Action and the Open Work

Introduction
During this paper I will introduce some connections between the philosophy of action and art. 

I specifically intend to make links between the philosophy of action and artworks called ‘open works’. These links will become apparent when we see Umberto Eco’s application of the term ‘open work’ as a category of artwork and Paul Ricoeur’s application of the same term as a description of action.

I will then introduce an explanation of the ‘open work’ and we will look at some examples. This will help to define the types of artefact under discussion. 

I will also sketch out the ‘natural attitude’ to action and show how the emphasis shifts as the interpretation of action moves from a phenomenological to a hermeneutic interpretation. 

What do philosophies of action have to do with a philosophy of art?

We could say that the actions of art practice produce a special kind of knowledge. Many practising artists will talk about the advantages of practical knowing over theoretical knowing. Practical knowledge points towards an “intelligence of action” (Pakes. A 2004). 

It could be said that practical knowledge looks for values related to effective conduct in a situation. It involves knowing what to do in the world. Whereas it could be said that theoretical knowledge attempts to articulate the world as a series of propositions which describe the world. Philosophies of action offer an alternative epistemology.

A philosophy of action also becomes relevant in the creation of artworks when the emphasis is on the act of creation rather than on the product of creation. In his ethics, Aristotle discusses ‘practical wisdom’, making the classic distinction between ‘praxis’ (action and doing) and ‘poeisis’ (production and making). 

According to Aristotle, to understand artistic activity as a question entirely concerned with the ‘making’ and ‘production’ of objects is a distortion of the underlying values in the order of creativity. Emphasis should also be placed on the ‘action’ and the ‘doing’ of artworks in the context of orienting oneself towards ‘theoria’: “pure philosophical contemplation” (Ackrill. J.L. 1981: 138).
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Fig. 1. Jackson Pollock at work, 1950

The most widely recognised relationship between action and art should also be briefly mentioned here. This occurred in the ‘action painting’ of Europe and the United States in the 1950’s. Sartre’s declaration that “[…] there is no reality except in action” (Sartre, J.P. 1948: 41) from his influential essay ‘Existentialism and Humanism’ resonated throughout this period. However, I would like to suggest that, when refracted through our current historical situation, an assessment of action and art requires a broadening of definitions.
The Artefacts of Art: Events, Objects and Open Works

The relevance of action will also become apparent when we consider its relation to the kind of artefacts which are the focus in this paper. In identifying the artefacts of art, if we restrict our categories to performance events, art objects and open works, then we arrive at the following:

Performance events: dance, theatre, music - temporal situations.
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Fig. 2. Fluxus performance group Hi Red Centre, ‘Street Cleaning Event’, 1966

Art objects: paintings, sculptures, designed products, installations - static things
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Fig. 3. Carl Andre, ‘Pyre’, 1971

‘Open works’: a thing which invites situations – artist/artwork/participant ratio is highlighted.
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Fig 4. Yoko Ono, ‘Painting to hammer a nail in’, 1964-6

Action helps to explain performance events because action occurs in their preparation and also during the temporal artefact to be viewed. The ‘work’ to a large extent is the action. Action only partially explains art objects. Process and intention can be explained by action. Practical knowledge occurs in practice. However, the outcome  - the object - to an extent becomes autonomous. The ‘work’ is not action, but transcends action through interpretation and meaning. In investigating the ‘open work’ we broaden our interpretation of artefact and process. Action explains the process of creation for the artist but also explains the participatory process of the viewer. Action occurs on both sides of the ratio artist/artwork/participant.
The ‘Open Work’

An ‘open work’ may be described as an artwork in which the recipient is invited to complete or participate in its creation. Within modernism, a number of associated terms precede the ‘open work’. 
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Fig. 5. Marcel Duchamp, ‘Trap’, 1917

The ‘objet trouvé’ of Dada is one term. The influence of works such as Duchamp’s is arguable but an important aspect of his practice, which points to an ‘openness’ in creativity, is the idea that an artwork may be created via a simple act of selection from the world of mass-produced objects. 
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Fig. 6. B.S. Johnson, ‘The Unfortunates’

The ‘cut up’ novel is another term. This unbound, loose-leaf work by B.S. Johnson allows the reader to assemble the work in any chosen order. 
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Fig. 7. John Cage, ‘Fontana Mix’, 1958

The ‘chance’ of Fluxus is an additional term. This work by composer John Cage is a musical score for the work ‘Fontana Mix’. We can see that it leaves a lot to a musician’s imagination. 

