
295

I Do. From Instruction to Agency: 
Designing of Vocational Orientation 

Through Artistic Practice

Constanze Schmidt

Henry, a 16-year-old boy, is standing in the entrance hall of a large Chinese 
logistics company in the HafenCity in Hamburg. He is playing the 
recorder. It is lunchtime; employees are pouring out of the elevators to go 
out for lunch. A few of them turn to glance at Henry. Normally, Henry 
plays the recorder at small concerts, with his family, or alone, just for relax-
ation. He even plays it during the breaks of rehearsals when he is stressed. 
He always carries his recorder with him. At the moment, he is doing a 
mandatory internship at China Shipping, and had the idea that maybe 
some of the employees might enjoy hearing him play his instrument. 
Shortly afterwards, he said, ‘Of course, it was embarrassing. But it was a 
lot of fun too’.

In this particular context, Henry’s playing becomes a micro practice, by 
which he triggers something within a micro framework. Such a sense of 
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agency, the capacity to act and to prompt an effect, is probably not expe-
rienced so often by young people during their internship. In general, 
interns will focus primarily on adapting to given structures at the work-
place and in trying not to attract too much attention. Together with 
Henry and other ninth-grade teenagers, I have been researching a new 
form of vocational orientation with artistic practice. In this context, I initi-
ated internships where teenagers performatively explore different places of 
work. The following questions were decisive for our project:

•	 How can vocational orientation be combined with an education of 
agency?

•	 Ideally, could this take place by introducing an artistic, performative 
form of agency?

To answer these questions, I will first refer to given theories and research 
around the notions of work, performance, citizenship and agency, and 
then describe our specific research setup of a vocational orientation that 
was informed by artistic practices.

Working Citizen. The Longing for Agency 
in Current Vocational Orientation

Concerning professions, the German Basic Law states:

Article 12

	 (1)	 All Germans shall have the right freely to choose their occupation or profes-
sion, their place of work and their place of training. (Basic Law, p. 3)

Vocational orientation has so far been understood as a life-long process in 
which an individual can tailor his skills and align his own aspirations with the 
professional requirements of the outside world. In school-based vocational 
orientation, the parents, employment agency and school support the young 
individual’s career choice by providing counselling and informing him or 
her about different vocational fields and corresponding requirements.

Working as a teacher in the German school system at a Hamburg aca-
demic high school, I have noticed that many teenagers—in view of the 
given freedom and an ever-changing world of work—feel overwhelmed 

  C. SCHMIDT



297

when it comes to choosing their professional education.1 They tend to 
make short-term decisions, without much reflection, which often have far-
reaching consequences—such as later breaking off from their studies or 
education. Students are confronted with two key challenges in the context 
of their vocational orientation: firstly, their efforts to obtain good grades, 
in the sense of fulfilling external requirements, do not prepare them for 
their working life. According to Paul Collard, more than half of the pro-
fessions that will be socially relevant in the future do not even exist yet. 
Young people will thus also need to be capable of one thing in the future: 
to invent careers for themselves (cf. Collard 2013, p. 2).

Additionally, many students have neither been taught nor encouraged 
how to develop a critical attitude towards our neoliberal working society, 
and to develop this attitude within their career choices and life planning.

I understand a vocational orientation in which both of these challenges 
are taken into account as being designed around the idea of a working 
citizen.

Performing Work

In post-Fordism, labour is no longer defined as a self-explanatory concept. 
The same occupation can be perceived by those executing it as either 
labour or non-labour. For Paolo Virno, the distinction between labour 
and non-labour has become obsolete, and has been replaced by a politi-
cally motivated differentiation between remunerated and non-remunerated 
life (cf. Virno 2004, p. 117). Thus, it is not solely the occupation itself, 
but other factors that will determine what is considered as labour.

