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PREFACE

This e-book was created as part of the project Partici
patoryArtforInvisibleCommunities–PAIC supported
by the European Commission and includes artists, pro-
fessionals and communities from Croatia, Slovenia,
Denmark and Spain. Through the project we sought to
respond to community needs by tailoring artistic
methodologies and building capacities of both artists
and communities, as well as to establish a platform for
exchange and open communication in the field of par-
ticipatory art. 
Since the intention was to sum up all the results of
the PAIC project and create a record of knowledge and
ideas about the broader context of art-based social
actions and participatory activities, we adopted an
example-based, critical, analytical and interdiscipli-
nary approach by inviting scholars and practitioners
from a wide variety disciplines to contribute with their
knowledge, experience and ideas and situate them
within the contemporary evidence of participative
culture. This is how we hope to explore, re-address,
and re-direct the participative approach and critically
model an alternative way of addressing participative
practice in the field of art, and further to encourage
the assignment of higher priority to participative ap-
proaches in many other social and cultural fields.  

The e-book draws on the systematic collection of data
throughout the two and a half years of the project and
aims to connect theory and practice and unite the arts,
culture and social sector. To assure reflective analysis
of the content and coherence of the selected themes
and discourses included in the e-book, and to address
the questions raised during the project from the mul-
tidisciplinary perspective, in addition to the views of

the project team, the e-book includes papers that
cover wider range of themes including art practice,
theory, history, sociology, psychology, and other rel-
evant fields. The interdisciplinary approach was par-
ticularly encouraged in situating new trends
concerning participation and participatory method-
ologies in the contemporary context. Therefore, be-
sides discussing key aspects of participatory culture
with the relevant terms and concepts used in different
areas, there are articles that approach themes from
different angles and critically reflect the participative
rhetoric and transformative capacity of participation
discourse with a special focus on the aesthetics of
collaboration and on the use of art as a tool for social
learning and building inclusive relationships. The top-
ics that this e-book covers range from the analysis of
the artistic experiences and methodologies applied in
participatory art, the relation between participatory
culture and democratic society, through the role of art
and artists in participative settings, to community
management, mass-participation and emancipatory
learning and participation in museums. We have tried
to integrate effectively these different topics and also
raise issues for further exploration of controversies
associated with the phenomenon of participation in
the new era marked by digital technology and civil so-
ciety demands. The e-book also includes PAIC’s inte-
gral framework which describes a sequence of
methods, actions or events related in a participatory
art and culture context as well as the steps that are
taken during the interaction in the real-world situa-
tions that lead to an outcome – cultural renewal.

Considering the variety and complexity of participa-
tive practices, we hope this publication will be helpful
by its provision  of a framework that encourages de-



bates and discussions and that it will serve as an in-
spiration for those trying to create socially engaged
art in “invisible” or marginalized communities and
break the cycle of marginalisation, as well as for those
who strive to develop a more sophisticated concep-
tual and empirical understanding of  participation as
a new phenomenon.

This e-book concludes the two and a half year long
PAIC project and I would like to thank all the partners
and participants for their collaboration. Also, I would
like to thank all the authors and contributors to this
e-book.

Irena Sertić, 
Editor-in-Chief
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I. PARTICIPATION, CULTURE AND EMANCIPATION

PARTICIPATORy CULTURE IN KNOwLEDgE SOCIETy

Irena Sertić
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KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY: TOWARD HUMAN DISCOURSE

Since the1990s, the term theknowledgesocietyhas
become widespread in public discourse. It suggests
the picture of a society in which technological
progress goes hand in hand with access to knowl-
edge-creation, depicting a line of progression based
on creativity, inspiration and innovation that can
change our lives. The plurality inherent in the concept
of knowledgesocietiesimplies diversity, variety and
openness toward choice and, according to UNESCO,
the dimensions of a knowledge rooted in community,
culture and social identity.1 Knowinghowis becom-
ing/has become more important than knowingthat
and the euphoria over the new information and knowl-
edge society widely present. Consistent with the ideas
of globalisation, co-operation, networking and social
knowledge building, the important principles in a
knowledge society, is the view that we can know any-
thing, anytime, anywhere and that the knowledge is
there for everybody. It seems that we all are living in
a perfect world, or at least, in a world of perfect knowl-
edge and great opportunities.

However, in our world of soundbites, social networks
and chat rooms where messages prevail over serious
thinking, the phrase knowledge society seems a
merely rhetorical gesture.

Although according to its original meaning the knowl-
edgesocietyhas a sort of anti-capitalist dimension
and refers to the universal right to know, regardless
of capital demands or positions of power in the social
structure, with the dominance of neo-liberal discourse
the term knowledge society is acquiring a different
meaning. Today, it is used primarily for the  purpose of

the promotion of basic capitalist values and economic
interests where knowledge is treated as a market
commodity and where many vulnerable groups and
ethnic minorities face barriers to social mobility and
job opportunities.
It is within this kind of knowledge society that culture
grows, a culture in which education is as a reflection
of social, cultural and political conditions. The dilem-
mas are related to the barriers to participation in a
knowledge society as well as to the cultural and edu-
cational patterns and values of a knowledge society,
which lead to cultural and social change that affects
the whole of a population and is of particular impor-
tance to the invisible communities. In reality, the
knowledge society is based on the confusion of “in-
formation” and “knowledge” supported by an educa-
tion system built on a traditional model that defines
knowledge as generated temporary information fo-
cused on external (superficial) understanding and so-
cially programmed thinking, and as such does not
develop the ability of individuals to participate in var-
ious social contexts (social, cultural and political), or
their ability to function in today’s multi-contextual
world. The focus is on passive learning which gives
little room for either internal (meaningful) knowledge
or independent learning accompanied by the develop-
ment of creativity.

Unlike the social, humanitarian narrative that sug-
gests the intersubjective nature and a new concept
of knowledge focused on the creation of knowledge,
discussion, invention, cognitive diversity, creativity

1 “Towards knowledge societies”. UNESCOandtheWorldSummiton
theInformationSociety. (December 2003).
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CI/CI/pdf/w
sis_geneva_prep_background_paper.pdf

http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CI/CI/pdf/wsis_geneva_prep_background_paper.pdf
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and freedom as well as on education based on the re-
alities of the social world, the concept of the knowl-
edge society values the kind of knowledge that can
be identified as profitable, stripped of context and
subjectivity, subjected to commodification and produc-
tive of skills that improve competitiveness. Attention is paid
to the profitability of education in general and to ed-
ucation for vocational purpose, as crucially important
for the support of growth and business creation. This
utilitarian logic and exploitative modification of
knowledge form a business environment that is hostile
to creative thought.
This concept of “knowledge” gives little room for re-
search, reflection, and linking information, for under-
standing the context and applying knowledge in the
world outside educational institutions. It offers edu-
cational material and modes of interpretation that are
too theoretical, abstract, separated from everyday life,
but not tools or opportunities for understanding.
Knowledge is evaluated according to quantitative re-
sults i.e. external factors, and educational progress is
assessed by formal testing under uniform conditions
– efforts are directed to preparing for test success.
This model lacks components that form the basic ele-
ments of the sustainable development of society: cre-
ativity, innovation, willingness to take risks and to
experiment, the ability to improvise and collaborate
with others. These components are inherent in areas
such as art and culture. As the ultimate consequence,
the possibility for a knowledge society as a whole is
eliminated.

The EU vision of the knowledge society and its rela-
tion to knowledge also predominantly follows the
rules of the market economy based on number of
techniques and strategies that primarily serve the

economy and business rather than the society and its
citizens.

Developmentofa real knowledgesociety
dependsforitsgrowthontheproductionof
new knowledge and its transmission
througheducation(universities),itsdevel-
opment and use through new industrial
processes(businesses)anditsdissemina-
tionthroughreliableinformation(media).2

Knowledge is reduced to commodities and numbers
(the marks, numbers of publications, rankingsin mag-
azines) and education to the accumulation of grades
and papers. In the first place is knowledge that can be
determined by standardized tests and programs that
break learning down into unrelated bits inserted into
a system of continuous testing and quantitative eval-
uation. In order to meet educational standards and a
rigorous curriculum, children are burdened with a vast
number of facts that need to be mastered, while their
teachers are burdened by an obsessive need to cover
everything that the educational standards require.
This leads to learning a little about everything, but
only very superficially. Knowledge is missing the key
thing: a thorough, studious approach to real problems
and phenomena. According to this discourse, “the goal
of a knowledge society is neither wisdom nor self-
knowledge ... nor understanding of the world”3, it lacks
the processes that serve knowledge: integration, elab-
oration, provocation, criticism, and work on knowl-
edge and with knowledge. Knowledge is not
integrated into other aspects of learning such as mo-
tivation, attitudes, emotions and values. It lacks the

2 Atomium Culture, http://atomiumculture.eu/node/34
3 Najbolje škole (The Best Schools), Thomas Armstrong, Educa, 2008
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synthesizing power and understanding that result in
knowledge creation that may be used to improve the
human condition. According to Liessmann, what we
have today is miseducation,which implies the renun-
ciation of the desire for understanding and a distanc-
ing from the spirit, which encompasses the autonomy
of the subject and the sovereignty of the individual.
He claims that the lack of education does not simply
mean a knowledge deficit, rather, treating knowledge
without any ideas about education which happens not
as result of individual failure, but is an inevitable con-
sequence of the “capitalization of the spirit”.4 Re-
fraining from the use of intellectual traditions and
classical educational material means enabling the in-
dividual quickly and flexibly, with no disturbance from
any educational ballast, to respond to continuously
changing market demands. In a rapidly changing
world, where the qualifications, competencies and
content of knowledge are constantly changing, the
absence of true education appears to become a virtue.

Institutions are also ruled by the logic of competition:
each institution must be competitive and must be sub-
ject to competition, open rivalry is the foundation
upon which the EU economy is strengthened, making
societies more dynamic and richer. The EU assesses
competitiveness by ranking the institutions that are
expected to lead societies to higher rates of innova-
tion, greater wealth, better education and culture.
This paradigm shift to the conversion of mind into
capital is also manifested in the knowledge produc-
tion that is controlled or accessed through search en-
gines and whose quality is determined more by
hyperlinks and keywords than the content itself.
Knowledge is not anymore constructed. Instead of
that, algorithmic programs determine what we view

as knowledge. In algorithmicgovernmentality5 with
Big Data statistics and likes and follower statuses,
people lose the forms of identity and are being alien-
ated from their own interests and talents, and there-
fore from the whole process of social and cultural
development. As Rouvroy puts it: “Knowledge is not
produced aboutthe world anymore, but fromthe dig-
ital world. A kind of knowledge that is not tested-by
nor testing the world it describes and emanates from:
algorithmic reality is formed inside the digital reality
without any direct contact with the world it is aimed
at representing.”6 According to this perspective, com-
municating extensively through computers and re-
moving the online world far from what is perceived to
be the real world outside the Internet, threaten
awareness of reality.