All of these examples summon a more ‘open’ approach to creativity. Umberto Eco’s ‘open work’ is derived from his interpretations of such ‘Antiform’ experiments. This interpretation involves:

· The presence of co-authorship.

· An explicit intention to encourage a diversity of interpretation.

· An absence of clear temporal or spatial resolution.

· A focus on ‘vitalism’ rather than ‘beauty’. The resultant works are not conventionally ‘beautiful’.

· An ability to be considered as a metaphor for a ‘contingent’ representation of reality. Such works are conditional under certain circumstances. Who participates in them and how are they participated in?

The ‘Work in Movement’

Within his category of the ‘Open Work’ Eco identifies a more radical way of addressing an approach to interpretation. Looking at contemporary musical composition of the 1950’s and 1960’s he defines a sub-category called ‘Works in Movement’ which is described as including “unplanned or physically incomplete structural units” (Eco. U 1989: 12). These ‘units’ would be completed by the participant in the act of receiving. For a ‘Work in Movement’, it is suggested that resolution is of marginal importance. The participant will never hear the definitive work, they will hear only that one specific possibility of interpretation at that singular instant. Eco indicates that: “Every performance explains the composition but does not exhaust it” (Eco. U 1989: 14). The presentation of a ‘work in movement’ therefore presents a whole new series of challenges for its producers. Eco identifies the most important of these as being the status of the artist’s control in a work, in relation to the works openness’s capacity to generate aimlessness and confusion. He suggests that the ethos of a ‘Work in Movement’ is not to invite shapeless and general engagement to the extent where the work’s initiating form becomes distorted. The point is to provide: “[…] an oriented insertion into something which always remains the world intended by the author” (Eco. U 1989: 19).
Examples
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Fig. 8. A work by Dadaist Francis Picabia called ‘l’Oeil cacodylate’ from 1921. 
A large collage done by about fifty friends as they dropped by his apartment. Each was invited to take his turn at the canvas, which was eventually covered with a scattering of collage elements, signatures, puns, doodles, aphorisms and greetings. This early example of an ‘open work’ points to its origins in the idea of a kind of protest against art-with-a-capital-A. It is a criticism of the myth of genius.
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Figs. 9 + 10. Work by Paris-based Hungarian surrealist photographer Brassai called ‘Involuntary sculptures’ from 1932.
Brassai spent time on the Paris Metro and in theatre and cinema foyers documenting the unconsciously folded and rolled tickets which were left behind by passengers and customers.
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Figs. 11, 12 + 13. A work by Brazilian artist Lygia Clark called ‘The Beasts’ from 1960.
This is a participatory sculpture made out of a series of metal plates connected with hinges. The viewer is invited to select new positions for the work.
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Figs. 14 + 15. Work by the Austrian Sculptor Franz West called ‘Adaptives’ started in 1970. 

West solicits a bodily, as well a contemplative, response to his sculpture. In his words he describes them as operating as “a prosthesis for (non-technological) culture […]” (Benezra, Curinger and Fleck, 1999: 17)
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Figs. 16 - 18. Work by Austrian artist Erwin Wurm called the ‘Do it Series’ from 1996 – 2001.
Viewers were invited to ‘wear’ a pullover. Wurm’s ironic instructions are to “Get into the right position and stand quiet as long as a polaroid photo is made by the guard. You may pin the photo on the wall or take it with you”. 
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Figs. 19 – 21. Works for the ‘Droog’ design group of Holland called ‘Do Products’ from 2000.
For ‘Do hit’, one is provided with a large square of 1.25mm sheet metal and a hammer. You are instructed to hit the metal to the desired chair form. For ‘Do scratch’ one is provided with a light box covered in black paint. You are invited to scratch text or an image onto the light box to create your own customised light. For ‘Do add short leg’, the stability of the chair is the responsibility of the user.
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Figs. 22 + 23. A work by Mexican sculptor Gabriel Orozco called ‘Yielding Stone’ from 1992.