Companies nowadays expect their employees to optimally organize 
their work themselves; to not only execute a work-related task, but also to 
perform it. According to Kai van Eikels, social and communicative skills 
(negotiating, communicating, presenting), one’s personal standing and 
the corresponding recognition from colleagues, all play a vital role in the 
assessment of a person’s proficiency. What is being assessed is ‘their self-
enactment – in the double sense of their behaviour and self-presentation 
as a performing subject in an inter-subjective network of collaboration’ 
(van Eikels 2013b, p. 8, translation by author). A person’s occupations are 
possibly perceived less as work when fulfilled independently within the 
environment of a company based on teamwork. This also involves the 
assumption that workers who dedicate themselves to their tasks with their 
entire personality are less able to distance themselves from their work.
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For work performance in a company, particularly the ‘performative sov-
ereignty’ (van Eikels 2013b, p. 4, translation by author) is attractive. A 
person can attain performative sovereignty by exposing themselves to situ-
ations which they are able to cope with, not through an existing position 
of power, but only by virtue of their own behaviour in the given situation. 
Acting, in such a situation, affords the performing person the freedom to 
shape reality in concrete terms (cf. van Eikels 2013a, p.  32); it never 
implies merely executing what has been predetermined. Performative sov-
ereignty thus develops only with the actual performance of actions. 
According to van Eikels, the sovereign here disengages from the politi-
cal—understood here as institutional authority—and appears as a perfor-
mative sovereignty in processes of work and collaboration.

Labour—in the context of post-Fordism—in the eyes of Paolo Virno 
takes on traditional characteristics of political action in the sense of 
Hannah Arendt, because ‘it is in the world of contemporary labour that 
we find the “being in the presence of others”, the “relationship with the 
presence of others”, the beginning of new processes, and the constitu-
tive familiarity with contingency, the unforeseen and the possible’ (Virno 
2004, p. 51).

Following van Eikels’ and Virno’s thoughts, citizens thus have the pos-
sibility to understand work as a form of political action and to perform it 
according to their own needs and desires.

The Concept of a Working Citizen

The concept of a working citizen has been proposed by Ulf Schrader 
(2013). He suggests that, in view of an exponential economic growth that 
implies the exploitation of ecological and social resources, work—besides 
earning a living—should follow the principle of achieving social, ecologi-
cal and economical fairness. According to Schrader, a working citizen fol-
lows a professional self-concept in the course of his working life, in which 
he ‘preferably contributes his labour and time for the benefit of societal 
objectives relevant to him as a citizen’ (Schrader 2013, p. 1, translation by 
author).2 However, Schrader’s approach neglects both a broadening of 
the definition of work and the possibility of a fundamental reorganization 
of work in our society.

Therefore, concerning vocational orientation and how to design it, I 
would like to expand the notion of the working citizen through the follow-
ing ideas3:
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Colin C. Williams criticizes the fact that, in most US top-down models 
for the promotion of security, esteem and identity, a working citizen is 
always understood as someone who participates in formal, paid employ-
ment. ‘In this view, everything is linked to a paid job, including citizenship 
itself as manifested by the lack of distinction drawn between citizens’ 
rights and workers’ rights’ (Williams 2007, p. 235). Williams promotes 
the redefinition and expansion of both grassroots and top-down models of 
the working citizen to encompass informal work. By extending the ‘volun-
tary and community sectors’, integration could be enhanced through 
informal work and active citizenship. In this context, Williams assesses the 
programme ACC (Active Citizen Credits) as being inclusive and sensible. 
The intention of this active citizens’ service is to document, present and 
reward endeavours—such as caring and other work, conducted anyway—
for the benefit of their community, for example, by granting tax credits. 
Individuals would thus voluntarily engage in a self-designed portfolio of 
work of their choice. ‘The result would be the creation of a society founded 
upon the principle of multi-activity without a radical policy overhaul’ 
(Williams 2007, p. 237).

