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can still be deported if they are not successful in complet-
ing the asylum process – and that can happen for a num-
ber of reasons. Some of them have no choice but to buy 
fake registration papers from the smugglers, especially 
after the borders were closed and the nationality-based 
segregation began. 

The question remains if – just like in the Middle East 
before – successive generations of migrants, denied full 
social, economic and political rights will become a tool 
for disciplining labor; facilitating wage cuts and lowering 
working standards. 

translated by Agnieszka Rubka-Nimz
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In Circulation. 
Structural Opportunism as 
a Method of Organizing Work 
and Life of the Participants 
of Artistic Circulation
Kuba Szreder

This paper undertakes an attempt to analyze the methods 
of organizing work and life of the participants of the con-
temporary circulation of the arts (artists, curators, critics, 
freelancers) which I explain with the use of the category 
of structural opportunism. 

The term is inspired by theories of Paolo Virno1 who uses 
the category of opportunism when analyzing post-Ford-
ist production systems, oriented at flexibility, mobili-
ty and individualism. Following Virno’s traces I refer to 
the structural, non-moralistic definition of opportunism. 
Here opportunism does not mean an attitude that is mor-
ally doubtful, a lack of principles or the atrophy of one’s 
ethical spine. This notion rather connotes the fundamen-
tal dependence of individualized culture producers on 

1 P. Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude, Los Angeles 2004; M. Hardt, P. Virno (edited), Radical 
thought in Italy: a potential politics, Minneapolis 1996, especially here: M. De Carolis, 
Toward a Phenomenology of Opportunism, p. 37–53.
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the never-ending lookout for possibilities (moonlighting, 
projects, exhibition opportunities, orders or temporary 
employment). The thesis that I propose here is as fol-
lows: structural opportunism in a form of fundamental 
dependence of the otherwise independent (not undergo-
ing the formal discipline of contract work) art producers 
on a permanent search for opportunities; it is the source 
of systemic pressure that leads to the popularization of 
competition, the instrumentalization of social relations 
or, last but not least, the atomization and self-precariza-
tion of art workers. In the conclusion of this article I shall 
draw your attention to the resistance originating from 
structural opportunism. Its key aspect is a contestation of 
individualized dependency on the flow of opportunities. 

Transformations of the field of art
The main task in the category of structural opportunism is 
accounting for the transformations that are currently tak-
ing place in the methods of organizing life and work of art-
ists, curators, producers, assistants, art theorists and other 
professional groups present in the artistic work. My argu-
ment is therefore based on the assumption that currently 
such transformations are taking place. The thesis of the 
fundamental transformation of the field of art is supported 
with a range of other sociological and theoretical studies.2 

2 G. Raunig, Factories of knowledge, industries of creativity, Los Angeles 2013; G. Raunig, 
G. Ray (edited), Art and Contemporary Critical Practice: Reinventing Institutional Critique, 
London 2009; K. van den Berg, U. Pasero (eds.), Art production beyond the art market? 
Berlin, New York 2013; G. Yúdice, The expediency of culture: uses of culture in the global 
era, Durham, London 2003; J. Stallabrass, Art Incorporated: The Story of Contemporary Art, 
Oxford 2004; P. Gielen, The Murmuring of the Artistic Multitude. Global Art, Memory and 
Post-Fordism, Amsterdam 2009; P. Gielen (ed.), Institutional attitudes: instituting art in a flat 
world, Amsterdam 2013; P. Gielen, Creativity and other fundamentalisms, Heyningen 2013.
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It is also supported by my personal research on the practi-
cal and theoretical area of art where I attempted to analyze 
the role of the design and network-related arrangement of 
artistic production3. 

Similar conclusions were also drawn in studies conducted 
between 2013 and 2014 by a team at the Free/Slow Uni-
versity of Warsaw. The studies regarded a division of work 
and capital in Polish visual arts4. 