A ball of plasticine, the weight of the artist, was rolled around the streets of Monterey, California between October the 8th and 14th 1992. It bears accumulations of anonymous human traces. 

So, all of these works look to the recipient or viewer for their physical completion and can be seen to embody, to a greater or lesser extent, the characteristics of the ‘open work’. In these examples we see that there are various modes of openness within the ‘open work’. Some ‘open works’ result in a single object which accumulates a collective series of acts. Others result in numerous objects which vary slightly from participant to participant. There are also degrees in which participants are free to act. The more controlled ‘open works’ have instructions, in others there are no explicit instructions but participants are informed prior to their involvement in the work, and in the least-controlled works, participants are not even aware that their actions are part of an ‘open work’.  The ‘open work’ acts as a ‘trap’ of action. I would like to suggest that philosophies of action can lead us to a fuller understanding of what such works may mean.
Action Theory
‘Action theory’ provides us with a very specific explanation of what counts as action. A general definition might be, “For there to be an action, a person has to do something”, this involves “bodily movements” and some kind of “purposiveness” (Craig, E (Gen. Ed.), 1998: 37). In thinking about ‘bodily movement’, the focus can become extremely narrow and very complicated. How far back in the ‘chain’ of spatially-extended movement can actions be located? Do we stop at muscle movement or the firing of nerve ends? In thinking about ‘purposiveness’ we can say that an act is caused by a “mental item” (Borchert, D. M. (Chief Ed.), 1996: 3). 

So in asking: what is an action?, I suggest we follow Alfred Mele who splits the question into two subsidiary questions: 

· What is the difference between an action and a non-action?

· How do we ‘individuate’ action? 

(This means how do we distinguish one action from another.)

Explanations of the question concerning the differences between action and non-action are numerous but the central versions of are:

· Action is a reasoned response to prior psychological beliefs and desires. 

(This is the ‘common sense’ view influenced by Aristotle.)

· Action is the effect of prior mental states and events.

(This is the more modern version, influenced by discoveries in natural science.)

The central versions of action ‘individuation’ can be categorised as:

· The fine-grained version: An action is a collection of related actions.

· The coarse-grained version: An action may be understood as a single act “under different descriptions” (Borchert, D. M. (Chief Ed.), 1996: 4). One may sign your name and in doing this act, also sign a cheque. One may draw a circle and draw the sun.

· The componential version: An action may be understood as a large act composed of smaller, more basic actions. In this sense we have a hierarchy of actions.

It could be said that this approach can become overly analytical and it’s arguable whether this has anything to do with creativity. For the time being, I shall withhold judgement on these matters and consider another route towards an understanding based on the ‘common sense’ view.  

Ethics or Poetics?

It should be noted here that a distinction must be made between Aristotle’s accounts of action in his Ethics and his accounts of action in his Poetics. In the Ethics action is considered within the world of ordinary affairs and actual events. Action occurs in practical contexts in relation to practical reason. In the Poetics action is discussed as an element of tragic drama. Ordered action creates a plot in tragedy. “A tragedy is a mimésis of an action” (Poetics, 1449b in Cooper D.E. 1997: 34). So through exposure to mimésis, an action becomes, in different contexts, a ‘representation’ or ‘imitation’ which “[…] bounds and finishes off the confused luxuriance of real nature” (Lucas D.W. 1968: 266).

While acknowledging the importance of this idea of mimésis in art, and the role of action as a representation or action as a poetically modified constituent of a work, the current paper will concentrate more fully on action as it is more plainly understood in ordinary affairs. 

