
‘Doing Nothing’

It is suggested to understand ‘doing nothing’ in the sense of ‘being’ and 
through the prism of a spiritual exercise: as a possibility to create a void, to 
experience inaction and being present to oneself. 

Participants to this performance are asked to accomplish a paradoxical 
task – to explore a state only defined by negation. Strictu sensu, one cannot 
do nothing: our bodies require at least minimal activity, our heads at least 
minimal thoughts forming, our senses at least minimal perceptions captured. 
Therefore, ‘doing nothing’ proposes an exercise of awareness where 
expanding emptiness can be gained by refraining from any action, time and 
again.

Far from an attitude of passivity, this approach is close to the concept of 
Wu Wei taking its origin from Chinese philosophy: agency without acting. 
Activating an inner space in deep connection to the self, while sitting quietly, 
‘doing nothing’ reveals its generative emancipatory potential. 

In whichever way ‘doing nothing’ is enacted concretely, the contract 
signed by participants formally recognizes that what they are doing is 
what ‘nothing’ is. 















Conceptual prism

Visitors of an exhibition space are suggested to ‘do nothing’ deconstructs the idea of ‘doing 
nothing’ as losing time, as well as productivity as valuable – because the participants are 
paid for it.

In a world where economic constraint dispossesses workers of a large part of their time, 
Visitors of an exhibition space are suggested to ‘do nothing’ reconsiders free time as a 
class privilege. ‘Doing nothing’ here is radically opposed to the notion of otium advocated 
by ancient philosophy and later widely developed in Western thought – an aristocratic grant 
obtained through the exploitation of others.

On the other hand, Visitors of an exhibition space are suggested to ‘do nothing’ unpacks 
the social stigma associated with ‘doing nothing’ as marginal pastime or procrastination. 
Unlike voluntary and unvoluntary outsiders, practicing inaction and refraining from 
accelerated productivity is no longer dissident when getting paid.

‘Doing nothing’ is thus practiced by the means of the capitalist system, where money is the 
ultimate measurement of symbolic value.* Visitors of an exhibition space are suggested 
to ‘do nothing’ is conceived as a systemic proposal: a modèle reduit, or scale model, that 
formalizes and points out elements that belong to everyday capitalism. Using procedures, 
contracts, measured time, compensation, transaction, and so forth, it does not offer a 
commentary on ‘doing nothing’, but enacts it through a subversive device. It gives an 
objective, administrative existence to this ‘doing nothing’ and ‘nothingness’ recognized by 
the state, and by attributing to them monetary value, installs them in a capitalist logic.

* ‘Bullshit jobs’ and the notion of ‘bore-out’ are to be further discussed.



Daniella Géo 

“I was super tired, exhausted after such a long, intensive 
year. To have that single moment to be able to ‘do 
nothing’ felt as if I was on vacation. [...] it was a mixture of 
feelings: since I was curator of the exhibition, I also had 
some responsibilities as a host of the show.”  
“There was a strange moment. When I was ‘doing 
nothing’ an art professional I knew came into the space 
and addressed me. At that moment I got confused. I 
thought: “Am I allowed to? What is the procedure here?” 
The host came to me and asked ‘Are you doing nothing?’ 
and I felt like ‘No,’ and then he said  ‘Okay, I am sorry, it’s 
a breach of contract.’ At that moment, his authority came 
into play.”
“When I told the host I was doing something, I was being 
truthful to my understanding of ‘doing nothing’ in that 
situation. But if I really wanted to problematise my own 
experience and my own idea of what ‘doing nothing’ 
meant in that context, I would have to consider that I 
broke the contract many times. Every time I expressed 
my role as a curator, observing the visitors, observing 
the host, observing even myself, was in a way already a 
breach of contract.” 

Mélanie Weill (host)

“I stood behind this grey desk, and when people entered 
I explained the performance, showed the contract and 
told them about the frame of the performance. I seated 
visitors on the chair and I was there the whole time they 
were ‘doing nothing’. As the host, I also ‘did nothing’.”
“Some people were quite easily distracted, it was not 
easy for them to ‘do nothing.’ As the host, I was very 
careful to protect the bubble and create a safe space 
for them [...] Because it was a public space, I had to tell 
people “Please, do not come close, don’t observe the 
person too much.” There were participants that went 
into their own mind super quickly and I didn’t need to 
do anything. There was a woman who even covered her 
whole head… some people slept, so with them it was 
really easy. Sometimes they made me very peaceful. I 
was watching them and I saw they were enjoying ‘doing 
nothing,’ super deep into their own inner space [...] there 
was a sort of empathy between their state and mine.”

“I very explicitly told them ‘it should not be suffering, and 

www.doingnothing.
website/daniella-geo

Between the 16th of December and 31st of January 2021, 21 people did 
nothing for a total of 12 hours and 10 minutes. The duration of ‘doing noth-
ing’ varied between 3 minutes and 1 hour and 30 minutes.  

www.doingnothing.
website/melanie-weill



Patricia Couvet

“I came on a Sunday, which is supposed to be a free 
day, so the balance was regained by ‘working’ for a 
double amount.”
“It is deeply rooted in Christian culture that you always 
have to do something—to earn money, achieve a certain 
standing in society and pay your right to purgatory. By 
reversing the logic of “I have to do something to get 
paid,” this idea about the value of work shifts. You make 
something valuable that is not considered as such: ‘doing 
nothing,’ but also ‘giving time’.”
“Anthropologists discuss the ‘gift economy’ in ancient 
societies. When you give gift, there’s always a contra-gift. 
With the contract, we give ‘doing nothing’ and ‘getting 
paid’ comes in exchange. That is supposed to be in 
balance […] the performance raises a lot of questions 
about that.”

www.doingnothing.
website/jesse-van-
winden

Jesse Van Winden

“In relation to the actual ‘doing nothing’ and the effort 
of being physically entirely present, embodied, and 
conscious, the financial remuneration of €10,25, I think, 
is besides the point. It is an important component of 
the project because of its equalization with the time that 
we spent doing things, worrying about things, taking 
responsibilities… And to be on a contract—which is 
explicitly not a work contract but a kind of simulacrum: 
specifically not a fair payment but a minimum of a some 
weird Belgian regulation—a sort of para-payment.” 
“Being paid is relevant here in the context of 
productivism, the constant pressure either by employers 
or by society at large… to be efficient and productive, 
according to pretty much quantifiable standards, be they 
monetary or time-based, did it work or did it not, did you 
win or not, are you the fastest? Competition all over the 
place!” 

>>> full testimonials on the QR-code

you can stop any time.’ It was also a ritual to accompany 
them to the chair.”
“My very first experience as a host, with Steyn Bergs 
as a visitor, was very striking—because of the setting. 
The chair he sat on was right in front of me and our eyes 
stared at each other for an hour. We were strangers 
and it was really intense and awkward. So afterwards I 
moved the chair so that it was in front of the window and 
people looked outside.” 

www.doingnothing.
website/patricia-
couvet