As a result of the research by the Free/Slow University of 
Warsaw, as well as my own observations, everybody cur-
rently in the field of art is circulating and is aware of the 
significance of being in this flow. Paraphrasing one of the 
respondents in the study conducted by the Free/Slow Uni-
versity of Warsaw: “if you are visible, you exist; if you are 
not, you cease to exist”5. 

In this arrangement of art circulation, you do not only 
create pieces of art but first and foremost compete for ac-
cess to opportunities, such as projects, exhibitions, or-
ders, moonlighting, and full-time positions that keep you 
in the circulation and ensure your visibility. The previous 
organization of institutions, social roles and justification 
systems do not so much as disappear but are rather sub-
ject to the processes of hybridization, inevitable transfor-

3 K. Szreder, Politicising “independent” curatorial practice under neoliberalism: critical 
responses to the structural pressures of project-making, Loughborough 2015; K. Szreder, 
ABC Projektariatu. O nędzy projektowego życia, Warsaw 2016.

4	 M.	Kozłowski,	J.	Sowa,	K.	Szreder	(ed.),	Fabryka Sztuki, Warsaw 2015.
5 Ibidem, p. 65.



27

mations where it is structural opportunism that is setting 
the tone. 

The world of art is evolving towards the hybrid system 
where networks and projects are mutating concepts and 
institutions of the autonomic field of art in the way that 
was analyzed by Pierre Bourdieu6. Here an important 
role is played by the acceleration of the rhythms of ar-
tistic production, revaluation of works of art and meth-
ods of the building of an artistic trajectory. Luc Boltans-
ki stresses that at present we are dealing with a shift 
from an “internal” to a “capitalist” method of artistic 
production7. 

The traditional model of artistic production, according to 
such sociologists of art, as Bourdieu, Cynthia and Harri-
son White or Howard Becker8, were based on the system 
linking an artistic studio, an art gallery and a collection, 
the figure of an artist, the merchant, the critic and the 
collector, as well as the justification systems characteris-
tic of the autonomic field of art (the concept of genius, sa-
cralization of talent and a work of art). This arrangement 
works relatively slowly. It might take years or decades 
between the moment of creating a work of art before its 
recognition by critics or collectors. Artists build their 

6 P. Bourdieu, Reguły sztuki: geneza i struktura pola literackiego, Kraków 2001.
7 L. Boltanski, Od rzeczy do dzieła. Procesy atrybucji i nadawania wartości przedmiotom, 

[in:]	M.	Kozłowski,	A.	Kurant,	J.	Sowa,	K.	Szadkowski,	K.	Szreder	(ed.),	Wieczna radość. 
Ekonomia polityczna społecznej kreatywności, Warsaw 2011, p. 17–49.

8 H.S. Becker, Art worlds, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 1982; H. White and C. White, 
Canvases and careers: institutional change in the French painting world: with a new 
foreword and a new afterword, Chicago 1993.
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reputation on a long-time basis while strategically accu-
mulating the symbolic capital which Bourdieu defines as 
an autonomic value based on a negation of values against 
the area of external arts (the economic value, power, 
quick fame)9. Only in the long term can the symbolic cap-
ital be exchanged for social recognition, positions, status 
and income. According to Boltanski, at the moment the 
time perspective necessary for creating and estimating 
the symbolic value is shrinking dramatically10. 

The global circulation of art with its multiplication of 
transactions, an extremely fast pace and a speculative 
approach resembles the financial markets. Boltans-
ki writes mainly about the global market of art; his re-
marks, however, regarding less time and the related fun-
damental transformation in production methods, might 
be applied more generally to the current state of art cir-
culation. This transformation takes place not necessarily 
because it is influenced by market speculations, but more 
so thanks to global networking and the popularization of 
project production systems. In this context, Boltanski’s 
perspective is worth enriching or modifying by referring 
to an analysis of “creativity plants” conducted by Gerald 
Raunig11. He discusses how the methods of organizing 
space and time, which are specific to creativity plants, 
chop, cut and smooth employees’ time so that they are 
controlled and exploited while, at the same time, enthu-
siasm is generated. 