Practical Reason and Creativity

In Aristotle’s reflections on the theory of action we see the foundation of the most influential and what could be described as the ‘common-sense’ view of human action. In adopting this view actions become a reasoned response to prior psychological beliefs and desires. In these terms we would achieve legitimate grounds for a theoretical analysis of the position of ‘practical reason’ when engaged in creativity. However, explanations of ‘practical reason’ for this paper will not be solely oriented towards a precise and narrow ‘rationality’. It is recognised that original creativity resists attempts to be defined in terms of “[…] applying routine technical skills” (Pakes. A 2004: 3) and that original creativity may be “[…] by definition an operation that is not norm-governed” (Pakes. A 2004: 3). Favoured explanations of ‘practical reason’ will instead rely on descriptions of creative processes that do not necessarily proceed from proposition to proposition. 

So, in a move away from ‘rationality’, we will look at two of the many aspects to Aristotle’s theory of action. This is the role of desire in action and the role of the agent’s knowledge in action.

Desire to Act

I would suggest that there are two central accounts of action in Aristotle’s theories which are most relevant to the creative act.

An ‘action’ may be analysed as an event which is an “Intentional process supported by practical reason” (Charles, D 1984: 104). Here ‘action’ may be identified as the acceptance of a desire to act on a conclusion arrived at through thought and inference. An ‘action’ may also be analysed as an “Intentional process not supported by practical reason” (Charles, D 1984: 104). Here ‘action’ is a desire to act on the perceptual imagination based on pleasure. In the former, desire is rational, in the latter it is sensual.

In the context of practical knowledge, desire is like a judgement. One judges a proposition and acts on its conclusions on the basis of whether one’s actions are good. So in having a rational desire, one is active towards the greater good. In having a sensual desire, one is active towards the perceptual imagination. One pursues pleasant perceptions and avoids painful perceptions. Aristotle, however, does not believe that on their own either of these explanations can fully describe an action. 

He warns us that: “Intellect itself, however, moves nothing […]” (Nichomachean Ethics, Book VI,  1139a, 35 From Charles, D 1984). Aristotle asserts that human action must be jointly considered as being caused by a desire to act and by an intellectual goal formed prior to an act, i.e. thought or the perceptual imagination. For Aristotle without desire there is no action. 

Agent’s knowledge in action

From another perspective an agent’s knowledge is considered in action. This is described by David Charles when he breaks an action down to causally and teleologically basic acts.

If an action is understood as events 0 to a7:

0 - a1 - a2 - a3 - a4 - a5 - a6 - a7

0 is the ‘mental event’ (desire and intellectual goals in Aristotle’s terms).

a1 - a6 are the ‘intermediate’ actions (nerve firings, muscle movements).

a7 is the movement (the distinct teleologically-basic act).

It is during the intermediate actions a1 - a6 where we can say that that “non-inferential knowledge” occurs (Charles, D 1984: 78). This is where actions undergo monitoring and one experiences immediate feedback as one acts. Knowledge here operates at the level of dexterity, habit or impulse. This has been described elsewhere as ‘know how’. These intermediate actions are described by Charles as “agent’s knowledge” (Charles, D 1984: 97). This is knowledge which operates outside the logic of propositional knowledge. It supplies us with an interpretation of action which is not explained in terms of a static future purpose or a static prior decision. Causes and goals become combined in our explanation of an action.

The role of an agent in action is also described by Charles as an “intrinsic constituent” (Charles, D 1984: 104). One doesn’t isolate various roles for oneself in an action. “As an agent, [one] does not stand in an external relation to a distinct intransitive event, but is a constituent in the action itself” (Charles, D 1984: 105). He characterises an agent in this situation as a “ […] distinctive type of subject of change” (Charles, D 1984: 107). An agent is not a static and objectified cause of action. He emphasises the experience of a subject in transition during action. An agent is an integral and changing component during the events of action.

By selecting these elements of Aristotle’s interpretation of action, I intend to achieve a more fully phenomenological appreciation of action. By acknowledging the importance of desire in action and the role of the agent’s knowledge in action we have the beginnings of a sketch of a ‘natural attitude’ to action. 