Impulses towards a fundamental redistribution and reassessment of 
work in our society are found in the more holistic concepts of ‘time pros-
perity’ from the post-growth debate. The proposals made by Friederike 
Habermann (cf. Habermann 2013, pp.  14–24), and Frigga Haug (cf. 
Haug 2013, pp.  26–38) and others open up temporal spaces (cf. 
Konzeptwerk Neue Ökonomie 2013). Their ideas are of interest for the 
conception of a working citizen, even if they do not explicitly use the term. 
Here, the citizen takes responsibility for the sustainable organization of 
paid and unpaid work in our society. Internalized logics of growth are 
broken up and gainful employment is reduced to one quarter of the for-
mer allotted time. The individual will engage in activities, which she/he 
perceives as meaningful, based on the assumption that people are less 
interested in optimizing their personal economic situation but instead will 
use their own, and other, human resources with great care in all areas of 
life.

The German artist Juliane Stiegele extends post-growth concepts of 
work organization through the dimension of creativity. The question 
‘what is humane work?’ is examined from different perspectives; for exam-
ple, with regard to ecological responsibility, economic considerations, 
social aspects or the need for creativity and culture. In view of ongoing 
crises and negative impacts on human existence, Stiegele suggests the 
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redefinition of all fields of work, involving rethinking and actively shaping 
them in the sense of creating a social sculpture, similar to the way Joseph 
Beuys described it in his ‘expanded concept of art’. The concept includes 
the kind of human action aimed at shaping society for the benefit of all (cf. 
Beuys 1985). Stiegele finds an answer to the question of what humane 
work could be in artistic practice:

If a person shapes things, works beyond his own interest toward a relation 
with others and does not lose sight of the overall picture, then he is an artist. 
[…] This would also serve as a plausible definition of humane work. (Stiegele 
2014, p. 6, translation by author)

In the light of the concepts outlined above, I understand the working 
citizen to be an individual who principally acts in a socially, ecologically 
and economically fair manner and, within these activities, finds and invents 
their own profession.

The Longing for Agency in Current Vocational Orientation

For vocational orientation in adolescence, this concept of a working 
citizen provides various ideas that can be structured according to two 
interpretations of the term ‘orientation’: orientating oneself in the 
sense of determining one’s personal standpoint or as an alignment 
towards a profession. A holistic vocational orientation comprises the 
development of a differentiated perception of one’s own needs, desires 
and skills—including a form of aesthetic intelligence, and the readiness 
to allow new perspectives, and to think and act empathically and 
socially (cf. Collard 2013). The idea of developing and orientating 
oneself on both personal and social values is based on a comprehensive 
concept of work, equally including non-paid endeavours like house-
work, individual work or civic work (cf. Famulla, Butz 2005). Moreover, 
Ulf Schrader emphasizes the importance of the principle of sustainabil-
ity. He notes that this topic has, until now, merely played a minor role 
in the academic study and implementation of vocational orientation in 
schools (cf. Schrader 2013).

In the light of continual changes in the realm of work, orientation in 
the sense of ‘alignment’ refers mainly to aspects like flexibility and adapta-
tion; they have been the subject of controversial discussions in the field of 
vocational orientation for some time. While Karin Schober considers them 
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to be essential (cf. Schober 2001), Marisa Kaufhold suggests that one 
should indeed develop an inner flexibility, but only acquire such new pro-
fessional competencies that one personally perceives as meaningful. One 
should not submit oneself to the pressure of constant adaptation to 
changes on the job market (cf. Kaufhold, pp.  223–4). Both positions 
underline self-reliance as a necessary feature.

Within the specific discussion on suitable vocational orientation, a para-
digm shift—from professional guidance towards the promotion and sup-
port of an individual planning ability and capacity to act—has already 
taken place. Currently, for practical implementation, this implies that 
young people are only offered impulses that will motivate them to shape 
their own educational, professional and life planning (cf. Butz 2008).

