, religious and aesthetic reasons; 

 

 “History is Now: 7 Artists Take On Britain” at the Hayward Gallery in February to April 2015; 

an exhibition in which 7 artists were invited to curate mini shows responding to political 

climates throughout British history in the lead up to the general election in May; 

● “Conflict, Time, Photography” at Tate Modern, a curatorial exploration of the relationship 

between the time of the event of conflict and the documentation that follows in retrospect, 

though this is more relating to war than socio-political landscapes specifically.  

 

What these exhibitions all have in common – along with their content – is that they are group, 

retrospective shows, taking place in art museums that are all funded through both governmental 

means and private sponsorship. It is also worth noting that they all took place post-2010 – a year 

which, in the wake of the inauguration of the Con-Lib coalition government, saw wide-spread anti-

austerity street protests from student, teacher, and NHS groups, amongst many others. This led me 

to think about what this means for the future of political objects, now that they have arguably been 

confined, through the architecture of the museum, to the canon of compartmentalised history1.  

 

This is of particular interest to me, as my own practice as an academic in critical art practice has 

always focussed on Left-wing political histories entering the institution – such as the school or the 

museum – and the legacies that are created from this, including how these histories go on to 

permeate our everyday lives.  

 

I have also had a long-running interest in the work of cultural theorist Mark Fisher, whose 2008 text 

“Capitalist Realism: Is there No Alternative?” gives a sceptical critique of anti-capitalist protest with 

reference to the Post-Modern condition2. I see this as having an intrinsic link to the act of placing a 

                                                           
1 Carr, E. H. What Is History? New York: Vintage, 1961. Print.  

2 Fisher, M. Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? Winchester, UK: Zero, 2009. 13. Print.  
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politicised object in the museum, and will expand upon this in my literature review and 

methodology. 

 

My research will take a primary focus on the first of these exhibitions listed, “Disobedient Objects”, 

because of its direct focus on the objects of street protest over the past 35 years, including those 

created in the demonstrations mentioned above. The objects in the exhibition also hold an 

interesting status, as the curators of the show Gavin Grindon and Catherine Flood worked 

collaboratively with the makers of said objects in a series of workshops to make collective decisions 

on how they were presented within the museum space3. Having said that, I will draw comparisons 

between “Disobedient Objects” and the other exhibitions mentioned above within my methods and 

data analysis. 

Question 

Considering Mark Fisher’s critique of protest and capitalist realism, does the Disobedient Objects 

exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum prompt questions towards a new form of political 

aesthetics? 

The objective of my project is not to design and call for a new set of political aesthetics, instead, it is 

a curiosity in probing what this exhibition marks for the future of political aesthetics, and discovering 

new questions surrounding this, in order to promote new critical discourse and independent areas of 

research.  

Literature/Contextual Review 

As far as I am aware nothing has been academically published in researching the “Disobedient 

Objects” exhibition and its implications for the future of political objects, or indeed, as part of a 

phenomenon of political exhibitions in the time-frame I have identified of post-2010. This is possibly 

largely due to the fact that the exhibition took place so recently (within a year prior to the writing of 

this proposal). However, as well as finding literature published in the general media about the 

exhibition (newspaper reviews etc.), I have identified three key themes within my project, which I 

intend to demonstrate in my literature review through a process of triangulation. These themes are 

as follows:   

 Mark Fisher’s 2008 text “Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?”; this key text gives an 

account of “Capitalist Realism” which – following the critiques of Capitalism given by Post-

Marxist and Post-Modernist philosophers Adorno and Lyotard – he understands as “a 

pervasive atmosphere, conditioning not only the production of culture but also the 

regulation of work and education, and acting as a kind of invisible barrier constraining 

thought and action”, comparing the phenomenon to John Carpenter’s “The Thing”, 

metabolizing and absorbing anything with which it comes into contact. And for this he 

blames Neo-Liberalism – brought about by Margaret Thatcher’s rule of austerity and 

privatization and pushed further still by Blairism. Fisher describes Neo-Liberalism as 

pertaining to a “business ontology”, making it seem “simply obvious” that everything in 

society should be run as a heavily bureaucratic business. The text holds a somewhat nihilistic 

tone, as he links this ubiquitous cultural absorption and impossibility for anything new to 

                                                           
3 Judah, H. "Disobey! When Protest Objects Are Exhibited In One Of The World’s Grandest Museums, How 

Does It Change The Objects? And How Does It Change The Museum?" Art Review Summer 2014. Print.  
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Francis Fukuyama’s text “The End of History”, and within this he describes protest as a 

“carnivalesque background noise to Capitalist Realism”4. 