Phenomenology of Decision

Paul Ricoeur bases his theory of action on an interpretation of decision. He explains action as being primarily identified with the body as a source of ‘motives’. These motives emerge from ‘decisions’ oriented towards a specific ‘project’. He starts by trying to establish the “lower limit” (Ihde, D 1971: 35) of motivation. This is the point where voluntary actions meet involuntary needs. This lower limit is the point where one’s body as an object in nature meets with one’s intentional “personal self” (Ihde, D 1971: 35). At this lower limit, things like breathing begin to move towards the voluntary. For example, an unnoticed breathing rate becomes a sharp intake of breath when one is surprised. 

For Ricoeur, these ‘needs’ may be understood but this understanding reveals only one aspect of this lower limit of motivation. ‘Needs’ are more fundamentally identified as being experienced. ‘Needs’ are lived not known. From this lower limit of lived need he establishes a “circular relation of motive to project”(Ihde, D 1971: 35) which is a dependency that carries the body towards the world. A motive always “overreaches the body” (Ihde, D 1971: 37). 

Phenomenology of Action

Having established a reciprocal model of decision, Ricoeur goes on to apply the model to an interpretation of action. Action is viewed as a reciprocal relation between ‘effortless’ action and ‘effort in action’. Ricoeur suggests that in normal action we don’t notice our bodies. The body is “passed over” (Ihde, D 1971: 41). Ricoeur states, “ […] the action traverses the body” (Ihde, D 1971: 41). He also explains that to be captured in its full meaning, action must be characterised as lived. It must be captured in the same way that needs are lived. Action may be known, but this fails to illuminate our full experience. 

At its lower limit, we have action that is full of effort and at the upper limit, we have action that is effortless. For Ricoeur a full reflection on the body in action only occurs when an action requires effort. The recognition of the body undergoing adaptations in the effort to overcome obstacles to action leads to a “crisis [in] the docile organ of the body” (Ihde, D 1971: 42) and a disruption of the natural attitude.

For Ricoeur this crisis between the object body and the personal body has a positive outcome leading to a fuller reflection on action. However, it also has a negative outcome in the tendency of action to ‘expose’ the voluntary self to its potential as an object. Human agency, specified as physical force, becomes an “object among objects” (Ihde, D 1971: 44). For Ricoeur, the two discourses of objective understanding and phenomenological explanation become confused. The phenomenology of action as an event gives way to an objective analysis of the forces at play between objects. In this way the object body of natural science absorbs the personal body of lived experience. 

Hermeneutics of action

From this phenomenology of action, Ricoeur moves to a hermeneutics of action. I would suggest that he attempts to counter the ‘harsh’ treatment of natural science’s objectification of action by applying the more sympathetic treatment of the human sciences. So instead of measuring things and events which are naturally created, he interprets things and events which are humanly created. This shift in Ricoeur’s thought is influenced by J.L. Austin’s examination of the speech act. Austin stresses the “[…] special nature of acts of saying something by contrast with ordinary physical actions” (Austin, J.L. 1962: 113). Austin also declares: “[…] speech acts ‘cause’ in a fundamentally different sense than the way physical causation occurs” (Austin, J.L. 1962: 113). 

Action as Discourse
To achieve a clearer understanding of Ricoeur’s hermeneutic treatment of action it is suggested that there is a need to briefly summarise his explanation of language alongside his explanation of action.  

Ricoeur states that language manifests itself as a spoken or written discourse. He identifies the accompanying features of these two discourses and explains action in these terms. He goes on to create four categories to help us understand what occurs during discourse. These may be titled: Temporality, Who speaks, Reference, Audience.
Under the category of Temporality:
Ricoeur states that spoken discourse may be identified as an ‘event’ which “appears and disappears” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 198). We speak and its gone, but the system of language endures. We speak and we are often inconsistent and incoherent, whilst the system of language has an ideal framework of rules. 

Written discourse on the other hand is identified with ‘meaning’ which is “fixed” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 198). For Ricoeur “[…] the saying vanishes but the said persists” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 92). Once written, what an author “meant to say” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 201) no longer strictly coincides with what the text says. 
For Ricoeur, action may be seen as a kind of utterance in the same way that J.L. Austin understands the speech act as an utterance. Therefore just as language can be understood as ‘meaning’ in written discourse and as an ‘event’ in spoken discourse. The ‘meaning’ of an action and the ‘event’ of action may be detached in a similar fashion. An action as an ‘event’ may ‘appear and disappear’ but it may also be ‘fixed’ as ‘meaning’. Ricoeur asks: How can an action become an inscription like writing? Speaking metaphorically he describes how events leave their “marks on time” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 198). This embodiment of action is characterised by “[…] the eclipse of the event of doing by the significance of what is done” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 15).