Unlike a discourse that resembles a sophisticated
dressage7, there is another discourse – HumanDevel-
opmentDiscourse8 whose advocates recognize that
education is a platform equally for the actualization

4 Konrad Paul Liessmann, Teorijaneobrazovanosti: Zabludedruštva
znanja, (TheoriederUnbildung:Derirrtuemerderwissensge-
sellschaft) Naklada Jesenski i Turk, 2008.
5 The phrase “algorithmic governmentality” used by Antoinette Rou-
vroy; Rouvroy, Antoinette and Thomas Berns,“The Digital Regime of
Truth: From the Algorithmic Governmentality to a New Rule of Law,”
LaDeleuziana–OnlineJournalofPhilosophy, 3 (2016),
http://www.ladeleuziana.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Rouvroy-
Stiegler_eng.pdf. (cited in Holert 2018)
6 Rouvroy, Antoinette and Thomas Berns, “The Digital Regime of
Truth: From the Algorithmic Governmentality to a New Rule of Law,”
LaDeleuziana–OnlineJournalofPhilosophy, 3 (2016),
http://www.ladeleuziana.org/wp- content/uploads/2016/12/Rou-
vroy-Stiegler_eng.pdf. (quoted in Holert 2018)
7 Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in 
Intellectual Emancipation, Stanford University
Press, 1991
8 Najbolje škole (The Best Schools), Thomas Armstrong, Educa, 2008

http://www.ladeleuziana.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Rouvroy-Stiegler_eng.pdf
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of educational and cultural contents and for self-re-
alization, and highlight its main references: to know,
to understand, to grasp. According to them knowledge
is not uniquely focused on purpose. It includes the hu-
manistic concept of the idea of the development of a
person into a personality and also the idea that our
schools and universities ought to be important spots
of social development, places where decisive ques-
tions of our time are objectively and critically studied,
discussed and researched.

Consistent with that philosophy is the view that the
knowledge society is not merely a market- capitalist
label; instead, we must talk about it as society of free-
thinking, critically oriented and educated people who
can think for themselves and are able to articulate
their views. The goal of society is to free resources
and human potentials and to open up opportunities
for all individuals to use their capacities to contribute
to social welfare Creativity is for sure a topic of wide
scope that is important at both the individual and the
societal level for a wide range of tasks and domains.
The problem is that in a world that seeks creative peo-
ple, creative products or services, and talk about cre-
ative environments, creative industries, creativeclass9

or even creative societies, a system characterised by
the culture of standardized testing and competition
based on numbering is completely irrelevant or even
counterproductive.

More than ever, people need the chance for self-re-
flection, to think about the world and their place in it,
and for the development of the creative skills and
competences that can liberate resources and their po-
tentials to transform their aspirations, attainments
and life chances as well as enrich their lives. For those

who have a history of being deprived of these same
cultural and socioeconomic educational opportunities
we need a complete concept of knowledge in order to
effectively facilitate its cross-cultural application.
This complete concept is not the same as the one that
imposes a “knowledge society”. It includes unwritten,
unspoken and hidden knowledge based on emotions,
experience, insights, intuition and internalized knowl-
edge acquired through association with other people,
joint or shared activities and interpersonal activities.
If we speak about human discourse, we need a spe-
cific approach to knowledge which encourages think-
ing and reveals multiple layers of knowledge and
experience, one adapted to that situation and in line
with an everyday aesthetic that is now more visual and
visualized than ever before and with human experience.

To realize human, social and cultural capital we must
develop new ways of working in a multicultural soci-
ety and a new understanding of knowledge as a dy-
namic element related to individual, social and cultural
dimensions.

ARTISTIC WAYS OF KNOWING

Art is predominantly about expression, creativity, and
subjectivity and artistic ways of knowing are aes-
thetic, verbal and non-verbal, sensorial and intuitive.

9 The Rise Of The Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work,
Leisure, Community And Everyday Life, Richard Florida, Basic Books,
2002; Also see: http://www.creativeclass.com/richard_florida;
https://creativeclassstruggle.wordpress.com/ http://www.washing-
tonmonthly.com/features/2001/0205.florida.html 
“The consequences of the creative class: the pursuit of creativity
strategies in Australia’s cities”. Atkinson, R.; H. Easthope (2009).
InternationalJournalofUrbanandRegionalResearch33 (1): 64–79.
doi:10.1111/j.1468- 2427.2009.00837.x. Retrieved 9 February 2013

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00837.x
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Artistic ways of knowing come about as a direct re-
sponse to some unique interaction, event or “stimu-
lus”, and provide a coherence of emotions,
perceptions, and cognitions that reveals insights
about the self and humanity. This kind of knowledge
can be best created and communicated through dif-
ferent art-forms and artistic means that open up mul-
tiple layers of interpretation and reflection and that
can stimulate thoughts and reflections.

A human discourse calls for the resistance to and re-
luctance about the ideology of the quantification and
measurement of efficiency and the acceptance of
artistic tools that serve as a “thinking device” that
triggers understanding on different sensorial, cultural
and intellectual levels and helps to empower and
emancipate people. Learning is a journey across a
range of sceneries and experiences, rather than a des-
tination, it is about exploring and discovering, and not
about a forced race to reach the learning standards
and data. In a (real) knowledge society artists with
their flexibility and ability to move freely and untied
by disciplinary restrictions can connect dislocated as-
pects of diverse cultures and reintegrate knowledge
that otherwise can be underrepresented, forgotten or
made irrelevant.

When bringing art to socially discriminated, deprived
or invisiblegroups, the potential of these ways of
knowing can be enriched with forms of active and
participatory art practices that lead to an understand-
ing of one’s identity and history as well as make the
‘knowledge’ more relevant to its members and more
responsive to the needs of communities. This kind of
practice brings the notion of ownership, coproduction
of knowledge, capacity building and sustainability as

key to the potential transformation of the settings
that people themselves have designated as needing
change. Engagement of community groups through
interactions and as creators of personalized cultural
or artistic products that trigger their emotions and en-
hance their understanding and imagination is useful
in terms of social good.

PARTICIPATION IN NETWORKED KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY:
PARTICIPATORY ILLUSION

In order to move closer to a participatory art practice,
we must first explore the nature of participation from
the viewpoint of theories of participatory democracy
grounded in the networked knowledge society, with a
focus on participation as creative contribution to com-
munity life and as the path to individual and collective
emancipation acquired through personal and artistic
experience. Participation is a concept that is being
used in a wide variety of fields and that has acquired
a large range of meanings. The different principles,
rules and mechanisms of participation rise as ele-
ments of cultural democracy that has not been suffi-
ciently researched in the field of culture and cultural
policy. Also, there is no agreement among theorists
and practitioners about the definition of participation
and about the contribution of community participa-
tion to improvement of the lives of people. Therefore,
to contextualise the theoretical models and reflect
“participation”, documented records of cultural and
artistic experiences and the lessons learned from the
PAIC participatory model production will be used, as
well as critiques referring to participation as a new
spectacle that replaces genuine activity.
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PAIC PARTICIPATORY APPROACH

The main intent behind the building of the framework
for the PAIC methodology was to introduce a method-
ology that extends the boundaries of a sustainable
transformation of individuals, groups and communi-
ties by developing their skills and cultural competen-
cies, their ethical framework and self-confidence.
Further, considering the need to develop new form of
socially responsible artistic and cultural activities as
the ground for social, cultural and economic develop-
ment spurred by innovation and the creativity of in-
dividuals, a new set of participatory approaches has
been explored that can have lasting positive effects
on the quality of life in the communities in question.
The artistic concept was explored within the realm of
participatory culture as a culture in which creative or
artistic expression and individual and community en-
gagement are valued and are oriented towards creat-
ing, sharing, and transforming social spaces, where
community members act as contributors or producers
and believe that their contributions matter.

PAIC is built up on the theory of participatory democ-
racy and its central assertion that “democracy must
take place in other spheres in order that the necessary
individual attitudes and psychological qualities can
be developed”10 and that development takes place
through the process of participation itself (educative
and artistic impact of the participatory process).11

It searched for the method of developing democratic
and participatory culture through artistic means along
with artistic tools and participatory approach, and It
It searched for the method of developing democratic
and participatory culture through artistic means along
with artistic tools and participatory approach, and

thus to expanded the concept of participation upon
the process of collaboration and exchange of “cre-
ative ideas” which, using art and stimulating a range
of cross-disciplinary activities, results in capacity
building and the creation of active audiences and the
involvement of under-privileged beneficiaries in cul-
ture and the creative process.

The idea of exploring an artistic approach based on
a participatory strategy started with   the observa-
tion that different kinds of invisible communities
such as geographically, culturally or socially isolated
groups, transnational migrants or underrepresented
minorities are faced with many obstacles and difficul-
ties in exercising their rights. They can be socially and
culturally disconnected and economically disadvan-
taged, lacking social and cultural resources and op-
portunities to participate in creative and participatory
processes. There is also an evident problem of their
socialization and integration, and the problems with
unemployment that all go hand in hand with the pas-
sivity and lack of opportunities as well as with the
need for cultural regeneration and development of the
basic elements of sustainable development essential
for survival in a time of rapid change. It was consid-
ered that with the renewable resources of nature, cul-
ture must also be renewable, and that it is necessary
not only to maintain the existing, but also to create a new
quality based on creativity and cultural knowledge.

Through a combination of different kinds of work-
shops, artists’ residences and public engagement

10 Pateman, Carole, “Participation and Democratic Theory”,
https://muni.cz>Pateman_Dahl PDF
11 Ibid.

https://is.muni.cz/el/1423/podzim2016/POL401/um/Pateman_Dahl.pdf


events, the PAIC project has sought to explore the ca-
pacity of participation discourse to develop cultural
competences, by developing the skills and know-how
that all people need to gain self-confidence and power
for full participation in contemporary culture and so-
ciety, and thus enable a culture-led regeneration of
their communities. In particular, attention is dedicated
to the question of how public art helps in the expres-
sion and development of the culture and how it influ-
ences culture-led regeneration as a means of
restoring and improving the quality of life by improv-
ing and developing the unique characteristics of com-
munities and their people. Exploring the notions of
agency, individual authority, creativity and engage-
ment through arts is an important element of the PAIC
participatory culture-led regeneration discourse.
For this purpose, PAIC organized co-design workshops
that used artistic research together with monitoring
and evaluation of activities as a method complemen-
tary to sociological research (based on content analy-
sis of primary and secondary written sources,
observation with participation, individual and group
semi-structured interviews with open-ended ques-
tions that offered the opportunity for participants to
describe their experiences and thoughts). The work-
shops also allowed story and artefact to be collected
as legitimate forms of knowledge (considering creat-
ing artefacts an important part of research and devel-
opment efforts) while building a local and
transnational collaborative cultural space and an
ARTISTIC PLATFORM for mobilizing deprived commu-
nities toward social, cultural and economic develop-
ment boosted by innovation and creativity. The main
quality of PAIC research was its sensitivity (qualita-
tive research examined experiences and emotions)
and site-specific character (working processes took

place in the specific environment in such a way that
the locations / environment with the pertaining
topologies and cultural heritage, idiosyncrasies be-
came the platform for research). These mixed-meth-
ods of cultural and creative research combined with
co-creation oriented work gave us useful insights into
the different standpoints and aspects of participatory
work. It also allowed accessibility and inclusion issues
to be conceived not only as a way to bring the com-
munity closer, but also as a way of including art within
the debateitself.

Research and evaluation findings shaped the PAIC
conceptual framework of socially engaged participa-
tory art. This framework was built around the claim
that to be able to develop art and culture as catalyst
and engine of culture-led regeneration we need more
“productive” participatory cultures12 that are locally
responsive and adaptive to the cultural interests,
practices, needs and potentials of people and can
offer opportunities for individuals to live more sus-
tainably by creating collective experiences such as
repairing  and  sharing resources that could become
a part of everyday life. 