In my view, the very experience of difference gained through artistic 
processes, as Ulrike Hentschel describes (cf. Eckert, Hentschel 2015), 
offers a chance to break with habitual modes of perception in the working 
world. Following Martin Seel (1993), for Hentschel, the peculiarity of art 
is ‘to point to “the world”. The art can only do this by distinguishing itself 
from “the world”, thereby enabling the experience of difference or dis-
tance’ (cf. Eckert, Hentschel 2015, p.  3, translation by author). Thus, 
artistic performative strategies may evade exploitation on the economic 
level.

From this, I conclude that what is called for to achieve a vocational 
orientation towards a working citizen is a performative, artistic form of 
agency.

Agency
Based on Cornelia Helfferich’s compilation of various social-scientific 
concepts of agency (cf. Helfferich 2012, pp. 9–39), agency can be under-
stood like this: agency describes a person’s conscious capacity to act and 
be effective, which they themselves perceive as meaningful and creative. A 
possibility to act depends on social factors. It determines the precondi-
tions for and/or a consequence of agency. A subjective experience of 
agency does not necessarily coincide with factual circumstances.

Michel De Certeau sees routine practices as presenting an opportunity 
for creative practices of appropriation—individuals decisively integrate 
predefined structures into their everyday life in a joyful process of resigni-
fication. To him, ‘walking in the city’ exemplifies the process of active 
consumption of a place—a city has a system of streets; its inhabitants, 
however, take shortcuts that best suit their purposes. Thereby, they create 
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new paths, and thus impact the prevailing system. De Certeau ascribes an 
element of creative resistance to such tactical practices, whereby an indi-
vidual would not be aiming at revolution, but rather, simply evading the 
control efforts deployed by the ‘disciplining forces’ (cf. de Certeau 1988).

With de Certeau, the term ‘agency’ thus becomes a description of cre-
ative processes of appropriation. Agency signifies the capacity to con-
sciously individualize, influence and re-signify prevailing structures.

How Artistic Instructions May Lead to Agency: 
The Project Internship Report

The project ‘Internship Report’4 was conceived as follows: in January 
2016, ninth-grade students at the Europaschule Gymnasium Hamm in 
Hamburg undertook the usual three-week internships in different compa-
nies in order to gain their first work experience—for example, at a bank, a 
dental practice or a Chinese shipping company. During the preparation of 
our vocational orientation project, 22 teenagers and I worked with various 
artistic practices. In this context, we discovered that an artistic, performa-
tive form of agency could be developed and supported by means of par-
ticular art-based instructions. Usually, the tasks related to an internship are 
aimed at helping teenagers find out for themselves whether they are suited 
for a particular job and the given structures at that workplace—or not. The 
instructions of the ‘internship through artistic practice’ served as a research 
tool, aimed at testing the work environment and designing one’s own 
internship. A series of questions were formulated to guide the process:

•	 What does the working environment need?
•	 In carrying out their work, what kind of experiences do the teenagers 

see as also pleasing their colleagues?
•	 How would they like to design their own work?
•	 What kind of new professions do they invent for themselves?

Based on these questions, the students developed specific artistic inter-
ventions within the workplace—using sounds, images, actions or move-
ments—and then documented the reactions of their colleagues.

In the weeks before their internship, the young people had tried out dif-
ferent artistic tasks in businesses throughout the neighbourhood. The spe-
cial form of instructions had emerged because these teenagers seemed to 
enjoy carrying out tasks in general. The students also seemed accustomed 
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to receiving clear instructions, as they were used to transparent rules and 
their rigorous implementation from school (‘the strictest school in 
Germany’ cf. Gall 2012). In my role as artist, and by working with art-
based instructions, I could give them ‘license to do things differently’. The 
project was aimed at providing the students with small spaces, where they, 
for once, would be allowed to bypass the rules set by their environment. 
This also enabled them to withdraw from the neoliberal logics of adapt-
ability, usability and achievement orientation, which are found in economy 
as in common educational contexts. Instruction-based education is turned 
inside out by instruction-based art.