Under the category of Who Speaks:

Ricoeur states that during the ‘event’ of spoken discourse one is aware of “who is speaking” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 198). There is a person attached to what is being said and there are corresponding physical incidents to enhance the ‘event’ such as gesture, intonation, etc.

In written discourse Ricoeur suggests here that ‘who speaks’ no longer has such an active influence on a text. The text becomes ‘de-psychologised’. An author’s intentions and a reader’s intentions during reading have different “destinies” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 139).

Ricoeur suggests that just as a text “breaks its moorings” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 202) from its author: “our deeds escape us” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 206). When we witness someone gesturing we don’t need to ask who moved, however, as actions accumulate into complex patterns, they appear to become separated from their basic origin. In such situations actions become written in “social time” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 206). However ‘social time’ doesn’t only ‘appear and disappear’ as an event, it endures as an account of human action in the form of a “social inscription” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 214) becoming registered and recorded. The formal version of this record is ‘history’ and the informal version is ‘reputation’.
Under the category of Reference:
For Ricoeur spoken discourse always refers to something other than itself. It has a “situation” to which the discourse refers (Ricoeur, P 1981: 201). Things may be shown and demonstrated directly. This occurs in what Ricoeur describes as an “ostensive” manner (Ricoeur, P 1981: 202). 

Written discourse no longer refers to a shared ‘situation’. Ricoeur suggests here that a written discourse is now free to engage in “non-ostensive reference” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 202). A written discourse doesn’t demonstrate things in the world as speech does. A written discourse instead offers a “proposed world” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 142). This ‘proposed world’ in written discourse leads to a positive distance between author and reader. It opens up a state of “power-to-be” in the world (Ricoeur, P 1981: 142).

Actions are also understood to transcend their ‘situation’ depending on their importance. Just as written discourse surpasses the ‘shared situation’ of dialogue, the meaning of an act may exceed its original context. An important action may be judged by its aptness in “new historical situations” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 208). Its value rests in its flexibility in meeting the demands of a future course of events.

Under the category of Audience:

Ricoeur explains that spoken discourse is addressed to a specific listener or group of listeners. It is “[…] addressed to an interlocutor equally present to the discourse situation” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 202).

In written discourse the author is not present with the reader. In Ricoeur’s terms a text is potentially addressed to “whoever knows how to read” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 202). 

So just as spoken discourse has specific listeners and written discourse has a universal readership, action is judged by the ‘universal readership’ of history. In this sense, Ricoeur describes human action as an “open work” (Ricoeur, P 1981: 208). Actions may be generally open to future interpretations and their significance rests on how they meet the requirements of such future interpretations. In a sense, this is where their meaning may be said to reside.

Conclusion

In describing Aristotle’s interpretation of desire and the role of agent’s knowledge in action, the ‘natural attitude’ to action is partially defined. In following Ricoeur’s interpretation of action as it is lived for a ‘personal self’, through to his description of action as a discourse, the hope is that a new perspective on the philosophy of action can begin to emerge, a perspective that is shaped by the issues which frame the ‘open work’.

According to Ricoeur in looking at action in relation to our examples of the ‘open work’, in order to achieve a fuller understanding we should pay attention to:

· The significance of what is done, not the event.
· How a work leaves a social inscription.
· How apt such works are in new historical situations.
· Who are the future recipients of such works?

We could also say that ‘open works’ attempt to reveal action as a lived experience, not just as an objectified force.
Following Aristotle we are able to say that such works reveal to us one characterisation of the role of an agent in participating in such works. We could say that an agent becomes a subject in transition. Finally, we could say that in following Aristotle we also see the importance of desire in action. After all, for an ‘open work’ to be completed, and therefore to be successful, one must have a desire to participate in it
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