9 P. Bourdieu, Reguły sztuki...
10 L. Boltanski, Od rzeczy do dzieła…, p. 36.
11 G. Raunig, Factories of knowledge...
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Apparatus of structural opportunism
In the methodological sense when Boltanski is asking 
himself a question regarding the value of a work of art, 
Raunig is thinking about the methods of organizing pro-
duction time and modulations of subjectivity and this 
thinking does not lie far from the perspective outlined 
here. Structural opportunism arranges social relations 
in art circulation by making art employees dependent 
on searching for opportunities, regulating their flow and 
controlling access to them. It impacts institutional mod-
els; it defines career paths; it modulates subjectivities, 
values and beliefs. Let me refer here to the category of ap-
paratus (French dispositif ) which was developed by Michel 
Foucault12, and whose prototype version can be found in 
Walter Benjamin’s works13. Pieces of apparatus are devic-
es used for artistic production, resources and institutions 
that facilitate the creation and distribution of art while, 
at the same time, formatting the information regard-
ing what, how and by whom is created, distributed and 
consumed. They are codifications of social relations and 
material implementations of the codes. Pieces of the ap-
paratus modulate circulation of social energy and define 
the shape taken by sets of heterogeneous elements they 
arrange14. At the same time, pieces of the apparatus are 
not deterministic; they are always created at the nexus of 

12 G. Agamben, “What is an apparatus?’ and other essays, Stanford 2009; G. Deleuze, What is  
a dispositif?, [in:] T.J. Armstrong (ed.), Michel Foucault, philosopher: essays translated from 
the French and German by Timothy J. Armstrong, New York, London 1992, p. 159–168;  
M. Foucault, Power/knowledge: selected interviews and other writings, 1972-1977, New 
York, London 1980.

13 W. Benjamin, Twórca jako wytwórca,	[in:]	S.	Skwarczyńska	(ed.),	Teoria badań literackich za 
granicą, Kraków 1986.

14 M. Foucault, Power/knowledge..., p. 184.
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power and resistance or the notion that Foucault names 
the strategic function of the apparatus and the methods 
of its contestation”15. 

If we refer to the concepts by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari, the pieces of apparatus, similarly to arrange-
ments, are always defined by their output lines while 
their mutating forms are described by the direction of 
flows that destabilize them16. The pieces of apparatus 
that are specific for structural opportunism are funda-
mentally ambivalent and in this ambivalence they are 
not different from other social pieces of apparatus. On 
the one hand, they are progressive and generative. They 
ensure flexible production systems that facilitate cre-
ation of work or organizing projects; they provide access 
to opportunities and sustain individual freedom and mo-
bility. On the other hand, in a specific way they format 
the lives and work of participants of artistic circulation 
while controlling independent art producers and causing 
their self-precarization, which leads to the situation in 
which they must compete with each other or change into 
micro-entrepreneurs. 

Theoretical background of the term 
of structural opportunism
The category of structural opportunism originates from 
the intellectual tradition of Italian post-Marxism. The 
models built around other terms that emerged from this 

15 Ibidem, p. 196.
16 G. Deleuze and F. Guattari, Tysiąc plateau, Warsaw 2016.
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tradition, such as “immaterial labor”, “precarity”, “cre-
ativity plants” tend to be applied in art theory17. They 
serve a dual purpose, namely: they account for transfor-
mations taking place in late capitalism which popularizes 
flexible production methods and, as a result, creates and 
commercializes not only objects but also symbols, affects 
or lifestyles. These notions also help us to undertake an 
adequate analysis of transformations in the field of art 
which is losing its autonomy while its characteristic cre-
ativity is becoming “industrialized”18. 