Culture is not just customs and artefacts, but “the
structure of meaning through which men give shape

15

12 Delwiche and Handerson, “What Do We Now Know About Participa-
tory Cultures”, 2013.
According to Aaron Delwiche and Jennifer Jacobs Henderson, there are
three primary types of productive cultures. First is consensus cultures,
or agreement-based, where there is a goal or outcome  to  be  met,
where  people  join together to leverage the power of collective intel-
ligence. There are also creative cultures in which participants are en-
couraged to create, share, and comment like art and writing  cultures,
creative fan cultures ,  and  discussion cultures where a topic rather
than an outcome is at the heart of participation.
13 Geertz, TheInterpretationofCultures, 312
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to their experience.”13 As PAIC showed, when artists
listen the voices of the marginalized populations,
transform their voices into tools for social inclusion
and expression, while enjoying the stimulation of
working in a public sphere and collaborating with
local people who don't normally actively engage in the
arts and culture, and when local people or deprived
groups gain the opportunity to connect and collabo-
rate with artists through a participative approach to
art in order to develop new social and creative skills
and cultural preferences and gain memorable cultural
and aesthetic experiences, we are helping them to ac-
commodate to the world around them by creating a
new structure of meaning. That way we are also giv-
ing a shape to a culture in which members believe
their contributions matter and feel some degree of so-
cial connection with one another. This kind of cultural
production, focused on creating meaning through a
participatory environment, can be further explored
through the concept of participatory culture.

WHAT IS PARTICIPATORY CULTURE?

Participatory culture covers a wide array of activities
that users perform in the digital age. People were
eager to share their ideas or their personal creations
before the digital era, but it is considered that it is the
digital era that has brought the wonderful opportunity
of a new digital environment that is inclusive and
friendly to those who wish to contribute and share in-
formation and creations and that has thus expanded
participatory culture practices. In the last two
decades the conception and the practice of partici-
patory culture have been transformed by the new ca-
pacities enabled by digital, networked, and mobile
technologies. Henry Jenkins has contributed a lot to

the popularity and uptake of participatory culture as
a theoretical framework14 The internet and the corre-
sponding development of the participative web, with
its fundamental characteristics of interactivity, shar-
ing and common authorship, has led to greater ease
in knowledge sharing and production.1 5

According to Jenkins, “participatory culture” is a cul-
ture with low barriers to artistic expression, providing
strong support for civic engagement, social connec-
tions, forming collectives, meeting on the net, creating
and sharing content, experience and feelings, where
everyone can create, curate, circulate or critique con-
tent and become a produser- the role defined by the
hybrid neologism merging consumers/users and pro-
ducers/creator, cultural goods and genres, being both
active and passive with an attempt to make some
sense of it. Participatory culture, he asserts, is pro-
ductive, creative and collaborative.

QUESTIONING THE CONCEPTS OF PARTICIPATORY 
CULTURE

The Jenkins concept of “participatory culture” has
been problematized by its critics. Fuchs questions
Jenkins’ reductionistic understanding of culture as,
according to Fuchs, Jenkins takes an over optimistic
view of participatory democracy, ignoring the inter-
net’s being dominated and strongly mediated by cor-
porations and based on targeted advertising models
and a commercial culture focused on non-political en-
tertainment that accumulates capital by exploiting
and commodifying users, and thus in the theory of
participatory democracy is not an expression of par-
ticipatory democracy, the same way as the cultural ex-
pressions in it cannot be an expression of participation.
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Fuchs further argues that neither their users nor the
waged employees determine the business decisions
of these companies, they do not “participate” in the
decision-making process, but are excluded from it. Ac-
cording to him, Jenkins’ approach presents participa-
tory cultures as productive, creative and collaborative
but not democratic, and the participatory internet can
only be found in areas that resist corporate domina-
tion and where activists and users engage in building
and reproducing non-commercial, non-profit internet
projects like Wikipedia or Diaspora. In the corporate
social media sphere, attention is unequally distrib-
uted, big companies, celebrities and well-known po-
litical actors enjoy attention advantages and the most
active (produsers)16 come from the young, educated
middle-class. And this is an expression of the limits
of the public sphere.17 The support for creating and
sharing one’s intellectual property with others is
based on the false belief that everyone’s contributions
matter and the false sense of a wider social connec-
tion and connection to other cultures.
Critics also argue that participation is simply one as-
pect of the new expanded consumer experience
under the old framework of capitalism, which serves
to strengthen the established system, raising ques-
tions about the ability of individuals to escape con-
sumerism. They point to the existence of
‘pseudo-participation’, in which the emphasis is not
on creating a situation in which participation is pos-
sible, but on creating the feeling that participation is
possible by treating users as valuable stocks of data
that fuel “advertising-heavy business models - more
and better data yields higher advertising earnings per
user”18 and create fatigue as a natural consequence
of a system that offers maximum distraction as the
way to maximise the number of clicks, the system that

keeps “drilling our psyches the way oil companies drill
the ground”.19

Another well founded voicing of scepticism about par-
ticipatory culture can be found in Delwiche’s and Han-
derson’s “What Do We Now Know About Participatory
Cultures”.
According to them, there are many instances in which
organizations use the rhetoric of participation to le-
gitimize non-participatory relationships. This often
happens when commercial interests leverage partici-
patory culture practices to promote marketing goals.
The rhetoric of participation is regularly applied (and
misapplied) to relationships between governments
and citizens, as well as to relationships between ac-
tivist groups and their members.20

The presumably co-creative and collaborative poten-
tial enabled by the digital revolution and its shift to
digital, networked, and mobile technologies could be
observed through the lens of creation of sophisti-
cated network of the entangled system of the society
of control and its increased surveillance. The new

14 Jenkins, ConfrontingtheChallengesofParticipatoryCulture:Media
Educationforthe21stCentury. MIT Press, 2009
15 Radice, “Designing for Audience  Participation  within  Museums:
Operative  Insights  from  “Everyday History”.” TheInternationalJour-
nal of the Inclusive Museum, Volume 6, no. 3 (2014): 77, doi:
10.18848/1835- 2014/CGP/v06i03/44457.
Produser: hybrid term that combines producer and user of the shared
information collection, different from prouser as critical and active
consumer.
17 Ibid.
18 Morozov, “Digital intermediation of everything,” Empowering
DemocracythroughCulture–DigitalToolsforCulturallyCompetent
Citizens-4thCouncilofEuropePlatformExchangeonCultureand
Digitisation(2017):2
19 Ibid.
20 Delwiche and Handerson, “What Do We Now Know About Participa-
tory Cultures”, 2013.
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technology is pouring a variety of new cultural goods
and services onto the market, enabling a wide new
range of consumption and cultural behaviours, “ex-
posing” large masses of people in their everyday life
to those cultural products in a very pervasive way.
The Internet and a bunch of information services pro-
vide us free access to…? more flexible ways of work-
ing and communicating, and therefore inside their
reformist rhetoric, their distributed architecture has
been seen as a path towards emancipation and kind
of freedom, as well as an opportunity to democratize
society and increase citizen participation in govern-
ment to unprecedented levels. But by collecting data
based on our interactions with technology it also ex-
hibits new forms of control. 

Emancipation conducted in terms of the new digital
technology opens doors for power and control and
creates new types of dependencies. Together with
manipulation, online propaganda, the outrageous col-
lection of personal information and the corrosion of
notions of privacy, as well as with disinformation and
fake news spreading through online channels, the
promised freedoms are eroding trust in the Internet
as well as in the freedom and foundations of democ-
racy.

Instead of freedom, the imposed demands have be-
come originality, creativity, mobility, personal initia-
tive, and connectivity, and the individuals can only
participate in social reproduction if their activities are
permanently active and “autonomous”. The participa-
tion in the world forced by digital technology happens
in the context of forced networkers, networking soft-
skills and new requirements.21

There is also an argument that calls for consideration

of the usage and purpose of digital technology. Thus,
Markus assesses participation as the “contemporary
ritual of instant relief, a form of aspirin and sedative,…
a problem-solving ideology that has deeply infiltrated
the political and cultural sphere”22… “the new contem-
porary narcotic”23….”practice of all- inclusive media-
tion”.24 For him, its ubiquity has turned the most
beautiful invention ever—the networking of people,
the Internet itself—into an “all-encompassing, annoy-
ing machine demanding your attention right now, any-
where, anytime”.25 According to Markus, we have been
experiencing an endorsement of civic participation
with enthusiasm accompanied by a “grotesque
naivety” in creating the structures and basic condi-
tions for a form of mock participation and social
media, under the motto “sharing is caring”—actually
has turned participation into a business26 and in ad-
dition a business not grounded in equality: not every-
one has equal chances of getting access to the
internet, or the skills and competences required to
make sense of information found online.

This argument has been demonstrated in the PAIC
project. Working with different kinds of invisible com-
munities at the intersection of culture and society,
linking the social, cultural and political sectors, and
trying to integrate cultural resources, cultural knowl-
edge and involvement of community members into the
artistic practices, we have encountered “the digital

21 Rebentisch, trans. by Daniel Hendrickson, “Forms of Participation in
Art,” QuiParle23, no. 2 (2015): 33-34, doi:10.5250/quiparle.23.2.0029.
22 Miessen, CrossbenchingTowardParticipationasCriticalSpatial
Practice, 78-79
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
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divide” as one of the obstacles. The “digital divide”
was recognized not only through technological aspect
and the crucial issue of accessibility, but also in rela-
tion to the inequalities of social media skills and in the
knowledge required to process information and to
produce new knowledge. Also the question of repre-
sentation played a significant role in distinguishing
members of the those communities from all “others”
who belong to the “outside world“ as it showed that
online content doesn’t reflect the “invisible”
cultures/communities, but inequality and social injus-
tice. In other words, the importance of the digital di-
vide was perceived in its reflection in the sense of
social identity: a sense of (not)belonging to the social
world, and in emotions of people that stem from a
sharp distinction being made between “we” and
“them”, There is a reason to believe that the negative
connotations of the digital divide as reflection of the
social divide can further affect the appearance of
other social phenomena to which “invisible” or mar-
ginalized groups are highly vulnerable and which are
embodied in discriminatory attitudes such as xeno-
phobia (fear of unfamiliar, fear of losing identity or
one’s culture and coherence, fear of stranger their pol-
itics and cultures manifested in aversion and hostility
to those who are considered as intruders) and preju-
dice against a variety of others.

The relationship between participatory culture and
participatory democracy is questioned through differ-
ent perspectives and views. For some authors it is a
question of the distribution of social, material and cul-
tural benefits as well as social and cultural identities
that are central to a person’s sense of self and culture,
and the lack of equal opportunities for integration of
the people into the digital world and the pretence of

participation is more troubling than the absence of
participation. For Jenkins, the problem arises when
authentic participatory energy turns out to be little
more than democratic window dressing for top-down
decision- making, and when people who have de-
voted time and energy to the process walk away feel-
ing cynical, hopeless, and discouraged by power
being concentrated in a handful of individuals and
by a process that does not deliver meaningful par-
ticipation.27 

Questions that imply such thoughts are the following:
is it possible to develop genuine participation in a so-
ciety that promotes surrogate-democratic participa-
tion or pseudo- participation and when authentic social
life is replaced with participation as a new spectacle
that supplants genuine activity? Does our growing re-
liance on big technology enhance or diminish our au-
tonomy — not just as consumers, but also as citizens?