 

 Protest and the Carnival; In the first section of the “Disobedient Objects” exhibition’s 

accompanying literature of the same name, curators and authors Gavin Grindon and 

Catherine Flood consider the statue of Hercules that adorns the entrance of the Victoria and 

Albert Museum and the history of Hercules as an icon. They describe how the figure of 

Hercules would be displayed at grand dinners of the higher orders of society and thus 

represented “power and order”, contrasting this with the image of the Hydra of Lena which 

stands to represent “the lost history of the multi-ethnic classes essential to the making of 

the modern world”, a point from which Grindon and Flood introduce their project as a 

reaction to the influence on art history held by the art market: 

 

“In that inevitable taking of sides, our project turns to objects that open up histories of 

making from below. These objects disclose hidden moments in which, even if only in brief 

flashes, we find the possibility that things might be otherwise: that, in fact, the world may 

also be made from below, by collective, organized disobedience against the world as it is”5.  

 

It is this that led me to the theme of the Carnival and dissenus – a field in which Gavin 

Grindon is an academic expert at Essex University, having written several papers identifying 

key themes in street protests and their links to the work of theorists such as Mikhail 

Bahktin’s “Rabelais and His World”6. Bahktin’s seminal concept of the carnival effectively 

concerns the double-life of the public sphere, in which the model of the carnival acts as a 

form of resistance against the reigning ecclesiastic powers, through the spread of an all-

encompassing, ambivalent form of laughter: 

 

“…During carnival there is a temporary suspension of all hierarchic distinctions and barriers 

among men and of certain norms and prohibitions of usual life…an ideal and at the same 

time real type of communication, impossible in ordinary life, is established”7. 

 

This has frequently been used as a metaphor for large-scale protests such as the Occupy 

movement, and also identifies protest as inherently rooted within the public sphere – a 

point which I feel is important regarding the focus of my project and methodology, which I 

will expand upon in the next section.   

Hettie Judah also references Bahktin in “Disobey!” – a review of the exhibition written for 

Art Review magazine, in which she refers to the “lower orders” and begins to pose the 

question of what happens to the potency of the politicised object once it enters the 

museum8. Following on from this, I will also be examining Pollyanna Ruiz’s recent book 

“Articulating Dissent: Protest and the Public Sphere”, which focusses on the formation of 

public spheres within street protest9. 

                                                           
4 Fisher, M. Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? Winchester, UK: Zero, 2009. 6-20. Print. 
5 Grindon, G., and C. Flood. Disobedient Objects. London: V&A, 2015. 7-8. Print. 
6 Grindon, G. "Carnival Against Capital: A Comparison of Bahktin, Vaneigem and Bey." Gavin Grindon. 2004. 

Web. <http://gavingrindon.net/>.  
7 Bakhtin, M. M. Rabelais and His World. Cambridge, MA: M. I. T., 1968. 203. Print. 
8 Judah, H. "Disobey! When Protest Objects Are Exhibited In One Of The World’s Grandest Museums, How 
Does It Change The Objects? And How Does It Change The Museum?" Art Review Summer 2014. Print. 
9 Ruiz, Pollyanna. Articulating Dissent: Protest and the Public Sphere. London: Pluto, 2014. Print.  
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 The governmentality of the museum’s institutional structures; for this I will lead with Tony 

Bennett’s book “The Birth of the Museum”, which takes heavy influence from Foucault’s 

theories of power structures. Bennett’s book – published in 1995 – explores the ways in 

which “high culture” is instrumentalised by the public museum as a mode of social 

management, stating that museums, and institutions like them such as international 

exhibitions and modern fairs… 

 

“…is involved in the practice of “showing and telling: that is, of exhibiting artefacts and/or 

persons in a manner calculated to embody and communicate specific cultural meanings and 

values. They are also institutions which, in being open to all-comers, have shown a similar 

concern to devise ways of regulating the conduct of their visitors, and to do so, ideally, in 

ways that are unobtrusive and self-perpetuating”10.  

 

 This will be accompanied by a brief look at Jennifer Barrett’s text “Museums and the Public 

Sphere” which gives a historical account of museum structures and their educational 

practicalities, with a specific focus on the museum as public intellectual.  

As mentioned above, I have found very little research based around the “Disobedient Objects” 

exhibition per se, and because of this probably being due to how recently the exhibitions took place, 

I feel it would be naïve to claim this as the gap for my research. However, what my literature review 

does demonstrate is that the three thematic strands, whilst being interlinked, have not been 

contrasted in this way before. What this triangulation of themes does is open up a spectrum of 

wider discourse surrounding issues related to “Disobedient Objects”, and thus creates a platform for 

critical analysis of an interdisciplinary nature. The exhibition was clearly a significant cultural 

moment as it attracted a high-level of media attention and was experimental in its inclusion of 

recent political discourse (as outlined in my introduction), but so far, all that has been written about 

it was done so in a journalistic format, or by the curators themselves, which arguably limits critical 

scope. I, therefore, identify the need for my research as being an in-depth critical analysis of the 

exhibition and its surrounding structures from an external position, in order to examine what this 

could mean for the future of political aesthetics. I will elaborate on this further in my methodology. 