The theory built around structural opportunism is mate-
rialistic to the core. The area of art is analyzed here as if 
it were a peculiar “social plant”19, with its characteristic 
division of labor, distribution of capital, relations of pow-
er and exploitation. Thus, I refer here to a work by Wal-
ter Benjamin who outlined this materialistic perspective 

17 M. Lazzarato, Immaterial Labor, [in:] Radical thought in Italy..., p. 133–151; M. Lazzarato, 
The Misfortunes of the “Artistic Critique” and of Cultural Employment, [in:] U. Wuggenig, 
G. Raunig, G. Ray (ed.), Critique of Creativity: Precarity, Subjectivity and Resistance 
in the ‘Creative Industries’, London 2011, p. 41–57; M. Lazzarato, The Political Form of 
Coordination, [in:] Art and Contemporary Critical Practice..., p. 161–172; J. Aranda,  
A. Vidokle, B. Kuan Wood, E-Flux Journal: Are You Working Too Much? Post-Fordism, 
Precarity, and the Labor of Art, Berlin, New York 2011; M. Hlavajova (ed.), On knowledge 
production: a critical reader in contemporary art, Utrecht, Frankfurt 2008; I. Lorey, Virtuosos 
of Freedom: On the Implosion of Political Virtuosity and Productive Labour, [in:] Critique 
of Creativity..., p. 79–91; I. Lorey, Governmentality and Self-Precarization, “Transversal” 
1/2006; A. Ross, Nice work if you can get it: life and labor in precarious times, New York 
2009; Precarious Workers Brigade, Fragments Toward an Understanding of a Week that 
Changed Everything…, e-flux Journal 24/2011; Precarious Workers Brigade, Free labour 
syndrome. Volunteer work and unpaid overtime in the creative and cultural sector, [in:]  
M.	Kozłowski,	A.	Kurant,	J.	Sowa,	K.	Szadkowski,	K.	Szreder	(ed.),	Joy Forever. Political 
Economy of Social Creativity,	London	2014;	K.	Górna,	M.	Iwański,	J.	Figiel,	K.	Sienkiewicz,	
S. Ruksza, K. Szreder (ed.), Czarna księga polskich artystów, Warsaw 2015; Wieczna 
radość…;	K.	Chmielewska,	K.	Szreder,	T.	Żukowski	(ed.),	Kultura nie dla zysku. Czytanki dla 
robotników sztuki, Warsaw 2009.

18 Wieczna radość…
19 Fabryka Sztuki, p. 10.
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in his famous essay entitled Twórca jako wytwórca (also 
translated as „Autor jako producent”)20. In this essay he 
suggests that in order to understand the situation of in-
tellectuals one shall not analyze what they say about the 
relation with production of their time, but rather look 
closer at the position they occupy there21. 

The theory of structural opportunism, similarly to other 
post-Marxist models, questions the ideological natural-
izations of the traditional division of artistic work (be-
tween the creator, the curator and the assistant, etc.); it 
also demystifies the fundamental sacralizations (works of 
art, the figure of the creator) for functioning of the field 
of art; it has strong doubts about justifications and rating 
systems (the categories of talent, the aesthetic value, and 
taste) that are common in the field of art. This approach is 
complementary to the critical sociology of the field of art 
whose representatives, such as Pierre Bourdieu, Howard 
Becker or Cynthia and Harrison White have already been 
quoted here. It points to the social empowering of values 
or conventions that are specific for the field of art. 
 
Structural opportunism
Despite the fact that the category of structural opportun-
ism comes from from the same root as such terms as pre-
carity or immaterial labor, it is more powerful in terms of 
accounting for the current transformations in the field of 
art. It helps explain the constant pressure put on the in-
dividuals who are a part of the artistic circulation, as well 

20 W. Benjamin, Twórca jako wytwórca.
21 Ibidem, p. 260.
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as identify the resistance mechanisms that the pressure 
triggers. 

Contrary to the more general term of immaterial labor, 
the theory of structural opportunism omits the discus-
sion on “materiality” of existing labor forms or its com-
modities. It is based on a vague division into “material” 
and “immaterial” labor (the same issue is raised by Mau-
rizio Lazzarato, one of the creators of the term22). Instead 
of deliberating whether work in the field of art is more 
or less material than labor in an “ordinary” plant, the 
notion of structural opportunism points to much more 
important changes on the labor market that are related 
to more flexibility. In a situation where an employee or 
an artist has no job security in the form of a stable source 
of income, they are forced to compete for the shrinking 
range of opportunities (whether permanent positions 
or artistic projects). Deprived of permanent income, art 
producers become, according to Pascal Gielen, “happy 
nomads”, opportunistic and cynical creatures who wan-
der from one project to another, with no baggage of prin-
ciples or responsibilities23.