Another perspective from which to question partici-
pation is through the impact of participatory culture
on political and social outcomes and the establish-
ment of democracy. This has become a very current
topic in recent years. Initially, with the appearance of
the Internet, it was believed that participation would
become potential “remedy”28 or medium for the de-
cline and fall of civic engagement and political par-
ticipation. As Miessen notes, participation became the
contemporary ritual ofinstant relief, a form of aspirin
and sedative, a problem-solving ideology and the new

27 Delwiche and Jacobs Henderson, 2013.
http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2013/05/what-do-we-now-know-

about-participatory-cultures-an-interview-with- aaron-delwiche-and-
jennifer-jacobs-henderson-part-one.html
28 Miessen, CrossbenchingTowardParticipationasCriticalSpatial
Practice
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contemporary narcotic that has deeply infiltrated the
political and cultural sphere, practice of all-inclusive
mediation.29 However, despite its promises and posi-
tive rhetoric, in recent years scholars have grown in-
creasingly critical and sceptical about the expected
(purported) positive effects of increased mass partic-
ipation on civic mobilization and functioning of
democracy. There are some critics who question the
popularity of participatory approaches and assump-
tions made about its efficiency and empowerment, be-
lieving that empowerment is individual psychological
state rather than a phenomenon which exists in
masses, in a community or collectively and that theo-
retical backgrounds for this mass participation often
does not lead to structural change and distribution of
power that its rhetoric suggests, but quite the oppo-
site maintains existing power relationships. “The best
proof of this can be found in the realm of politics,
which held fast to participatory dogma and then came
nowhere near close to holding power.”30 Instead, indi-
vidual orientation toward participation and empow-
erment denotes initiative, vibrant activities, and,
mostly importantly, responsibility.

UNDERSTANDING RESPONSIBILITY IN THE CONTExT
OF PARTICIPATION

The likely explanation of the inefficiency of partici-
pation as a mass phenomenon relates to a diffusion
ofresponsibility– a psychological phenomenon by
which people are less likely to take responsibility for
action when in the presence of a large group of peo-
ple. The larger the group is, the more likely it is that
each person will do nothing, believing someone else
from the group will probably respond.
Another possible explanation of factors that hinder

the efficiency and empowerment of community par-
ticipation relates to people’s psychological tendency
to avoid unpleasant repercussions and try to take the
easy road in situations when they find themselves in
a state of psychological tension – the state which is
often an effect of deprivation. This tendency is de-
scribed in the cognitivedissonancetheory. According
to this theory there is a tendency for individuals to
seek consistency among their cognitions (i.e., beliefs,
opinions, attitudes, behaviour, new information). Con-
tradictory or unbalanced beliefs, ideas, attitudes or
values lead to a psychological tension similar to anx-
iety and the tension motivates the individual to
change the attitude to resolve the dissonance.31 But
as this tension is unpleasant, individuals would often
rather avoid it by rejection or refutation of the infor-
mation or redefine the situation and add extra cogni-
tion to explain the apparent discrepancy by
rationalising their action (so they don’t take any ac-
tion)32 than be informed and responsible and change
their opinion or attitude as a way to deal with the cog-
nitive dissonance.

The participatory politics which is used as a means to
outsource responsibility and is not the result of spe-
cific decisions by responsible person(s) but by com-
plex processes based on a set of criteria, according
to Miessen, serves as “means of legitimization and
laundering of ethics”. Such simulated democracy, in
which the will toward participation ultimately leads
to a state of mind wherein one does not dodge respon-

29 Ibid.
30 Ibid., 22-23.
31 Westen, Psychology:Mind,Brain&Culture, 781-785
32 Hayes, FoundationsofPsychology, 623-624
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sibility, is no longer accountable for one’s own actions,
but is under the impression that he or she is acting
highly responsiblu.”33

For him, participation is nothing but one organiza-
tional model. We need a practice that dissents from
the fashionable cyber-democratic mediation-mania
and accepts the fact that there is real conflict—and
sometimes one person must take responsibility.34 It is
the existing structural framework of participation
that needs to be called into question.35 Real democ-
racy is a continual process of democratization on the
personal level. Instead of viewing participation as a
top-down opening of the decision-making process,
one should see real participation as an individual en-
trance strategy toward personal empowerment; as a
post- consensus method of getting in the door.36 

From the experience of the PAIC project, the personal
empowerment encouraged by the development of cre-
ative skills, competences and critical cultural produc-
tion through workshops, know-how sessions using
different artistic and cultural forms (relational art,
video, installations, storytelling, photography, digital
art and site-specific art) and real evidence of a per-
son’s impact on social surroundings is an important
part of the participative approach. When we create an
empowering artistic event with a dialogue between
artist and audience as equally important participants
and make them all makers and spectators who are
able to decide for themselves how they use the infor-
mation and thus become responsible for the artistic
event, we create new chances for responsibility in a
society. They will be prepared to question, deepen and
change their roles and positions in both artistic events
and later in society in order to “help us arrive at a bet-
ter understanding of how words and images, stories

and performances, can change something of the world
we live in.”37 Responsibility is not only a matter of
being active makers. To change attitudes concerning
societal issues requires the participants to take their
responsibility as active interpreters who appropriate
the “story” and make them their own story and unique
intellectual adventure.38

CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP AND RESPONSIBILITY

Questions of rights and responsibilities have a politi-
cal dimension, as they are vital in developing partici-
patory cultural citizenship as cultural perspective that
includes the capacity of people to develop on diverse
cultural traditions and identities and promote a
shared cultural arena. In a general sense citizenship
is seen as a fact of belonging to a community, which
involves a set of relationships between rights and du-
ties as objective dimension. But the concept of citi-
zenship involves more than political or legal rights and
responsibilities. The struggle for the inclusion of a
marginalized population is also a matter of culture,
thus the concept defined as cultural citizenship re-
sponds to this in stressing the centrality of culture.
Participation is not regarded only as the right to par-
ticipate in the exercise of political power in a range
of formal entitlements (as a member of political au-
thority or as an elector), but it must meet the needs of
all members of a community, including the disadvan-
taged and deprived members of a community that feel

33 Miessen, CrossbenchingTowardParticipationasCriticalSpatial
Practice, 70.
34 Ibid., 24.
35 Ibid., 76
36 Ibid., 24
37 Rancière, TheEmancipatedSpectator. Trans. by G. Elliot, 23.
38 Ibid., 17-22
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alienated from their state. Therefore, it concerns
learning how to participate, developing a capacity for
action and for responsibility, learning of the self as
an active agency and a social actor shaped by rela-
tions with others. As  Delanty argue, citizenship con-
cerns identity, action, participation, active
engagement, recognition, empowerment and inclusion
and a culture is in the centre of development of citi-
zenship as a part of the transformative discourses of
contemporary society.39

Central to this expansion in the discourse of citizen-
ship is the idea that citizenship takes place in com-
municative situations arising out of quite ordinary
life experiences and that an essential dimension of
the cognitive experience of citizenship is the way in
which  individual life stories are connected with
wider cultural discourses. Margaret Somers has de-
scribed this as the narrative model of citizenship, for
citizenship is sustained by narratives, both individual
and collective, and consists of memories, shared val-
ues and experiences.40

In line with this concept of cultural citizenship fo-
cused on action and participation is the orientation
of art and culture institutions to developing cultural
citizenship. Art and cultural practices can serve as a
form of civic engagement and cultural institutions can
contribute to cultural citizenship through exhibitions
and education based on notions of multivoicedness,
participationand self-reflection.41 Also, Jacques Ran-
cière notes that participation in what we normally
refer to as democratic regimes is usually reduced to
a question of filling up the spaces left empty by power.
Genuine participation, he argues, is something differ-
ent: the invention of an “unpredictable subject” who
momentarily occupies the street, the factory, or the

museum—rather than a fixed space of allocated par-
ticipation whose counter-power is dependent on the
dominant order.42

PARTICIPATORY TURN IN ART

Participative culture fuelled by the internet, the par-
ticipative web and information services as well as by
expansion in the discourse of citizenship with the
communicative or narrative aspect brought about the
participative turn in art. Gauntlett identifies this turn
as a shift towards a “making and doing” culture, which
incorporates “creativity, social connections, and per-
sonal growth”43 trying to eliminate boundaries be-
tween high and popular culture, but also taking the
risk of populism and thus the problematization of the
premise that everything is of equal value, from which
there can be no progress. The participative turn in art
has spurred debates around the ethics and aesthetics
of contemporary visual and performance art created
through a participatory process.

Participation in the collective creation of art is not
new, it is not a result of the overnight turn it may seem

39 Delanty, “Disciplinary citizenship versus cultural citizenship,” 
Eurozine, 30 June 2007,
https://www.eurozine.com/citizenship-as-a-learning-process/.

40 Somers, M. “Narrating and naturalizing civil society and citizen-
ship theory: the place of political culture and the public sphere.” So-
ciologicalTheory, 13, no.3 (1995): 229-274. (cited in Delanty, 2007)
41 Sattrup and Christensen, "Museums as Spaces for Cultural Citizen-
ship," TheInternationalJournaloftheInclusiveMuseum 6, no. 1
(2013): 32. doi:10.18848/1835-2014/CGP/v06i01/44418.
42 Rancière, Jacques, TheUsesofDemocracy, 1992, (cited in Bishop
2011)
43 Gauntlett, “Making is connecting” (United Kingdom: Polity Press
2011), (cited in Main and Bilsborow, “Reflections of Me,” Community
Art:CreativeApproachestoPractice, ed. Jill M. Chonody (Illinois:
Common Ground Publishing LLC, 2014), 190, doi:10.18848/978-1-
61229-566-4/CGP.
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to be at first sight. We can trace the origins of partic-
ipatory art and culture in many forms, from traditional
music and social dancing to some “overlooked partic-
ipatory art phenomena, media, the video art practice
of the independent and guerrilla TV stations,…partic-
ipatory theatres… or the early happenings by Alan
Kaprow and Mike Kelly from the 60s, as well as the
“new genre public art” coined by Suzanne Lacy.44 The
emergence of participatory art as a distinctive field
has antecedents through the modernist period.45 “Art”
initiated by the Futurists and Dadaists in the 1910s and
1920s and Fluxus in the 1960s integrated the use of
audience participation to contribute to the outcome
of the art. Futurist and Dada performances, events,
instructions and  happenings  of the early twentieth
century, were designed to provoke, scandalise and
agitate the public.  They required people’s partici-
pation and active involvement, attempting to break
down traditional barriers between artists, art work
and the viewer. The resulting performances with au-
diences joining noisily in the action, singing, accom-
panying the orchestra or communicating with the
actors46 raised the questions of visibility, aesthetic,
individual versus collective authorship, and the blur-
ring of art and life. Though their aim was not demo-
cratic participation marked by audience
empowerment while addressing social and political
issues, and was sometimes even destructive in pro-
voking the audience, their performances and events
influenced the modern idea of public participation.