Instruction-Based Art: Permission and Scope for Action

On August 29, 1952, the pianist David Tudor sits down at the grand 
piano, starts the stopwatch and closes the piano. In the four minutes and 
thirty-three seconds that follow one cannot hear any piano music, only an 
occasional coughing from the audience, the shuffling of feet and someone 
sneezing. The repeated opening and closing of the piano lid marks all 
three movements of this premiere of the composition, whose score was 
defined as follows:

I
Tacet

II
Tacet
III

Tacet

By measuring the time, and the opening and closing of the piano lid, 
John Cage’s composition 4′33″ (Cage 1960) creates a framework that 
directs the audience’s attention to incidental sounds occurring in the 
music hall. The recipient is thus referred to his own expectations of a con-
cert. By reinterpreting the sounds all around them as music, the audience 
may become aware of their own participation in the concert. Cage 
upgrades such ordinary sounds as essential elements of our world. He 
reflects the function and the material of art through art itself (cf. LaBelle 
2002, p. 48).

Cage’s conceptual compositions had a decisive influence on the Fluxus 
movement of the 1960s. In Fluxus, I found the same features and effects 
of instructions manifested that became relevant for our project Internship 
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Report. With the introduction of scores, according to Ken Friedmann, a 
‘core principle of musicality’ was transferred to Fluxus art (cf. Friedmann 
2002). Whilst in the field of music, the ‘musical score’ represents a script 
for music notation, the ‘event score’ in Fluxus describes already performed 
or yet to be realized actions. Like in Cage’s composition 4′33″, such 
actions develop on the basis of everyday activities, which anyone could 
perform. As the event score used in Fluxus addresses, in linguistic form, 
the original artist themselves, the performer and/or the audience, it 
becomes an instruction understandable for all.

The ‘core principle of musicality’ of instruction-based art is not focused 
on an original work, but rather, on the specific realization of an event 
score by different individuals with the participation of varying audiences in 
different contexts and at different times. In Yoko Ono’s work Cut Piece 
(1964), performed on various occasions by herself and other artists, peo-
ple in the audience were instructed to cut off pieces of the performer’s 
clothing with an available pair of scissors.

Yoko Ono, Cut Piece

First version for single performer:

Performer sits on stage with pair of scissors placed in front of him.
It is announced that members of the audience may come on stage – one 

at a time – to cut a small piece of the performer’s clothing to take with them.
Performer remains motionless throughout the piece.
Piece ends at the performer’s option.5

By conceiving her work as a score, Yoko Ono enabled the transformation 
of one idea into multiple different experiences. Ono herself once character-
ized her performance of 1964 as a spiritual act, as a genuine contribution, 
an experience of giving the audience what it wishes to take. The male per-
former Jon Hendricks, who performed the score in front of and with his 
new students of the Douglas College in New York, experienced a transition 
in the relationships of authority. During some other performances of Cut 
Piece, the audience displayed particularly sexually aggressive behaviour (cf. 
Concannon 2008, pp. 83, 85). As the author of the instruction, Yoko Ono 
becomes a kind of ‘facilitator’, who provides the active recipient with spe-
cific actions and experiences (cf. Umathum 2004). This, and other event 
scores, departed from the physical space of art venues; Ono made the scores 
publicly accessible in her book Grapefruit (Ono 2000).6
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Artistic instructions question the conventional concept of the author 
and recipient. In Cage’s 4′33″, the audience’s participation is rendered 
visible through the given specific framework. In instruction-based art, as 
in Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, control over the work is partially surrendered by 
the author by delegating the realization of the artistic work explicitly to 
the recipient. The instruction is completed only through the performance 
of the recipients; their participation and artistic decision-making become 
indispensable. For Ken Friedmann, the proposition of participation 
defined in the scores corresponded with Joseph Beuys’ democratic con-
cept of ‘Everyone is an artist’ (cf. Friedmann 2002, p. 126). In the sense 
of an extended definition of art, Beuys understood every human being as 
being capable of creatively shaping society (cf. Beuys 1985).