In its otherwise accurate criticism of cynicism and op-
portunism, Gielen leans towards the moralizing defi-
nition of these terms. His observations are inspired by 
Virno’s thoughts. However, Gielen himself seems not to 
notice that opportunism is of a structural nature and it is 

22	 B.	Cvejić,	M.	Lazzarato,	“Conversation	with	Maurizio	Lazzarato”,	TkH Journal for 
Performing Arts Theory 17/2010, p. 12–17.

23 P. Gielen, Murmuring of the Artistic Multitude..., p. 36.

Kuba Szreder, In circulation...



34

CzasKultury/English 3/2016

a systemic dependency between atomized individuals on 
the flow of always ephemeral opportunities. According to 
Virno: “the roots of opportunism must be sought in so-
cialization which is external in relation to the workplace 
and marked with unpredictable shifts, perception shocks, 
permanent innovation and a chronic lack of stability. 
Opportunists are people who confront the permanent 
flow of opportunities which are always exchangeable; 
they make themselves available so that they could use as 
many as possible; they lean towards the closest one and 
then quickly bounce towards another one24.

The necessity to grasp every opportunity (employment, 
a project, income) that helps one to survive is the well-
known state both for employees operating on the flex-
ible labor market and the participants of the artistic 
circulation. Nothing is given once nor forever. Every 
opportunity has to be fought for. In this sense, oppor-
tunism is an indispensable part of life and work in the 
capitalism of networks rather than a moral shortage of 
anyone. 

Virno stresses that opportunism, which is structurally 
induced, is connected with two other factors, namely: 
fear and cynicism. Opportunism is laced with cynicism 
since in the case of common mobility, the principles 
of equivalent exchange are getting weaker and every 
normative arrangement is perceived as arbitrary. Vir-
no writes: “A cynic recognizes their reflection in all 

24 P. Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude, p. 86.
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‘games’ deprived of dignity and obviousness while be-
coming no other than spaces of immediate self-affirma-
tion”25. 

Striving to achieve personal success, often at any cost, is 
however determined by fear. According to Massimo De 
Carolisa, a philosopher and theorist of opportunism, “the 
dominant sentiment [...] among opportunists is nothing 
else but dread, fear of an animal on the run”26. It’s an ani-
mal fear of survival, an existential fear triggered by a lack 
of stable income. 

Control
The theory of structural opportunism helps to account 
for such key issues related to being in circulation, as: 
self-control, capitalization of oneself and self-precar-
ization. Due to the structural dependency on the flow 
of opportunities, “independent” culture producers are 
subjected to a range of forms of dispersed control. Art-
ists or curators do not need to be subject to direct disci-
pline in order to act in line with the systemically agreed 
principles of structural opportunism. They are not told 
to apply for projects; neither are their work processes di-
rectly monitored. Yet still, as shown in the research con-
ducted by the Free/Slow University of Warsaw, they have 
a tendency to sacrifice themselves for the sake of their 
projects, to apply constantly and work too much. This 
tendency can be understood slightly better by referring 

25 Ibidem, p. 87.
26 M. De Carolis, Toward a Phenomenology of Opportunism, p. 41.
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to the remarks by Gille Deleuze about the societies of 
control27. Societies of control force individuals to under-
go “a seemingly liberating, ultrafast form of control that 
replaces the old techniques of discipline functioning in 
the rhythm, characteristic for closed systems”28. In such 
societies, people control themselves and each other. In 
societies of control the authority not only settles down 
in various disciplinary locations (such as schools, hos-
pitals or plants) but it rather penetrates all social rela-
tions. Control means power and it is more effective due 
to it being dispersed, hence difficult to contest. Still, the 
essay by Deleuze is a thorough description of the situa-
tion rather than an attempt to explain how and why this 
system of dispersed power works. Here the category of 
structural opportunism might help. Access to opportu-
nities is regulated via the apparatus embodied in social 
forms of the institution of art, international art events 
or grant systems. They control access to opportunities 
which is regulated via their specific selection mecha-
nisms which are more or less formalized preference sys-
tems. In the case where every participant of the circu-
lation is forced to incessantly search for opportunities 
(exhibitions, projects, orders), access to them comes at 
a price of meeting the requirements of the pieces of ap-
paratus that provide them. 