The participatory turn in art manifests itself also
throughout community theatre which moves the au-
dience into action and seeks to expand that audience
in terms of class, age and other social distinctions.
Community theatre offers a vision of a radically differ-

ent experience for the audience and wants to respond
to the concerns and needs of the community in which
it is performed. Fewster & Harris extend the sense of
“participation” to both performer and spectator con-
sidering that “ownership and identity formation are
inextricably linked to the collaboration between
artists and community. This search for identity is as
much for artists working within a specific community
as for the community themselves.”47

The inspiration for Community theatre could be found
in the philosophical and aesthetic principles and prac-
tices of Brecht, who believed that theatre should ap-
peal not to the spectator’s feelings but to his reason.
While still providing entertainment, it should be
strongly didactic and capable of provoking social
change, rather than playing on the audience’s emo-
tions and finally leaveing them to take things as they
are.48

To determine whether a play falls in the category of
community theatre and can become a predominant
tool for sensitisation and mobilisation of local com-
munities for economic, political and environmental de-
velopment or change, Inyang suggests answering
questions such as: does the theatre also present the

44 Milevska, “Participatory Art”. ThinkTankAnArt&ActivismReader
1:3 (2007) http://www.wearethethinktank.org/readers/reader-
vol1.pdf
45 Kelly, “Participatory Art”. ENCYCLOPEDIAOFAESTHETICS, ed.
Michael Kelly. Oxford University Press: 2014
http://arts.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Participa-
tory_Art-Finkelpearl-Encyclopedia_Aesthetics.pdf
46 Ibid., 45
47 Fewster and Harris, “Community Theatre,” CommunityArt:Creative
ApproachestoPractice, edited by Jill M. Chonody. 173. Illinois, USA:
2014. doi:10.18848/978-1-61229-566-4/CGP.
48 Ibid.

http://arts.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Participatory_Art-Finkelpearl-Encyclopedia_Aesthetics.pdf
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views (that is, fears and aspirations) of the commu-
nity? Does it reflect the community’s life, experience
and situation? Does it have the potential to stimulate
community debate about the issues raised?49 Also,
working as an environmentalist on sensitising people
about conservation and the sustainable management
of natural resources in protected areas, where con-
servation was easily seen as a means of depriving
communities of their sources of livelihood, he finds
the theatre a more effective instrument for community
penetration, sensitisation and mobilisation than use
of community meetings and focus group discus-
sions.50

PARTICIPATORY ART: BETWEEN RE-SOCIALIZATION
AND SELF-MANAGEMENT

Participatory art is a complex and wide domain that
consists of directly engaged communities or audi-
ences as non-artistic stakeholders in the creative
process so that they become participants in the event
or in the production of art; they might create an art-
work, but also the participatory action itself could be
described as the art. This refers to active experience
and artistic practices or creations of many kinds: that
of visual arts, performance as well as community the-
atre, and exists under a variety of overlapping terms:
community art, socially engaged art, activist art, new
genre public art, dialogical art, participatory art, rela-
tional, cooperative, activist and dialogical art. These
practices are often based on the premise that art can
be “a virulent agent” in social relationship building
and communication,51 and underlying principle of all
that is the capacity for change: change in a commu-
nity’s attitudes and actions towards a particular issue
or situation. But participatory art is not always impli-

cated neither in social relationship, nor in personal or
social change. Such different aspects of art put under
the umbrella term participatoryartcan be seen in two
art projects of Croatian artist Dalibor Martinis’s: Vari-
ableRiskLandscapeand MuseumofWhichWorking
Class.

Martinis’ VariableRiskLandscape is a one year project
of personal, collective and social experience in which
he carried out an artistic intervention into the territory
of the financial system and its performance by using
contemporary art as a “realistic criticism”52 of the
essence of spectacle of the nature of capital”53 and
the political economy as both subject matter and ma-
terial.
To be directly engaged with disparate, but intercon-
nected markets, on January 2, 2004, Martinis bought
365 shares in the investment fund of Zagrebačka
banka for 37,310.30 EUR and recorded the trends in its
value and in “owners’ wealth”. The money was in-
vested for a period of one year, i.e. 365 days, and con-
stituted the funds of The MAN Money/Art/Nature)
Foundation. Besides money, the artist invested his
unique “intangible assets” – his “human resource” that
resides in his knowledge, artistic practice, idea, skills,
capacity, knowledge and motivation, and every month
he went up to the hills and mountains to hike ampli-

49 Inyang, “Community theatre as instrument for community sensiti-
sation and mobilisation,” Tydskrifvirletterkunde 53 (1): 149 – 151
(2016) https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/tvl.v.53i1.10
50 Ibid.
51 Bucher, “Co-art: Remarks on Collaboration, Community Building,
and Addressing the Public in Contemporary Art Projects,” FOA-FLUX.
(2014):2, http://foa-flux.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/an-
nemarie-bucher-2014-co-art.pdf.
52 Paić, DaliborMartinis/MANFoundation,VariableRiskLandscape,
76
53 Ibid.

http://foa-flux.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/annemarie-bucher-2014-co-art.pdf
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tudes analogous to those shown by the value of the
ZB Trend share for the current month. His “competitive
advantage” and the corresponding altitudes were
measured with an altimeter. The artist/investor thus
experienced the changes in the “value of his invest-
ment” both financially and physically, and through
movement in the natural landscape he reproduced the
landscape of variable risk (whereby a rise in the
graph’s curve represents financial gain but also phys-
ical loss, i.e. additional physical effort, while a fall in
the value of the investment entails financial loss, but
also physical gain, i.e. rest).
At the end of project, Radio 101 Zagreb broadcasted
the following invitation:

DaliborMartinis,authorofthepost-capi-
talistproject“LandscapeofVariableRisk”,
andtheMuseumofContemporaryArt,in-
viteyou to thepaymentof thedividend
thattheprojectgainedduring2004.Inten-
tionalandaccidentalvisitors,retireesand
profiteers,homelesspeopleandbrokers,
presidentialcandidatesandallwhocome
totheMuseumofContemporaryArtinZa-
grebonWednesday,29December2004at
7pmwillbecomeequalshareholdersofthe
projectandwillparticipateintheannual
distributionofprofits. Thosewishing to
joinRadio101willbeabletodonatesome
ofthedividendsreceivedtotheCenterfor
ChildrenwithSpecialNeedsinDubrava.

All those who attended the project’s closing event at
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Zagreb became
equal shareholders of the VariableRiskLandscape
project and participated in the payment of the divi-

dends (in total 2,391 euros). Also, instead of a cata-
logue the VRL used donated space in the monthly fi-
nancial magazine Banka.
The intention of the artist was not to create a personal
relationship with the audience and build their capac-
ity for change, nor did the audience interact with the
artist in any direct way. Still, his work gained a strong
political and social dimension by “re-socialising” his
own personal investment via “the collective gain of
anonymous participants”.54 The interaction didn’t hap-
pen in the artist – public / audience relationship. In-
stead, it relied more on the relation between
investment of capital and audience which happens as
a reflection of “the spectacular movement of capital”
and profit on the stock market and as the “total alien-
ation of primary human sociality”.55 Martinis didn’t
create “socially engaged” art project by spending his
time integrating into the community to help people,
but by sharing with them his view on the nature and
concept of capital and society. It was a project that
generated and spent money, taking money seriously
and critically and considering it a natural
material/process, and in doing so, used participative
approach to unmask the abstract values of market
quantitative measures governed by pseudo-scientific
principles and codified financial speculations that
have real, direct and often devastating impacts on
people’s everyday lives: on their pockets, livelihoods
and human dignity and rights, including adequate
food and shelter. Participants here were used as in-
termediaries, and not as agents of change, contribut-
ing to the completion of the project and removing the
abstraction of the financial market. Also, the artist

54 Ibid., 78
55 Ibid., 80
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himself becoming vulnerable by taking the risk of los-
ing his money, approached the most vulnerable and at-
risk groups in the contemporary social structure such
as the unemployed, retired or in any other way mar-
ginalised people to make them participants/share-
holders and thus jointly create the project/business
“tangible and intangible value”.
Another Martinis’ art project MuseumofWhichWork-
ingClasstook participation to a different level, making
it more collaborative and socially engaged by involv-
ing people in more active participation and social in-
teraction, and at the same time using elements of their
social/professional/working life as the content of his
work. The project was held in the Museum of Applied
Arts, Zagreb, 2009, Ludwig Museum, Budapest, 2011,
Ljubljana City Gallery, 2013, Museum of Contemporary
Art, Belgrade, 2016 and Museum of Contemporary Art,
Zagreb, 2016.

In the MuseumofWhichWorkingClass,the artist in-
troduced ratings and classifications of museums ac-
cording to their quality as an artistic process, using
“stars“ as a scoring system for evaluation, and the par-
ticipation of the museum staff in voting through se-
cret ballot. All the employees of the museums were
invited to vote and thus to determine the “category”
of the museum and the number of stars by rating their
institutions from one to five, like a hotel, with regard
to three crucial criteria: conditions of work, the degree
of respect for workers’ rights and the pay scales.

Through this artistic concept, Martinis created a con-
text based on the premises of self- directed work that
gives participants/staff members the opportunity to
express their true attitude towards the conditions in
which they work. “And the invitation to vote empha-

sizes the fact that museums are complex organiza-
tional structures, employing not only publicly well-
known directors and curators, but also the
professional support staff one never even hears about
(as long as the museum functions well).”56 The value
the workers gave to the museums was neither fiction
nor artistic illusion, but it has remained as a perma-
nent legacy of the museums and their staff. The re-
sults were shown at the exhibitions created as
inversions: insteadofthemuseumshowingtheartist,
theartistexhibitsthemuseum. This was also the act
by which the artist invites us to explore the very na-
ture and roots, as well as the perspective of “partici-
pation” through the experience of socialist
self-management, which was part of the state ideol-
ogy promoted by the Yugoslav socialist regimes. Croa-
tia had a significant experience of self-management,
in which workers were considered no longer employ-
ees but autonomous partners in the administration of
their enterprise, and which, by boosting morale and
employee participation in decision-making and elim-
inating exploitation, intended to open the way to par-
ticipation as a primarily powerful motivational aspect
of the work. This experience has been completely re-
jected, although it is based on theory which is in line
with the EU acquis and “participation” as a new social
and political tendency.

PARTICIPATION AS SOCIALLY ENGAGED ART 
PRACTICES

Martinis’ MuseumofWhichWorkingClassis an ex-
ample of socially engaged art practice as it shows the

56 Gregorič, "Casting a Critical Eye on Institutions of Art", Catalogof
theexhibition:DaliborMartinisDataRecovery1969-2077, MSU Za-
greb, 225.
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main characteristics of such a practice, like an art that
is grounded on collaboration, participation and in-
volvement as the medium or material of the work.
Socially engaged art practice or socially engaged art,
can include any art form the involves people and com-
munities in debate, collaboration or social interaction.
The term newgenrepublicart, coined by Suzanne
Lacy, is also a form of socially engaged practice.
High quality collaborative public art projects results
from thoughtful, carefully conceived community de-
sign processes in which the participatory element of
socially engaged practice is a key element, with the
artworks created often being only as important as, or
less important than, the collaborative act of creating
them.57 These are the projects in which artists struc-
ture and create the conditions engaging activities
through which diverse groups of people come to-
gether to research the past, reflect on the present, and
imagine their future.58 In this respect, the artist is seen
as a co-producer of the situation (with the audience)59

and, according to Bishop, conceived less as an indi-
vidual producer of discrete objects than as a collabo-
rator and producer of situations. This changed role of
the artist substantially negates the traditional con-
ception of art and makes the work of art into an on-
going or long- term projectwith an unclear beginning
and end; while the audience, previously conceived as
a ‘viewer’ or ‘beholder’, is now repositioned as a co-
producer or participant.60 This means that basically
any kind of socially engaged art relies more on the
participatory or the relational context, than the con-
tent itself – it depends on the capacity to build a re-
lationship with its audience.

The arguments go like this: artistic practice can no
longer revolve around the construction of objects to

be consumed by a passive bystander. Instead, there
must be an art of action, interfacing with reality, tak-
ing steps—however small—to repair the social bond.61

This kind of artistic practice prioritises use or func-
tion over any such value as formal aesthetic and blurs
the boundaries between author and participant, form-
ing the broad category of sociallyengagedart. So-
cially engaged art describes various genres of art
making, including relational aesthetics, community
art, public art, social art, social sculpture, site specific
art, political art, participatory art, and environmental
art.62

One of the things that makes socially engaged art, es-
pecially the openly activist kind, controversial, is the
fact that many people seem to like it because it sup-
posedly gives art purpose. And this could be a problem
with reference to art itself, simply because most the-
orists today would probably agree that art came a long
way during the 20th century to finally reach a point in
which it really doesn’t needto have a purpose. Sec-
ondly, art and activism intertwine, which could lead
to a nice collaborative success, but it could also make
art less arty, activism less productive.