Through the instruction to act, the recipient receives permission. As 
Mary Patterson says about Playing Up, a Live Art Game by Sibylle Peters, 
performed at the Tate Modern in 2016: ‘The rules of this game are simply 
to follow the rules, which are less like rules and more like permissions’ 
(Paterson 2016, p. 1). In the instructions of this Live Art Game it is stated, 
‘that to commit to a task can set you free’ (Peters 2016, p. 6).

Similar experiences, from a special form of instruction—the self-
commitment—were made by contemporary artist Sophie Calle:

I like being in control and I like losing control. Obedience to a ritual is a way 
of making rules and then letting yourself go along with them […] I’m 
always dreaming of situations where I won’t have to decide anything. Where 
I can really let myself go. (Calle, in an interview with Christine Macel. 
(Macel 2003 p. 75))

The method of the artistic instruction produces the liberating effect (cf. 
Umathum and Rentsch 2006, pp. 9–10) that the composer Igor Strawinsky 
describes as a special essence of an artistic attitude and work:

My freedom consists in acting within the tight framework that I have set for 
myself for each of my projects. […] Whoever deprives me of my restraint, 
also strips me of my force.

The more compulsion you impose, the more you are freed from the 
chains that bind the spirit. (Strawinsky 1949, p. 46)

An artistic instruction gives permission and provides new space for 
actions and experiences. This new space is designed by the performing 
person, who creates their own set of rules.
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Even by refusing the scope for action, the recipient performs an atti-
tude. I would infer that the appropriation of an instruction may lead to 
independent, self-reliant action—to agency.

Opening Up Scope for Action Within Institutions

The scope for action—the new space—created with the help of instruc-
tions, always develops within an existing space that, according to de 
Certeau, has in turn constituted itself through activities and agreements.7 
During an internship, these spaces and the supervisory bodies of work-
place and of school overlap for three weeks. In this situation, it is not quite 
clear which rules actually apply. One may have to break one rule in order 
to follow another. This is where, in the guise of school assignments, our 
artistic instructions come in. The instructions allow for a new space, which 
can be designed according to one’s own rules. Such scope for action is 
normally not foreseen within institutions. Neither employers or schools, 
nor even authors of such instructions, have complete access to this space. 
The prevailing rules of workplace and school thus become unstable.

This process opens up new perspectives onto institutional rules, creat-
ing potential for their appropriation. The scope for action here provides a 
form of freedom, as defined by de Certeau—by adopting the instructions 
for themselves, in using their own approach, the students temporarily 
allow a new space to emerge in the frame of their internship. They per-
form a new space.

Through the medium of their bodies, boundaries between art and 
everyday life are dissolved. Action remains action. Through the artistic, 
daily and political dimension of action, routine activities at school and the 
workplace are affected. By experiencing new scope for action, an intern 
has the possibility of attaining a new self-understanding. Thus, there is 
potential space for agency.

The Licence for ‘Doing Things Differently’

Two Different Kinds of Artistic Instructions
For the students’ internship, I devised a set of instructions in their research 
journals, which they then could use as blank permissions. How would the 
teenagers deal with this new scope? What would they wish for at their 
working environment that normally was not considered as belonging 

  C. SCHMIDT



307

there? Or—in the sense of Cage’s composition—which coughing, which 
shuffling of the feet would they choose to make heard?

