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More than anybody else, artist Andrea Fraser has for decades painstakingly 
investigated the concept of autonomy, basing her work on the analyses of the 
cultural sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. She discovered that the different 
dimensions of autonomy are contradicting one another more and more 
sharply in their functioning. A more meaningful autonomy can be developed 
by approaching the concept from a psychoanalytic perspective, provided that 
certain conditions are accepted.

The conditions and contradictions of artistic autonomy have been a central concern of 
mine since the 1990s. I began my 1996 essay ‘What’s Intangible, Transitory, Mediating, 
Participatory, and Rendered in the Public Sphere, Part II’, by enumerating four different 
aspects or ‘dimensions’ of artistic autonomy. First, I listed the ‘aesthetic dimension’, 
including ‘the freedom of art works from rationalization with respect to specific use or 
function, whether moral, economic, political, social, material or emotional’. Second, the 
‘economic dimension’, which emerged with ‘the relatively anonymous bourgeois market 
and with it, the artistic commodity; the consequent separation of sites of production and 
consumption and with it, the separation of production from the demands it meets or 
satisfies in the places and processes of consumption’. Third, the ‘social dimension’: the 
autonomy of art as a field which, like the autonomy of other fields, in Pierre Bourdieu’s 
analysis, is a condition of its capacity to impose ‘its own norms on both the production and 
the consumption of its products’ and to exclude norms and criteria dominant in other 
fields – especially the economic and political fields’. And, finally, the ‘political dimension’, 
which I frame in terms of ‘the freedom of speech and conscience and the right to dissident 
opinion’. 1

My characterization of the ‘aesthetic’ and ‘political’ dimensions of autonomy in that essay 
are perhaps particularly in need of elaboration, and I would now also add to this list what 
might be described, broadly, as a psychological dimension of autonomy. However, I still 
believe that any meaningful and productive discussion of autonomy in relation to art must 
include a clear articulation of which aspects of autonomy – these or others – are at issue, 
and how these aspects of autonomy are interrelating. The challenge that I became aware 
of in the mid-1990s, as I confronted some of the consequences of the services model that I 
was developing at the time, is not only that discussions of autonomy often blurred these 
different aspects, but that these different dimensions of autonomy often seem to function 
in contradiction to each other. I think that these contradictions have only become more 
acute since that time.

Bourdieu was a central influence in the development of my thinking about artistic 
autonomy and its contradictions. Bourdieu himself, to my knowledge, only used the term 
‘autonomy’ to describe what I would call the social dimensions of artistic autonomy. He 
develops his theory of relatively autonomous social fields in the context of ‘The Field of 
Cultural Production, or; the Economic World Reversed’ and other essays from the 1970s 
and 1980s, which he later revised into the book �T�h�e� �R�u�l�e�s� �o�f� �A�r�t. Interestingly, he hardly 
uses the term in �D�i�s�t�i�n�c�t�i�o�n�:� �A� �S�o�c�i�a�l� �C�r�i�t�i�q�u�e� �o�f� �t�h�e� �J�u�d�g�m�e�n�t� �o�f� �T�a�s�t�e, which is where he 
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