57 Tate, n.d.
58 Gude and Pounds, “Community Public Art Guide”, ChicagoPublic
ArtGroup, http://www.cpag.net/guide/1/1_pages/1_2.htm
59 Tate, n.d.
60 Bishop, ArtificialHells, 2.
61 Ibid., 11.
62 Bishop, ed. Participation. (2006) London: Whitechapel; Cambridge;
Mass: MIT Press, and Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (2002), (cited
in Francis, Mandy. 2018. "The Social Artist: The Implications of an
Artist Working with and within Community." TheInternationalJour-
nalofSocial,PoliticalandCommunityAgendasintheArts13, no.1
(2018): 10, doi:10.18848/2326-9960/CGP/v13i01/17-23.
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We are inclined to think about participatory art more
as an activist art and “a potent language to speak
against various forms of oppression and persisting in-
equalities regarding gender, race or class”63, and ad-
dressing political or social issues. But there are also
examples of “destabilizing, contradictory, and/or an-
tagonistic participatory art”.64 A good example is per-
formance work by the Cuban artist Tania Bruguera
“Tatlin’s Whisper #5” in which the artist experiments
with power relations, working with participants who
have not necessarily agreed to the terms of engage-
ment, seeking no apparent social good. During the
performance, visitors encounter two mounted police-
men guiding, controlling and directing the audience
around the space by moving the crowd from one side
to another, clearing certain areas or pathways, closing
off the gallery entrance or entrances or pushing the
audience forward with lateral movements of the
horses with no specific crowd control goals to be ac-
complished. While visitors certainly entered the
gallery space anticipating an art experience, once the
audience is under the policemen’s authority, partici-
pation can’t be said to be voluntary. One simply finds one-
self being told where to go by an authority figure.65

An example of artwork in which participants interact
with contemporary art in a more sociable way, which
blurs the distance between artist and viewer, is Rirkrit
Tiravanija’s series of hybrid installation perform-
ances66 called Untitled (Free) Starting in the early
1990s, in which the artist converted galleries into a
kitchen where he cooked and served rice and curry for
people attending the museum or gallery for free. The
involvement of the audience was the main focus of
his work and the food was means to allow a convivial
relationship between audience and artist to develop.67

He created the artwork as a social situation in which
visitors were invited to eat, converse, share and inter-
act thus knowingly or unwittingly, bringing the work
to life and becoming an active participant in the cre-
ation of the social art.
There are many artists who use “relational” processes
(invitations, meetings or some other everyday social
activities and methods of social exchanges) as com-
munication tools to create their personal relationships
with the world, inside or outside galleries and muse-
ums, but not always as an instrument for linking indi-
viduals and human groups together. When Martinis
invites people to come to the museum to share with
them the profit gained on the stock market, he uses
some “relational” processes (invitation, establishing
“sharing” as a pattern of behaviour modified through
social interactions) even without direct interaction
with the audience to form an artistic statement. But
when Tiravanija takes cooking, eating and talking
with the audience as an art form created by experi-
ence, and shared feelings, he strives to produce new
human relationships through cooking as collective
and intersubjective experiences and thus turn human
relationship into a central theme. The ambition of

63 Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Fall):
55-56., ed., Participation (London: Whitechapel; Cambridge; Mass:
MIT Press, 2006),
http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04October.pdf.
64 Kelly, “Participatory Art”. ENCYCLOPEDIAOFAESTHETICS, ed.
Michael Kelly. Oxford University Press: 2014
http://arts.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Participa-
tory_Art-Finkelpearl-Encyclopedia_Aesthetics.pdf
65 Ibid.
66 Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Fall):
55., ed., Participation (London: Whitechapel; Cambridge; Mass: MIT
Press, 2006), http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04Octo-
ber.pdf
67 Ibid.

http://arts.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Participatory_Art-Finkelpearl-Encyclopedia_Aesthetics.pdf
http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04October.pdf
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artists like Tiravanija is to create a social event that
exists as a vehicle for social interaction, (but only)
with gallery visitors - participants from art world,
members of the contemporary art audience. This ten-
dency to make art based on, or inspired by, human re-
lations and their social context was originally
observed and described by French art critic and cura-
tor Nicolas Bourriaud in the 1990s through term “re-
lational art“ or “relational aesthetics”. This term refers
to those sorts of art work that create temporary ex-
periments in interpersonal relations.68

This new term connects art and life by breaking with
the traditional physical and social space of the art
gallery and bringing them “into the space of what’s
possible here and now, namely, into a communicative
practice…”69

…,artisaprocessof‘becoming’:afluidand
partiallyautonomouszoneofactivitythat
worksagainstdisciplinaryboundaries,yet
whichisinseparablefromitsintegrationin
thesocialfield.70

Rancière offers another, emancipatory, idea of rela-
tional aesthetics as he asserts that although specta-
tors have a kind of collective power, as the social
moment is tied to an irreconcilable distance among
people, it is not achieved through direct engagement.
It is the power each spectator has to translate what
she perceives in her own way. Art doesn’t respond to
the excess of commodities and signs, but to a lack of
connections…. it repairs the weaknesses in the social
bond.71

RELATIONAL AESTHETIC: CHANGING THE ROLE OF
ARTIST

Engaging in relational, collaborative or community art
practice, in which the artist’s way of working becomes
an art-making collaborative working process, de-
mands different processes for and roles of the artist
as well as various competences (e.g., working with
others, organization, evaluation, creative compe-
tences) and skills and methods of engaging people in
artistic processes or projects. To become an expert fa-
cilitator, the artist must be capable of building trust
and developing and managing good relationships, cre-
ating and encouraging teamwork and working suc-
cessfully in teams. It is also very important for artists
to be able to adopt their practice to meet the specific
needs of the participants and their context and to use
different methods depending on the situation and cir-
cumstances on a particular project.
According to relational aesthetics, while the artist can
be viewed as the “catalyst”, the facilitator for (of) so-
cial experience and the creator of a social event72

rather than a maker, viewers’ experience of the con-
structed social environment becomes the art.

68 Tate, n.d.
69 Rebentisch, trans. by Daniel Hendrickson, "Forms of Participation
in Art," QuiParle23, no. 2 (2015): 31, doi:10.5250/quiparle.23.2.0029.
70 Guattari, “Chaosmosis: An Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm//1992,” 
Participation:DocumentsofContemporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop
(London, Cambridge (US): Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 79.
71 Rancière, “Problems and Transformations in Critical Art//2004.”
Participation:DocumentsofContemporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop
(London, Cambridge (US): Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 90.
72 Tate, n.d.
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….bybringingclosertheartofthesculptor
andthatoftherag-and-boneman,shows
inthiswaytherelationshipbetweenthe
inventivegesturesofartandthemultiplic-
ityofinventionsoftheartsofdoingand
artsoflivingthatconstituteasharedwork
….Theartisttakesituponhimselftomake
visible,inart’sreservedspace,thesearts
ofdoingthatexistthroughoutsociety.73

Not all share the same attitude toward Bourriaud’s re-
lational art. Although many could agree that relational
art is associated with the positive energy of groups
and communities, critics go further stressing that
nothing is more unpolitical than claiming community
without inquiring into its specific quality.74 Following
this argument, we could agree with those who believe
that without measuring the quality of the relation-
ships in “relational aesthetics” art works become just
“a constantly changing portrait of the heterogeneity
of everyday life and do not examine their relationship
to it”.75 Questions that remain untouched such as who
the public is, what kind of relationships are produced
by a work of art, how we measure these relationships,
how art is made, and who is it for call into question the
social dimension of the relational art that happens in-
side the boundaries of museums and galleries. The
quality of relationship involves intrapersonal projec-
tion and reciprocal interpersonal relationship
processes where both sides should be taken into ac-
count – their memories and experiences, the personal
information which each person reveals, individual cul-
tural assumptions, beliefs about other people, the re-
sponsiveness and the perception, value, and support
important aspects of the person’s self. Any dynamics
operating between individuals such as the active au-

dience, the artist and the system (gallery or museum)
that do not include the goals, motives, needs, as well
as one of the most powerful social reinforcements, the
esteem or social approval of both sides, will miss the
real experience of relationship.

Claire Bishop’s critique is also result of such concern
when she states (assesses) that despite Tiravanija’s
rhetoric of open-endedness and viewer emancipation,
the structure of his work relies on its presence within
a gallery, moving art out of the praxis of life to the
ideal sphere. Confining art to the gallery system does
little to address the problem of what a social context
actually comprises and thus reduces its scope to the
pleasures of gallery-goers and gives up on the idea of
transformation in public culture.76

PAIC CONCEPT OF PARTICIPATORY ART

Unlike participatory art linked with the Bourriaud con-
cept of relational aesthetics and the participatory par-
adigm which transforms gallery or museum visitors
into active participants in the artistic process and
makes them co-authors complementing the artist’s

73 Rancière, “Problems and Transformations in Critical Art//2004.”
Participation:DocumentsofContemporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop
(London, Cambridge (US): Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 89.
74 Rebentisch, trans. by Daniel Hendrickson, "Forms of Participation
in Art," QuiParle 23, no. 2 (2015): 34, doi:10.5250/quiparle.23.2.0029.
75 In Eric Troncy, “London Calling,” FlashArt (Summer 1992), p. 89.
from Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October
110 (Fall): 64-65., ed., Participation(London: Whitechapel; Cambridge;
Mass: MIT Press, 2006),
http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04October.pdf
76 Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Fall):
68-69, ed., Participation (London: Whitechapel; Cambridge; Mass:
MIT Press, 2006),
http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04October.pdf
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concept, the social dimension of the PAIC project was
based on the integration of artist into the community
and the development of collaboration with social and
cultural organisations.
To grasp the social dimension of the project and to
improve the right of access to culture and creative
works for the members of deprived communities who
suffer from lack of cultural participation, a site-spe-
cific methodology was used, and the programme
events and materials produced were transferred to
real-life locations, reaching a broader secondary au-
dience. The project was about building active and sus-
tainable communities in such a way as to enable local
residents to participate in the issues affecting their
lives and creating opportunities for people to reach
their full potential by learning new skills, developing
confidence, knowledge, experience and engagement
across the full breadth of the art form. Involving com-
munities as new audiences in the development and
delivery of PAIC activities and giving them opportuni-
ties for shared activity and artistic process ownership
has made it possible to deliver excellent experience,
to inspire and engage.

