
Countering Autonomy
&

Self-organized Initiatives



What is the Autonomy Research program?

The AUTONOMOUS PRACTICES research program investigates new concepts of “autonomy” in the arts that shift from, 
critically revise, or even break with, traditional Western notions of aesthetic and artistic autonomy.

What is Autonomy?
by Florian Cramer:

"‘Autonomy’ is a semantic rabbit hole. When discussing the term from the perspective of the arts, speakers of 
different languages may believe they mean the same thing while they are actually talking past each other. In the 
Netherlands and Flanders, for example, ‘autonome beeldende kunst’ (literally: ‘autonomous visual art’) corresponds to 
what is called ‘fine art’ in English-speaking countries, and ‘free art’ (‘freie Kunst’, ‘arts libres’) in German- and French-
speaking countries. In the German philosophical tradition, the notion of ‘autonomy’ is intrinsically linked to aesthetic 
theory rather than artistic practice, while in Italy and the English-speaking world, it is chiefly associated 
with political activism."

(…)

 "At its root, the term ‘autonomy’ is political in nature. The Greek word ‘nomos’ means ‘law’ or ‘norm’, while ‘auto’ 
means ‘self’. ‘Auto-nomos’ thus refers to anything that follows its own law. Since laws in most cases aren’t individual, 
but are written by some government or statehood, radical claims for autonomy will, by definition, clash with higher 
legal authorities. However, autonomy does not need to be understood as absolute. There is, for example, relative 
autonomy wherever the law provides no regulations of its own and leaves room for individual or community policies. 
Common examples are house rules in bars, shops and schools (including those rules that are typical of squatted 
‘autonomous’ spaces, such as a ban on sexist and racist language, which otherwise would still be protected by freedom 
of speech)."

Introduction

https://autonomousfabric.org/subject/autonomy
https://autonomousfabric.org/subject/political


Time guidelines:

10:00 - 10:30: Introduction
10:30 - 10:45: List of self-organized initiatives / self-initiated spaces
10:45 - 11:15: Definitions in connection with the lists: visibility/invisibility, approach/access, 
IRL/Online, Care + what are we missing? (max 2)
11:15 - 11:45: Make icons + photocopy

break 15 mins

12:00 - 12:30: Place spaces in the map + place the icons in the map in relation to the spaces + 
write experiences with these spaces.
12:30 - 13:00: Round of conclusions and discussion - List of self-organized initiatives / self-
initiated spaces. What type of self-organized initiative would you build? with whom? for whom? 
how? where?



In the past decades, and various fields of knowledge such as philosophy, politics, 
activism, sciences and technology, “autonomy” has gained new meanings, from self-
organized life practices to programmed autonomous systems. At the same time, the 
traditional concept of autonomy in the arts – in its specific Dutch and continental 
European meaning – has become problematic: among others, through critical revisions 
of Western enlightenment, romanticist and modernist aesthetics, through 
multidiscipinary arts practices, and through cultural globalisation.

In close collaboration with WdKA’s Autonomous Practices interfaculty study programme, 
we explore these newer concepts and practices in workshops, symposia, study groups, 
publications and practice-oriented research projects.

In 2018 the Lab investigated how a growing number of creatives in the Netherlands 
reoriented itself from studio practice and making traditional art/design products, 
towards self-organization in self-run initiatives. In these (often informal and 
underground) practices, initiatives become their own form of creative expression 
and projects. Examples include artist/designer-run public libraries, experimental (food 
art/design) restaurants, community centers, do-it-yourself publishing workspaces and 
bookstores, schools and (self-hosted, Open Source) social media, etc.

As a result of this research, the Lab created the Autonomous Fabric, an interactive map 
with more than 80 designer/artist-run initiatives in the city of Rotterdam.

Context:

https://research.wdka.nl/index.php/news-activities/position-paper-autonomous-practices/


https://www.autonomousfabric.org/?search=

https://www.autonomousfabric.org/?search=




Context:

In the first semester of 2023 the Research Center intended to give continuation to that research and attend the 
changes and transformations caused by COVID-19. Therefore, it begun to develop a research project that 
would lead to a symposium with self-organized initiatives in Rotterdam. In this gathering the focus would be on 
the increasing precarity of, and pressure on, these spaces, with three thematic focuses: 
(1) gentrification/housing, (2) decolonization/visibility of diverse demographics of practitioners, 
(3) dependence on digital platforms.