Generally speaking, there were two different kinds of instructions 
involved:

�Testing the Working Environment—Instructions 
with a Predetermined Micro Practice
The interns carried out a number of activities in order to test reactions in 
their working environment. In this phase, the content of the instructions 
was based on concepts for a post-growth society, including concepts of 
time prosperity. Besides this, they were based on practices that the stu-
dents had previously used as forms of micro resistance at school against 
achievement orientation, for example, ‘talking to their classmates’ or 
‘snoozing at their desk’. These sensorial physical practices were examined 
with regard to their reflexive, subversive and experimental potential, and 
then exaggerated in the form of instructions in the work context. Following 
Elke Bippus’ definition, I refer to them as micro practices (cf. Bippus 
2015, pp. 216–21). Initially, a constitutive element for micro practices, 
according to Bippus, is their pharmacological dimension—as both forma-
tive and deformative practice simultaneously (cf. Mikropraktiken). 
However, regarding this research project, I would expand her concept to 
include individual practices which, when transferred to a new context, 
have an interventionist effect. To break the rules was therefore set up as a 
new rule and the students were empowered to follow it.

For their internship, some students had in their research journal the 
instruction to:

Take two additional breaks, during which you sleep at the workplace for 
three minutes.

Pauline, a student, did her internship at a bank. The manager of the 
bank took a keen interest in the tasks Pauline found in her research jour-
nal. He suggested a solution for following the instruction: not to sleep at 
the counter or in the customer area, but in the back office of the bank. 
This would provide the opportunity to ‘make everything ok, afterwards’. 
In this case, the creative enactment of a predetermined micro practice 
within prevailing structures was at stake, and the straightforward character 
of the instruction indeed had a productive effect. It gave Pauline permis-
sion to break with, or at least question, rules at the workplace by referring 

  I DO. FROM INSTRUCTION TO AGENCY: DESIGNING OF VOCATIONAL… 



308

to the licence of an ‘artistic research task’, in the face of—or even together 
with—her superior, the bank manager. The result of this testing of the 
working environment was that the bank manager used the newly created 
intellectual leeway actually as an opportunity for reflection. In an interview 
with both Pauline and me, he talked about what it meant to take your 
breaks with self-responsibility or to ‘test the limits’.

�Shaping the Working Environment: Instructions with Self-
Created Activities
The other form of instruction given to the students was more open, and 
implied self-determination—implementing their own ideas and taking 
their own decisions. An example of such an instruction might be:

Perform an activity at the workplace that you enjoy doing and that also 
pleases your colleagues.

A girl named Bintou had undertaken a boring internship in a dental 
practice. The atmosphere there was marked by mutual disinterest. She had 
hardly any tasks to do and she stood around a lot. At this time, many refu-
gees were coming to the dental practice. Bintou is a native English speaker. 
After just a few days, she had invented the job of interpreter for herself in 
dental practices.

Perhaps she would have engaged in this activity even without the 
instruction. By fulfilling her research tasks, however, she consciously 
experienced her scope for action and could appreciate her activity as mean-
ingful. After this, she gave herself permission to no longer follow any 
instructions from the research journal.

Another performance of this instruction was enacted by Henry, men-
tioned earlier, by playing his flute in the entrance hall of the Chinese ship-
ping company. After the internship, we jointly reflected the students’ 
experience, based on an artistic presentation titled Internship Report 
(‘Praktikumsbericht’). In making the presentation, Henry took advantage 
of his newly found scope for action by making himself heard on a Wagner 
tuba (Fig. 1).

Agency became visible in the students’ meaningful and creative appro-
priations of pre-existing structures. The corresponding instructions pro-
vided them with a space they could design for themselves by developing 
their own set of rules within the rules of their chosen workplace. In this 
sense, ‘To commit to a task can set you free’ meant empowering them to 
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Fig. 1  During the presentation, Henry watches footage of himself playing the 
recorder in the China Shipping company (Hamburg, 2016)

contribute something of their own to the workplace—independent from 
the requirements of the workplace—and so shape the environment for 
themselves and others. The instructions required reflection upon oneself 
and on existing structures—the act of translation and the playing of a 
recorder counted, amongst the young people, as answering human need 
that was found in their working environment. They thus performed their 
self-understanding as interns within an institution and manifested their 
identity as young working citizens.