And yet for instance, the availability of grants often 
constitutes a sufficient incentive for undertaking ar-

27 G. Deleuze, Postscriptum o społeczeństwach kontroli, [in:] idem, Negocjacje: 1972–1990, 
Wrocław	2007.

28 Ibidem, p. 184.
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tistic activity that would never otherwise occur. In this 
case we are dealing with self-control of seemingly inde-
pendent culture producers who, not being subjected to 
the labor discipline, implement the objectives of histor-
ical policy or cultural diplomacy. Similar mechanisms 
also work in case of other pieces of the apparatus of ar-
tistic circulation. The stronger control there is the more 
competitive access to opportunities there is. The more 
art workers must compete with each other, the faster 
they meet the requirements of institutions or people 
who regulate the access to the opportunities. Non-con-
formism comes at a price of being excluded from the cir-
culation. 
 
Competition
It must be stressed that pressure on competitiveness is 
the fundamental characteristic of structural opportun-
ism. Participants of the circulation are forced to compete 
for access with other circulating art producers, since there 
are always fewer possibilities than those wanting to make 
use of them. Moreover, even if every project is the result 
of collective cooperation, they are individual units, rather 
than communities circulating among them, which caus-
es nomadic circulation and extreme individualism. Pascal 
Gielen criticizes the world of networks because of the fact 
that in the race for opportunities, everyone participates 
alone against everyone else. In this world, associations or 
trade unions are replaced with cliques which do not stand 
for solidarity but are a vehicle of collective selfishness29. 

29 P. Gielen, Creativity..., p. 35.
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The allocation of opportunities is not coincidental. Ac-
cording to Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, the authors 
of The New Spirit of Capitalist, a systemic analysis of net-
work capitalism, the moment between one project and 
another is a test of individual agility30. In such moments, 
the individual ability to enter into further projects is 
tested. Access to opportunities derives from an indi-
vidualized reputation, visibility in the circulation, the 
quantity and quality of social contacts, knowledge and 
experience. Such profiles are subject to dynamic chang-
es; they are not set once and for all and have no tendency 
to accumulate in time as it took place in case of symbolic 
capitalism31. 

Everyone is as good as their latest project and, moreover, 
the circulation is characterized by a great amount of un-
certainty and temporariness, which only contributes to 
increased pressure on competitiveness and increased at-
omization. 

Self-entrepreneurs
The production system which is oriented at competitive-
ness and individualism places subjectivity of its partici-
pants in line with neoliberal models of subjectivity. Indi-
viduals who compete for opportunities, either in artistic 
circulation or on the flexible labor market are forced to 
become “self-entrepreneurs” or “micro-entrepreneurs”. 
As Boltanski and Chiapello noted, when referring to 
studies by Pierre-Michele Menger regarding the art labou 

30 L. Boltanski, E. Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, London 2005, p. 106.
31  Fabryka Sztuki, p. 63–64.
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market32, artists today become micro-entrepreneurs who 
build the market portfolio, calculate the risk and strate-
gically manage their own professional career33. In accor-
dance with the theory of structural opportunism, accept-
ing micro-entrepreneurial strategies by producers is the 
result of the necessity to constantly compete for oppor-
tunities.