Methodology  

Due to my project being interdisciplinary in structure – as exemplified by the three strands in my 

literature review – my methodology will also be heterogeneous in structure and content. 

Primarily my methodology will be that of a Social Constructionist, by which I mean an approach that 

is concerned with the social sphere, and how knowledge is constructed and engrained within it. This 

will have a direct relation to my investigation of the governmentality of the not-for-profit museum 

and its role as a public educator, due to Social Constructionism’s theories surrounding the concept of 

institutionalisation and the formation of objective knowledge through socialisation, such as those 

put forward by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, which Tom Andrews describes in his 

examination of the Social Constructionist practice11. This is an interpretive type of approach which 

will be appropriate for my project due to the proposed outcomes being discursive and theoretical, 

with the intent of producing “questions of change” – a notion which has been has been explored in 

                                                           
10 Bennett, T. The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. London: Routledge, 1995. 6. Print.  
11 Andrews, T. "What Is Social Constructionism?" Grounded Theory Review | An International Interdisciplinary 

Journal. June 2012. Web. 02 Feb. 2016. <http://groundedtheoryreview.com/>.  
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educational research12. The focus on the institution within my methodology will also be influenced 

by the work of Michel Foucault and his theories surrounding power structures within language and 

the institution13, as has been demonstrated in my literature review through the work of Tony 

Bennett.   

This will be accompanied with an anthropological approach to examining the exhibition’s content as 

well as its context. This is a self-reflexive form of critical methodology that requires the researcher 

(i.e. myself) to ask questions that identify and interrogate assumptions within and surrounding the 

subject matter and its context, which as my project is intrinsically concerned with objective 

knowledge and compartmentalised history (as mentioned in my introduction), is an important 

aspect to consider.  

In “Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials”, Gillian Rose 

identifies three key themes within the anthropological approach: 

 A consideration on the materiality of images as objects, i.e. the physical form they take  

 An examination of the performativity of the object, i.e. the object “in action” in a specific 

context, Rose makes reference to Nicholas Thomas’ “Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material 

Culture and Colonialism” in which he states that “objects and contexts not only define each 

other, but may change and disrupt each other”.  

 A notion of the object as mutable through recontextualisation, i.e. that the meanings given 

and applied to objects and images are constrained by the context in which they are 

placed14.  

The third point made by Rose leads me on to my ontological position that objects are changed once 

they enter the museum, for which I am minded of Philip Fisher’s assertions in his essay “Art and The 

Future’s Past”, using the example of the once gloried and even mystical warrior’s sword, stating; 

“As a final stage of the sword’s existence, all groups of this [original] culture are destroyed 

by a higher civilisation whose learned men take the sword to a museum, where they classify 

it along with cooking implements, canoes, clothing, statues, and toys as an example of a 

cultural “style” by contrast to the “artefacts” of other cultures or earlier or later “stages” of 

this style”15. 

It is from this position that I will debate the status of political objects entering institutions such as 

the Victoria and Albert Museum and what effect this has on their political potency. I will pertain to a 

subjectivist epistemology that these exhibitions, as a phenomenon, be viewed, not as simply 

classified documentations of periodized history, but as interruptions in Western knowledge of 

aesthetic dissensus, as Foucault describes at the beginning of The Archaeology of Knowledge:  

                                                           
12 Zeeman, L., M. Poggenpoel, C. P.H. Myburgh, and N. Van Der Linde. "An Introduction to a Postmodern 

Approach to Educational Research: Discourse Analysis." University of Missouri-St. Louis. Faculty of Education 
and Nursing, Rand Afrikaans University, Republic of South Africa, Autumn 2002. Web. Jan-Feb. 2016. 
<http://www.umsl.edu/~wilmarthp/mrpc-web-resources/AN-INTRODUCTION-TO-A-POSTMODERN-
APPROACH-TO-EDUCATIONAL-RESEARCH--DA.pdf>.  
13 Lechte, J. "Post-Structuralism." 50 Key Contemporary Thinkers From Structuralism to Post-Humanism. 2nd 

ed. London: Routledge, 2008. 142. Print.  
14 Rose, G. "An Anthropological Approach." Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of 

Visual Materials. 2nd ed. London: Sage, 2001. 219-23. Print.  
15 Fisher, P. "Art and The Future's Past." Museum Studies: An Anthology Of Contexts. Ed. B. M. Carbonell. 
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Pub., 2004. 437. Print. 
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“The history of ideas; science; philosophy; thought…evade very largely the work and the methods of 

the historian, attention has been turned, on the contrary, away from vast unities like “periods” or 

“centuries” to the phenomena of rupture, of discontinuity”16.  