PAIC artists Sonja Vuk and Jordi Lafon during their
workshop and residency program held in Vic, Spain,
explored the quality of an interactive and participa-
tive approach focused on sociability as an essential
quality of relational aesthetics and the applicability
of these theoretical approaches. Their approach relied
on the potential for aesthetic engagement outside gal-
leries and museums. It was not located within the con-
fines of a small group gallery or museum goers but
was focused on communities and people who experi-
enced a lack of cultural involvement. Central for them
were notions of experience and emancipation with an

initial view of the participants that could be explored
as well through the Rancière idea of the emancipated
spectator, implying spectators who are active as in-
terpreters,77 and an artist whose task is to “recognize
the knowledge at work… and the activity peculiar to
the spectator”78 and construct the stage upon which
the manifestations and effects of their skills are ex-
hibited and where spectators (PAIC workshops’ par-
ticipants) play the role of “active interpreters”79 who
also take part in participatory events from the per-
spective of being involved in their creation. Vuk and
Lafon, working in tandem, used methods of modelling
active participation through, what Rancière describes
as “the normal situation where we learn, teach, know
and act as “spectators“ who link what they see with
what they have seen and told, done and dreamt”.80

According to Rancière’s thinking, there is no privileged
medium as there is no privileged starting point and the
politics of participation might best lie …in putting to
work the idea that we are all equally capable of in-
venting our own translations. Unattached to a privi-
leged artistic medium, this principle would not divide
audience into active and passive, capable and inca-
pable, but instead would invite us all to appropriate
works for ourselves.81 In the work of Sonja Vuk and
Jordi Lafon on “constructing the stage” for the eman-
cipation of marginalized groups – PAIC participants,
central to the programme was working through values

77 Bishop, Claire. “Viewers as Producers.” Participation: Documents of
Contemporary Art, edited by Claire Bishop, 16, London, Cambridge
(US), 2006.
78 Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans., 17.
79 Ibid., 22
80 Bishop, Claire. “Viewers as Producers.” Participation: Documents
of Contemporary Art, edited by Claire Bishop, 16,
London, Cambridge (US), 2006.
81 Ibid.

http://paic-project.eu/paic-third-workshop-in-vic-spain/
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such as engagement or togetherness as well as learn-
ing new skills to enrich “active interpretation” of par-
ticipants and create “an emancipated community” as
“a community of narrators and translators”82 able to
improve their social performance through expression
and creativity and establish a prospective path to-
wards the future. This was done using a model of open
laboratory to achieve an organically developed pro-
cedure to deal with different issues (such as commu-
nity involvement, social inclusion), searching for a
more creative and empathic context involving partic-
ipants of all profiles and devising the production of
emotional content, visualising problems from artistic
standpoints and enabling them to manage their own
sensations in accordance with their particular back-
grounds, their mood at the time, their specific or per-
manent conditions, their likings and fears, and so on,
without imposing an outside interpretation. Their
workshops brought together investigative ap-
proaches, multidisciplinary and artistic tools of co-
creation, academic methods derived from the
professionals involved with the groups (from the field
of culture, social science and education), as well as
methods adopted to the situation and circumstances
in a particular group, as assessed by the artists. Their
aim was to remove the concept of “invisibility”, to re-
construct the idea of the “other” towards concepts of
equality or inclusion, substantially improving mutual
understanding through an aesthetic experience.

This example, as well as other PAIC workshops, pro-
vided the opportunity to explore the ‘forms of engage-
ment’ that occur between artists and participants
within the PAIC project and further to discuss the roles
that artists play. Workshop monitoring and evaluation,
together with research analysis, have revealed that

there are different kind of approaches and different
methods of engaging community people in participa-
tive processes, not all of them working in each com-
munity. Participative, community engaged, practices
include a variety of activities, tasks and bodies of
work appropriate to the diverse needs of groups and
individuals such as: activation and motivation of new
audiences, collective practices and development of
collaborative dynamics, artistic experimentation in
the construction of new social spaces, democratisa-
tion of cultural practices, the search for new social
spheres, creating educational and socialising tools,
the incorporation of playful and socially engaging el-
ements, a socially committed art, the search for a jus-
tified utility… It may include other forms of citizen
stimulus which, specific to each project, are increas-
ing the multiple definitions of art based upon partici-
pation.

We are currently witnessing shifts in how art is ap-
proached and practised, which coincides with two re-
lated occurrences. One is the emergence of complex
and demanding tasks focused on creating conditions
for change - change in awareness, knowledge, under-
standing, feelings and behaviour of people that occurs
at a broader group or collective level. The second is
related to artistic practices that include an increasing
number of other disciplinary and social or scientific
fields and reflect new ways of thinking and under-
standing artistic production. Both situations seek to
redefine parameters of art as social practice and also
to redefine and question the role of the artist.

82 Rancière, TheEmancipatedSpectator, trans., 22.
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Iusedmyapproachasanartistthatcomes
frommybackgroundasageographerand
designer…whereIlearnedalotaboutap-
propriationofspaceandhowhumanscre-
aterelationstotheirsurroundings.Thisis
notsomuchartisticbackground,butitis
somethingthatIuse.Inmyartisticpractice
Ialwaystrytotwistthesurroundings,to
createsomekindofartisticmeaning.

Youhavetobeteacher,friend,parent,cura-
tor, artist, all different roles at the same
time,changinghatsallthetime. Iwould
prefer to have more laboratory setting
whereIcouldteachkidsaboutcontentand
godeeper intostuff. It is typical forour
timethatwhenyoureachthecontent,you
don’thaveanymoretimetodevelop-and
youhavetoprovidecontent,soyoudon’t
havetimefor art.

… italsohas todowith thisdilemmaof
beingquasicreativeandIunderstandnow
thatmyroleistobeakindofbuffertotake
awaytheinstitutionalstressforthepeo-
ple…. I like tousemypositionasanen-
forcementtoexposedifferentdiscourses
ofmindcontrol,tobeawareofitandbuffer
away stress of student. Sometimes it
worksandsometimesnot.
MadsBechPaluszewski-Hau,PAICartist83

When you work with involvement, not
formedgroup,youarenottheirpriority.I
havedoneprojectswithoutmediators,but
ittookmuchlonger.Ididaprojectstarting

fromnationalmeetinginDenmarkinrural
areawherenationalculturemeetingtook
placewithpoliticians,journalistsandthey
allcometotalkaboutculturebutpeople
wholivetherecannotfindplacetoparkthe
car.Idon’tlivetheresoIstartedtocallpeo-
pleonthephoneandvisitedthem,didare-
search and then took it to the studio. I
workedthereforsix months.
LineSandvadMengers,PAICartist84

THINKING ABOUT ETHICS

During the work on the concept and development of
the PAIC project as socially engaged art project, in ad-
dition to debates surrounding relational art and so-
cially engaged art, several other issues were
highlighted. The project was conceived as a multidis-
ciplinary and multimedia participatory art project with
the ambition to “artistically instigate social change in
deprived, alienated, isolated or remote communities”.
The general objectives of the project were to incite
cultural regeneration by developing a new sense of
cultural identity in a form of renewable culture – a cul-
ture of an isolated and / or deprived community that
is able to survive, to transform places by breathing in
vitality, and to provide unique and enriching artistic
and creative experiences for the members of the com-
munities involved in the project. The methods used for
achieving that were communityinvolvementand self-
articulationwithin the system of cultural production
as basic elements of sustainable development. Local

83 Mads Bech Paluszewski-Hau in round table discussion in Sorø
February 10th 2017.
84 Line Sandvad Mengers in round table discussion in Vic, November
24th 2017.
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people’s engagement in art processes was at the core
of the project. Consequently, two sensitive and at the
same time ethical questions were raised.

The first one was: how is one to show the project’s re-
sults publicly to “raise awareness of the need to sup-
port undermined, underestimated and marginalised
vulnerable social groups, and promote new art prac-
tices at sectoral, regional, national and European lev-
els” and avoid situations that run the risk of exploiting
people by making an art project out of their problems?
When art enters into social and political arena to
tackle contemporary issues, fighting against injus-
tices of societies, wanting to serve as a means for re-
sisting authority or challenging power relations or as
powerful catalyst for advocacy or intervention in the
political and social reality, it challenges us to think
about its role in society. But when art moves into so-
cial activism and use the medium of living human be-
ings, exploitation is its potential outcome or even
worse, exploitation can be used as means to reach an
important goal. In that case the inclusion of an ethical
component must be considered as a part of artistic
process.
The following example demonstrate the nature of this
kind of artistic expression which can have good in-
tentions and a noble cause, in this case, “to capture
the incredible character that life on the streets has
given to homeless men, women, and children”,85 but
still evoke the questions about relationship between
art and ethics. In the article “Invisible People: Why I
Make Portraits of San Diego’s Homeless”, artist Neil
Shigley explains the motives behind the series of por-
traits called “Invisible People” with the following text:

AsI’vegottentoknowSanDiego’shome-
lessmen,women,andchildren,I’vecome
to recognize and admire the incredible
characterthateachofthesepeoplepos-
sesses, hard earned through years of
struggleandsurvivalonthestreets.

Theirnobility,beauty,strength,andvulner-
ability are plain to see, if only we look
ratherthanturnaway.

Byencounteringa face this size, Iwant
eachviewertobeconfrontedbyavisible,
visceralhumanbeing.

Ihavefocusedmyartoncapturingthein-
crediblecharacterthatlifeonthestreets
hasgiventheseindividuals,manyofwhom
arefrommyneighborhoodneardowntown
SanDiego.Acharacterthatishardearned
throughsometimesmanyyearsoflifeon
thestreetsandthedailystruggleforsur-
vivalthatthatmaybring86

NeilShigley87

Another, more extreme example is Spanish artist’s
Santiago Sierra performances and installations that
are marked by sensations of unease and discomfort
and sustain tension among viewers, participants. An
integral part of this tension is the introduction of col-
laborators from diverse economic backgrounds. He

85 Shigley, “Invisible People: Why I Make Portraits of San Diego’s
Homeless,” PloughQuarterlymagazine 8 (2016)
https://www.plough.com/en/topics/culture/art/invisible-people
86 Ibid.
87 Ibid.
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hires and uses others to do work for which they get
paid (often involving labour or a contractual working
agreement) with the clear intention of making a profit
by selling their effort as artworks. The tasks that
Sierra requires of his collaborators are to work on use-
less, physically demanding, humiliating or pointless
jobs in return for money, and his role is being a ‘direc-
tor’ or ‘coordinator’, dictating the conditions of possi-
bility for these actions, treating both public and hired
performers as subordinate to the artist’s will.88 Many
of his works have shocked and caused both critics
and audiences to criticise him, accusing him of being
unethical, of using and exploiting underprivileged
people.
His work could be seen as an intention to bring to light
the social, economic and political conditions and to
challenge contemporary art’s self-perception as a do-
main that embraces other social and political struc-
tures, but as he claims himself: “I can’t change
anything. There is no possibility that we can change
anything with our artistic work. We do our work be-
cause we are making art, and because we believe art
should be something, something that follows reality.
But I don’t believe in the possibility of change.”89

These and other examples of socially engaged art
with a participatory approach that use the work, pho-
tographs, personal documents or stories of other peo-
ple or the portraits or plaster casts figures of
“invisible”, marginalized or victimized people to later
show them and sell them to museums or galleries,
even when it happens in voluntary manner and with
the consent of the participants, raises a series of
moral questions: what right does an artist have to use 
other people in their work? Is this an act of exploita-
tion of underprivileged people by a privileged sub-
ject? At what point does art become a form of

exploitation? Does the artist have the right to make
someone else’s misery, tragedy, poverty or suffering a
part of her/his own art? When using other people as
a medium or tool for creating a piece of art, it is im-
portant for artists to question their own moral code
as well as for the public and scholars to strongly ques-
tions the ethical dimension of this kind of work.