This state of affairs forces capitalization of reputation, 
social contacts, experience, and one’s own affects. They 
must be invested in order to gain access to opportunities. 
As a result of structural pressure, individuals competing 
for opportunities undergo a transformation into their 
own entrepreneurs. With the help of this notion, Foucault 
analyzed neoliberal models of subjectivity34. According 
to Foucault, a self-entrepreneur “is their own capital, 
their own manufacturer, their own source of income”35. 
A self-entrepreneur is strongly committed to achieve suc-
cess and fully engages themselves in this enterprise while 
transferring their knowledge, feelings, social contacts, or 
their reputation into their capital. 

A tendency for accepting neoliberal models of subjectiv-
ity must be understood in the category of the system-
ic pressure exerted by structural opportunism. It is not 
an inherent condition of artists or the result of lack of 

32  P.M. Menger, “Artistic labour markets and careers”, Annual Review of Sociology 25/1999,  
p. 541–574.

33  L. Boltanski i E. Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, p. 312.
34 M. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics: lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979, 

Basingstoke 2010.
35 Ibidem, p. 226.
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character but rather the mechanism of power. As such 
it is triggering criticism and resistance of the interest-
ed parties, such as Rebecca Gordon-Nesbitt or the Ber-
lin-based group Haben und Brauchen that validly decon-
struct mini-entrepreneurship as the ideological product 
of neoliberalism36. 

Self-precarity
Regardless of whether this criticism is justified or not, 
the categories of structural opportunism and micro-en-
trepreneurship help us understand such phenomena as 
self-precarity, which is the tendency characteristic for ar-
tistic circulation to select uncertain and extremely risky 
career paths. As it is argued by a group of individuals on 
the artistic left who often find support in the post-Op-
eraismo theories quoted above, contemporary art workers 
are members of the precariat37. Their situation might be 
understood in the context of a broader social problem in 
the form of job uncertainty and the temporariness of em-
ployment as well as a worsened situation of employees. 
This problem is analyzed by a range of activists and theo-
rists, also in Poland38. 

It is difficult to argue that the life and professional tra-
jectories of individuals present in artistic circulation are 
characterized by a very high level of living uncertain-

36 R. Gordon Nesbitt, The New Bohemia, “Variant” 32/2008, p. 5–8; Haben und Brauchen, 
Haben und Brauchen Manifesto, Berlin 2012.

37 Czarna księga polskich artystów.
38 G. Standing, Prekariat. Nowa niebezpieczna klasa,	Warsaw	2014;	J.	Urbański,	Prekariat  

i nowa walka klas, Warsaw 2014.
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ty, no social insurance or simply poverty39. On the other 
hand, however, there are fundamental differences be-
tween precarity of art people and workers on the lowest 
levels of the employment hierarchy. Self-precarization of 
culture producers is discussed by Isabell Lorey, a social 
philosopher. According to her, they treat uncertainty as 
included in the cost of building an individualized trajec-
tory while they agree for exploitation or relative pover-
ty40. Andrew Ross, a sociologist, argues that in the case 
of artists or other “white collar” workers, we are dealing 
with precarity of choice41. The necessity to always claim 
temporary opportunities is understood as one’s freedom 
of choice, investing in one’s own trajectory. It is com-
pensated by the vision of promotion and individual suc-
cess. For the mechanics of desire and aspiration, it is of 
little importance that in case of most competitors this 
success might not come. Its very vision justifies certain 
sacrifices which are treated as temporary, as emphasized 
in the study of creative industries by Angela McRobbie42. 
Such members of the precariat still maintain a sense 
of empowerment and that the shared uncertainty is 
the consequence of their individual choice. Also in the 
studies by the Free/Slow University of Warsaw, despite 

39 H. Abbing, Why Are Artists Poor? The Exceptional Economy of the Arts, Amsterdam 2002; 
H. Abbing, Notes on the Exploitation of Artists, [in:] Wieczna radość…, p. 329–340.

40 I. Lorey, “Governmentality and Self-Precarization”, eiPCP, 01.2006, http://eipcp.
net/transversal/1106/lorey/en (16.07.2016); I. Lorey, “Virtuosos of Freedom: On the 
Implosion of Political Virtuosity and Productive Labour”, eiPCP, 10.2008, http://eipcp.net/
transversal/0207/lorey/en (16.07.2016).