By this I mean that I see these exhibitions as marking a puncture (i.e. interruption) in the life of these 

political objects and thus, in our knowledge of what political aesthetics is, and therefore calls for a 

re-examination of that knowledge.   

Methods 

I will be employing Discourse Analysis17 in order to dissect the institutional structures surrounding 

and embedded within the exhibition at hand. In order to do this I will: 

 Firstly be undertaking a close observation and reading of the exhibitions at hand. I have 

already visited them in person and – as they now exist in retrospect – I will re-examine them 

in photographic form, along with the accompanying literature. This close observation will 

focus on and consider the three anthropological criterion as outlined in my methodology, i.e. 

materiality of the art objects, the performativity of the objects in the museum space, and 

the mutation of the object from political object to museum artefact; 

 

 Be gathering bureaucratic material regarding the governmentality of British art museums - in 

particular the V&A and Tate. This will include materials such as letters and statements from 

governmental funding bodies such as Arts Council England and documents relating to 

museum and exhibition sponsorships such as contracts and “mission statements”. I will be 

doing this in order to identify any links to the exhibition in terms of curatorial intent and 

governmental constraint which could have had implications for the exhibition’s final 

outcomes. I will source these materials from public online domains such as websites for the 

Victoria and Albert Museum, Arts Council England and the Direct Gov arts and culture 

section; 

 

 I will follow this with a close reading of Mark Fisher’s text mentioned in my literature review, 

as I regard it as a text that fuels my question. This close reading will seek to gain a deeper 

understanding of the text along with its context (i.e. 2009) in order to critically analyse its 

relation to the discourse surrounding the “Disobedient Objects” exhibition; 

 

 I intend to undertake interviews with the curators of Disobedient Objects – Gavin Grindon 

and Catherine Flood – in order to conceptually unpack the exhibition and curatorial 

processes further. Additionally, I will undertake separate interviews with activists involved in 

the Disobedient Objects show, in order to find out more about their experiences, and what 

they feel this exhibition means for the future of their practices as anti-establishment 

activists.  

Data Analysis 

The data gathered from my methods will therefore consist of: 

                                                           
16 Foucault, M. The Archaeology of Knowledge. London: Routledge, 1989. 4. Print.  
17 Rose, G. "Discourse Analysis II." Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual 

Materials. 2nd ed. London: Sage, 2001. 172. Print. 
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 An in-depth description of the exhibition in written and photographic form, including 

information on the contributing activists and their donated objects; 

 A selection of annotated bureaucratic materials with a written summary; 

 A written summary of Mark Fisher’s “Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?”, along 

with additional information about the text including the social context at the time of writing 

and publication; 

 Transcriptions of all interviews. 

I will compile all of my data into an appendix as part of my final project, to ensure complete 

transparency in my work in order to mitigate any biases through extraction of materials.  

From my gathering of data I intend to identify a constellation of discourses from a variety of 

different sources, and it is in this intertextual space that I will debate my ontological claims, along 

with claims made by Mark Fisher - bearing in mind my own social context- and it is from here that I 

hope to cut open current forms of knowledge on political and exhibition practices in order to 

provoke questions of change regarding radical aesthetics. 

Ethical Considerations 

I will be submitting my proposal to the university ethics committee for approval of my interview 

plans and will be providing all interviewees with modified University of Brighton consent forms along 

with as much information as possible about the project so that there is no risk of them feeling 

exploited by my project at any time. Within my project disclaimer I shall also state that I will publish 

all transcribed interviews in an appendix and summary of each encounter, in order to ensure 

transparency in my project to demonstrate an intent for no political bias.  

In terms of gathering bureaucratic and photographic material, I shall ensure that all of this data is 

obtained legally through portals which are readily public – hence the websites listed above. If an 

opportunity arises to gain access to documents that are not readily accessible, e.g. through an arts 

professional or governmental figure, I will ensure transparency in my project and provide them with 

a full disclaimer of what I intend to do with the documents, in order to avoid potential implications 

for them in any way. 

Timeline 

Below is an estimated timeline of my project between now (January/February 2016) to September 

2017 - as I am a part-time student – in the form of a gantt chart. 
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Figure 1: Academic year across 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Word count: 3194 including headings. 
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