Having returned from the summer holidays, the coordination of the research center sent an invitation to the 
artist-run space Varia to participate in this symposium. Varia declined; this was their response:





In response to Varia's decline letter, the Autonomy Lab decided to postpone the symposium and instead rethink its frame-
work and relationship with self-organized initiatives in the city of Rotterdam.

The Autonomy Lab is now invested in rethinking what counts as a 'self-organized space/initiative', and what  'autonomy' is in the 
context of artistic and design practices. Therefore, we intend to create a new map under a new set of parameters that addresses 
the conditions under which this fabric of initiatives co-exist. This includes new social, political and financial determinants derived 
from a post-pandemic period; the input/needs/perspectives of students; the problems, obstacles, difficulties self-organized 
initiatives face today; and the growth in visibility of spaces that show, and have as audiences, underrepresented minorities in the 
city.

How should we approach self-organized initiatives as an institution? What are the criteria for recognizing one as a self-organized 
initiative? How can we decolonize and rethink the existing Autonomous Fabric map?

To answer this set of preliminary questions, we approached a cartographer collective from Argentina, Iconoclasistas, who will help 
us tackle these questions .

However, in order to be ready for Iconoclasistas workshop the Autonomy Lab planned three preparatory workshops for three 
vraagstuk: Public and Private, Critical Studies and Hacking. These preparatory workshops will lead to a new map we will create 
together with Iconoclasistas on 16th of November in Roodkapje.

The main idea of this map is that it serves as a tool for students, so we wonder what is the map missing?

Today, we will use one of Iconoclasistas manuals, "Manual of Collective Mapping" for creating a counter-map of the Autonomous 
Fabric map with you.



Iconoclasistas



Excerpts from "How to Become an Occasional Cartographer?" , This is 
Not an Atlas, A Global Collection of Counter-Cartographies Edited by
KOLLEKTIV ORANGOTANGO+, 2018



Excerpts from "How to Become an Occasional Cartographer?", This is 
Not an Atlas, A Global Collection of Counter-Cartographies Edited by
KOLLEKTIV ORANGOTANGO+, 2018



Workshop



10:30 - 10:45 (15 minutes):
Make groups of 5
List of self-organized initiatives / self-initiated spaces

-Students make a list of what they consider self-organized initiatives and spaces.
-You can look at the list from Autonomous Fabric if it is needed.
-You can also look at Fucking Good Art and Groot Atelier Rotterdam.



10:45 - 11:15: Definitions in connection with their list: 
visibility/invisibility, approach/access, IRL/Online, Care + 

what are we missing? (max 2)

-Each student writes one definition for each theme.
-As a group, you narrow these definitions to max. 3 definitions per theme.



11:15 - 11:45: Make icons + photocopy

- Make visual Icons for each topic/theme and photocopy the icons so there are enough to be placed on the map.
-If the theme/topic has more than one definition, make a variation of your icon so that we can distinguish each 
category you have made.



Break 15 minutes



12:00 - 12:30: Place initiatives in the map + place
the icons in the map in relation to the spaces/initiatives 
+ write experiences with these spaces/initiatives.

- Locate the self-organized initiatives/spaces on the map. If the location is not in the map, you can 

draw on paper and enlarge the map.
- Place the icons in the map in relation to the initiatives/spaces.
- Place your legend on the map (icons and their definitions)
- Write your personal or group experiences in these initiatives/spaces.



12:30 - 13:00 Round of conclusions and discussion -
What type of self-organized initiative would you build? 
with whom? for whom? how? where?

Check out and Share:
What type of self-organized initiative would you build?
With whom? For whom? How? Where?
What information would you find helpful to start your own initiative?



Thanks!

Voronoi Map of Federally Recognized Tribes (detail). Image: Anders Sundell @Sundellviz for the Decolonial Atlas



Terminologies

Counter-Mapping Manual by Cian Dayrit (2020)



Invisible/visible:

- What is happening behind the scenes? What sustains those spaces? Who is 
supporting and helping in those initiatives that is not necessarily visible to 
the audience?

- Under-represented social groups. Whose practices do we see in those 
initiatives and whose practices do we not see?

- What is considered to be worth exhibiting and what is not?

Approach/Access:

- Where do you see your practice or work fitting?

- Are these initiatives accessible to you?

- What are they? Ex. Art Institution, community centre, collective, education.

IRL/Online:

- Is the initiative visible/tangible? Nomadic platform? Network?

Care:

- Are these initiatives supportive of your identities, your practices, your 
experiences?

- Do you feel safe/brave in these initiatives?

- Do these initiatives practice solidarity towards specific groups of people or 
causes?
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