41 A. Ross, Nice work if you can get it..., p. 34.
42 A. McRobbie, Re-thinking creative economy as radical social enterprise, Variant 41/2011, 

p. 32–33; A. McRobbie, The Los Angelisation of London: Three Short Waves of Young 
People’s Micro-Economies of Culture and Creativity in the UK, [in:] Critique of Creativity..., 
p. 119–133; A. McRobbie, Creative London – Creative Berlin, Berlin 2006.
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frequently stressing precarity, respondents maintained 
a high level of optimism, which can also be related to 
their more privileged social position or other life trajec-
tories43. 

Arranging the circulation in line with structural oppor-
tunism is a reason for this state of affairs. Access to op-
portunities is related to the reputation or visibility which, 
in turn, seems to be the effects of individual effort. This 
system of arranging the circulation leads to the situation 
in which unpaid artistic activities are regarded as an in-
vestment strategy which, in the longer term, might bring 
a “profit” in the form of access to opportunities. Howev-
er, due to systemic constraints in access to opportunities 
there are much fewer opportunities than individuals who 
want to use them, much more frequently this involvement 
fails to bring the expected results.
 
Not winning the race for opportunities results in depres-
sion. McRobbie and other theorists of post-Fordism such 
as Franco “Bifo” Berardi point to the fact that depression 
is a professional disease of the creative industries44. Ac-
cording to Berardi, “current social norms do not accept 
the possibility of a failure [...] while there is no competi-
tion without failure and losing. However, the social norm 
cannot accept that a failure is normal without question-
ing its own ideological foundations, even denying its 

43 Fabryka Sztuki, p. 47–51.
44 A. McRobbie, Re-thinking creative economy...; F. Berardi, The soul at work: from alienation 

to autonomy, Los Angeles 2009.
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own economic effectiveness”45. Structural opportunism 
makes individuals who independently compete for ac-
cess to opportunities take responsibility for the systemic 
constraints. The dark side of micro-entrepreneurship is 
the individualization of risk. Its side effect is depression, 
which is the condition of the sense of inability, inadequa-
cy and futility of all efforts. 

Conclusion
I wish to stress one more time that when writing about 
structural opportunism I mean the systemic arrange-
ment of the artistic circulation. I focused deliberately on 
the description of negative aspects of this arrangement, 
such as self-precarization, micro-entrepreneurship and 
self-control in order to highlight the influence that struc-
tural opportunism has on the lives and work of individ-
uals in the artistic circulation. Yet, inherent pressures 
on this arrangement of circulation must be understood 
as the sources of potential resistance. Participants of ar-
tistic circulation do not necessarily agree for opportun-
ist arrangement of their world. They do not wish to com-
pete with each other. They do not consider themselves to 
be a form of capital. They get tired of uncertainty. They 
suffer from depression. As I argued in a different paper, 
accepting a structural non-moralizing definition of op-
portunism is the starting point for shaping radical forms 
of opposition to this way of organizing work and life in 
circulation46. 

45 Ibidem, p. 99.
46 K. Szreder, How to radicalize a mouse. Notes on radical opportunism, [in:] N. Dockx, P. Gielen 

(ed.), Mobile autonomy: exercises in artists’ self-organization, Amsterdam 2015, p. 195–219.
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In the context of thinking about tactics of resistance I up-
hold the therapeutic guidelines of Berardi who calls for 
critical opposition to creative industries to be involved in 
the political therapy. It would aim at breaking down the 
obsession with the individualization of success which de 
facto leads to the privatization of a systemically induced 
failure. He claims that the flow of desires should be col-
lectively deconstructed and reconstructed so that “the 
new libidinal investments would become possible and 
autonomic in relation to competition, possessiveness, ac-
quisition and accumulation”47. 

Taking into account structural opportunism, any therapy 
deals with individual addiction to the permanent flow of 
opportunities. And since in this way, the authority is im-
plemented, hence in the same way its opposition must be 
formed. 

translated by Justyna Chada

47 F. Berardi, The soul at work..., p. 140.
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