The instructions, and their performance by the students, can be seen as 
an experimental embodiment of the above-mentioned Article 12 of the 
Basic German Law regarding the freedom to choose one’s occupation; an 
article, in this light, that can itself be interpreted not only as a right but as 
an instruction that might be embodied individually in an ever-changing 
world of work: Choose your vocation freely. Design your vocation. Invent 
your vocation. As working citizen.

The project Internship Report opens up the possibility to experience 
one’s own present or future workplace as being malleable through action; 
thereby reinterpreting, redefining and appropriating both this space and 
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one’s occupation in a positive sense. In his composition 4′33″, Cage was 
able to provide a framework capable of directing the audience’s attention 
to incidental sounds during a concert; sounds which usually are consid-
ered disturbing. He distinguishes the ordinary noises of the audience—the 
coughing, the shuffling of feet, the snoozing—by redefining them as inde-
pendent sounds. Based on its instructions, the project Internship Report 
provides a comparable framework aimed at directing one’s focus, within 
the scope of one’s activities, more towards recognizing individual human 
needs that, in the context of neoliberal working relations, are normally 
neglected—such as sleeping, language translating and playing the recorder. 
If this concept were transferred to the level of social responsibility and 
designing of working practices, which opportunities would it signify for 
the future of work and the citizens’ participation within the process?

By providing space for agency in Article 12 of the Basic Law, responsi-
bility is returned to each individual in two key respects: the responsibility 
to respect and honour one’s own wishes, values and abilities and the 
responsibility to perform one’s own activities as civic action. This raises the 
question for every subject, according to which values one intends to shape 
the space:

Through which practices would a person like to become a working citizen?

This is the chance for citizenship to be reconsidered and negotiated 
from the perspective of an active subject being an inclusive phenomenon.

Notes

1.	 Also, Heinz Dedering writes about the overwhelming situation for young 
people (cf. Dedering 2002, pp. 25–6).

2.	 Schrader’s definition of citizenship is oriented on the tradition of the repub-
lican understanding of citizenship, by which a good citizen actively contrib-
utes to common welfare and voluntarily fulfils duties.

3.	 In Germany, the concept of the working citizen is currently of particular 
relevance in view of its integrative qualities. Until 2014, it could take several 
years before persons seeking asylum, or with a ‘tolerated’ status of resi-
dence, was granted a work permit. Considering that, especially since the 
summer of 2015, an increasing number of people sought refuge in Germany, 
the policymakers and economists have made an effort to facilitate entry to 
the job market. Reasons for this are the costs of social benefits that other-
wise would be due, a shortage of skilled workers in Germany and, not least, 
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the prospects successful ‘professional integration’, as 70% of the refugees are 
under 30. Here, the law of integration of August 6, 2016 plays a vital role 
(Cf. Pro Asyl 2017).

4.	 The project was conducted at the Europaschule Gymnasium Hamm in 
Hamburg, from November 2015 to May 2016. Concept and research: 
Constanze Schmidt; artistic assistance: Teresa Rosenkrantz; educational 
assistance: Ulrike Mack.

5.	 Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, quoted after Concannon, p. 82.
6.	 From my point of view, an interesting approach to enabling the artistic 

scores to enter the recipients’ everyday life is George Brecht’s idea of distrib-
uting artistic scores via newspapers and postcards (cf. Dezeuze 2002, p. 79).

7.	 De Certeau distinguishes between space and place. A place is the structure 
of relationships between elements. Two items can never be at the same 
place. A place signifies clarity and stability. The space develops from change-
able elements—like direction, speed and time—as a ‘polyvalent unity of con-
flictual programs and contractual proximities’ (de Certeau 1988, p. 117).
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