Another concern in participatory art can also be ob-
served around the participatory authorship. An egali-
tarian and democratic artist’s engagement focused on
active participation of audience members in the cre-
ation of creative work and “collaborative creativity
that emerges from or produces non-hierarchical social
model”90 challenges conventional ideas of individual
authorship and thus raises ethical dilemmas concern-
ing participative authorship. As the PAIC workshops
were held as combination of artists’ skills, knowledge
and expertise, and local people’s knowledge, expertise
and ideas, the question of sharing authorship be-
tween artists and a group of non-professionals cre-
ated difficulties for some artists used to creating art
as “the world intended by the author”91 and wanted to
keep the work as their own. The sense of authorship
for them was connected with retaining ultimate con-
trol over the process and result, and even while being

88 Montenegro Rosero, “Locating work in Santiago Sierra’s artistic
practice,” Ephemera,theory&politicsinorganization 13, no.1 (2013):
99-115. www.ephemerajournal.org
89 Santiago Sierra. (cited in Squibb 2012)
http://www.art- agenda.com/reviews/santiago-sierra%E2%80%99s-
no-global-tour/
90 Bishop, “Viewers as Producers,” Participation:DocumentsofCon-
temporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop (London, Cambridge (US):
Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 11.
91 Eco, “The Poetics of the Open Work / 1962,” Participation:Docu-
mentsofContemporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop (London, Cambridge
(US): Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 36.
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able to establish good connections with community
they worked with, they found it difficult to disclaim
the author’s position and their distinctive function
that includes expressing their individual artistic vi-
sion and ownership of the results. In contrast to
artists who wanted to retain their status as authors,
there were others who highlighted their position and
status as facilitator, and the process as a joint venture
in which the authorship is shared by all the partici-
pants. Also, the concept of workshops differed in that
respect - while one was characterized by a horizontal
approach and a democratic process with shared au-
thorship, the other accepted the influence of the par-
ticipants but emphasized the artist’s authorship and
leadership and the concept of process as the main
characteristic which distinguish participatory from
non-participatory art.

This attitude is understandable considering the cir-
cumstances in which artists are trained, through per-
fecting artistic technique, and not in developing the
skills and competences for a social context or the
mindsets needed to work collaboratively with commu-
nities or non-arts professionals as equal partners in
“civic practice”. It must be understood that socially
engaged artistic practices have a distinct set of in-
tentions, methodologies, values, ethical principles,
aesthetics and practical needs, and social outcomes
in the focus, not an exhibition in a gallery or museum.

While both kinds of training incorporate
the self, in art it is directed at developing
the self as product — self-expression —
and the training climate emphasizes devel-
oping reputation as an element in that
product. In contrast, the self in social work

is a tool directed beyond the self. I doubt
anyone enters social work seeking wealth,
fame, and the cover of ArtNews.
And while there may be many artists doing
great social change, these principles make
me wonder how artists became experts of
social activism — a role for which their
training doesn’t exactly prepare them.
Treacy Ziegler.92

PARTICIPATORY ART AND EMOTIONAL – RELATIONAL
SCENARIO

Participatory action is a collaborative model where
members of the community are co- creators. The goal
of this method is community empowerment by creat-
ing a context for the participants to identify problems
in their environment and then seek a remedy via social
change efforts.93 According to Milevska, in creating
this context and inviting the audience  to actively par-
ticipate, participation “always necessarily refers to
a certain “we”, to a  certain identification with a par-
ticular community in which different members of se-
lected communities (members of the audience,
professional groups, homeless people, or children) are
to become co-existing parts of a certain “we”….It is
always the “we” that needs to be created in order for
a project to start functioning as a participatory one.
The other part of  this “we” is the artist, the curator,

92 Ziegler, “Exploitation and social activism in modern art,” Broad
Street Review January 12, 2016.
https://www.broadstreetreview.com/art/exploitation-and-social-ac-
tivism-in-modern-art
93 Chonody and Amitrani-Welsh, “Imaging Change: Photography as
an Instrument of Practice,” in Community Art: Creative Approaches
to Practice, ed. Jill M. Chonody (Illinois: Common Ground Publishing
LLC, 2014), 11, doi:10.18848/978-1- 61229-566-4/CGP

https://www.facebook.com/BroadStreetReview/
https://www.facebook.com/BroadStreetReview/
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the art institution, or even the State (in some public
art projects) that supposedly caresfor the invisible,
marginalized, or neglected “other” as the counter-part
of the very same “we”. The usual problem with this
imaginary “we” is that it mostly exists only during the
period of a particular art event, with rare examples
where the artists create self-sustainable projects
that  continue even when they leave  with the cir-
cus.”94

Often the lack of a “we” and of a feeling of belonging
to a common group, the lack of having a common
identity with the artist-initiator prevents a thorough
participatory effect. However, a real participatory ef-
fect in fact happens exactly when the conditions of
participation are not based on strict commonality and
predictable decisions for participation, or on a clear
identification with the artist or the concept in terms
of social, cultural, or political commonalities.95 The
lasting participatory effect occurs only in the context
of relationships. It takes time to develop such rela-
tionships and ittakes mutual commitment to the re-
lationship to yield lasting results.96 What we can do
through short- term projects is to generate helpful
perceptual angles, and/or empathic stances or
lenses from which to listen97 and create an active
subject, one who will be empowered by the experi-
ence of participation.98

As in psychotherapy, in a participatory project both
artist and participants bring their symbiotic and in-
dividuating emotional scenarios to colour or deter-
mine the relationship. Using psychotherapy
approach, artists work to set aside their own pre-
ferred ways of emotionally interacting in favour of
allowing and thereby understanding the well-es-
tablished scenarios that the participants insists on

transferring into relationships. Primary attachment
patterns involving mutual affect regulation are pre-
verbal so that they cannot possibly be spoken to
the artist but rather they must be enacted by both
sides in the artist-participant relationship so that
the artist eventually becomes able to initiate a
process of translating them and bringing them into
art.99

Participatory art allows participants to transcend sep-
arateness and difference, to engage each other in con-
versation and dialogue, to change the spaces, and to
enhance their understanding of the place, the com-
munity in which they live and work.100 But at the core
of that is entering into the intimacies of relational life
with other human beings and into the domain called
emotionmeanings,which is influenced by culture.
How people participate in dynamic constructions of
emotional experience,101 how people’s cultural ideas
and practices shape their emotions and how they rep-

94 Milevska, “Participatory art”, Eurozine,
https://www.eurozine.com/participatory-art/
95 Ibid.
96 Hedges, RelationalListening, 77,
https://freepsychotherapybooks.org/new-original-
works/product/1955-relational-listening-a-handbook
97 Ibid., 81
98 Bishop, “Viewers as Producers,” Participation:Documentsof
ContemporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop (London, Cambridge (US):
Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 12.
99 Hedges, RelationalListening, 69,
https://freepsychotherapybooks.org/new-original-

works/product/1955-relational-listening-a-handbook
100 Gude and Pounds, “Community Public Art” Guide, ChicagoPublic
ArtGroup, http://www.cpag.net/guide/1/1_pages/1_2.htm
101 Boiger, M., & Mesquita, B. (in press). “A socio-dynamic perspective
on the construction of emotion.” In L. F. Barrett & J. A. Russell (Eds.),
Thepsychologicalconstructionofemotion (cited in Trnka,
Poláčková Šolcová and Tavel, 2018)

https://www.freepsychotherapybooks.org/ebook/relational-listening-a-handbook/
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resent rules and beliefs about emotions are parts of
these emotion meanings. Just as culture should not
be understood as being distinct from the person and
the individual should not be divided from his or her
context,102 so emotions should not be considered in-
dependent of culture as they emerge during dynamic
interactions between individuals and the socio-cul-
tural context.103

Through its influence, culture constrains how emo-
tions are felt and expressed in a given cultural con-
text. It shapes the ways people should feel in certain
situations and the ways people should express their
emotions.104 As recent empirical evidence has shown,
cultures vary in emotion-related values105 as well as in
the complexity and differentiation of display rules, i.e.
norms for emotional expression.106 For instance, while
western individualist culture is related to high-arousal
emotions, eastern collectivist culture is related to low-
arousal emotions.”107 There is also a difference in
openness to change among cultures and expectations
about the appropriateness of emotional experiences
in different contexts.108 Some cultures promote “inde-
pendent” models of the self and understand emotions
as one’s own private qualities that reflect the inner
self, while other cultures promote “interdependent”
models of the self, where individuals are viewed as
being connected to others and seeing their emotions
as originating through interactions with other peo-
ple.109 Therefore, artists working with vulnerable com-
munities and the people from different a background
and culture, should have knowledge about the com-
ponents of cultural complexity relating to emotions.
Theymust be familiar with cultural differences which
exist in some aspects of emotions …with cultural com-
plexity relating to emotions. They should consider

what components, or subsystems, of cultural com-
plexity interact in emotion constructions, i.e. partici-
pate in the emotional experience and behavior of
individuals. They should also be familiar with emotion
lexicons which include various amounts of emotion
words and different emotion-related cultural values,
feelings rules, (rules that prescribe what emotions
people should feel in specific situations) and display
rules (norms for emotional expression).110 They should
be able to understand emotion concepts or cultural
prototypical scenarios that show the dynamics of
emotional expressions and the different ways in
which cultures value positive or negative emotions

102 Christopher, J. C., & Bickhard, M. H. (2007). Culture, self and iden-
tity: Interactivist contributions to a metatheory for cultural psychol-
ogy. Culture & Psychology, 13(3), 259-295, (cited in Trnka at al.
2018:29)
103 Boiger, M., Mesquita, B., Uchida, Y., & Barrett, L. F, “Condoned or
condemned: The situational affordance of anger and shame in the
United States and Japan,” Personality and Social Psychology Bul-
letin, 39(4), 540–553 (2013), (cited in Trnka at al. 2018:28)
104 J.H. Turner, J.E. Stets, The sociology of emotions, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, New  York,  NY (2005), (cited in Nangyeon 2016)
105 Su, J. C., Wei, M., & Tsai, H. T. “Running away from unwanted feel-
ings: culture matters.” Cognition and Emotion, 28(7), 1313-1327
(2014), (cited in Trnka at al. 2018); Wei, M., Su, J. C., Carrera, S., Lin, S.
P., & Yi, F. “Suppression and interpersonal harmony: A cross-cultural
comparison between Chinese and European Americans,” Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 60(4), 625 (2013), (cited in Trnka at al.
2018:27)
106 Matsumoto, D., Yoo, S. H., & Fontaine, J, “Hypocrisy or Maturity?
Culture and Context Differentiation,” European Journal of Personal-
ity, 23(3), 251-264 (2009), (cited in Trnka at al. 2018:27)
107 J.L. Tsai, F.F. Miao, E. Seppala, H.H. Fung, D.Y. Yeung, “Influence and
adjustment goals: sources of cultural differences in ideal affect”,
Pers Soc Psychol, 92 (2007): 1102-1117, CrossRefView Record in Sco-
pus (cited in Nangyeon 2016)
108 Trnka, Poláčková Šolcová and Tavel, “Components of cultural com-
plexity,” New Ideas in Psychology 51 (2018): 27–33. https://www.sci-
encedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0732118X1730168X.
109 Ibid., 31
110 Ibid., 30
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and expression, and the different ways in which they
express thoughts, wants and feelings.

Situations of invisibility or deprivation are closely
connected not only to emotion-related values but also
to the relational patterns that people have with other
individuals and with various kinds of organization.
The relational dimension of these situations draws
from the position of individuals influenced by per-
sonal issues (it might be dealing with the losses,
trauma or adjustment difficulties suffered by people
who leave behind significant frames of reference and
relational contexts that sustain their identifications),
and thus overlaps with goals that art has within a
therapeutic context: the primary goal of art therapy
is the intentional use of the arts for psychological
change. Hence, a significant part of the work with vul-
nerable groups should also refer to attempts to pro-
vide a relational frame for understanding people’s
dilemmas and to enable the change.

Under this frame, artists should further use and de-
velop their relational competence as the use of a ca-
pacity in order to build and structure a relationship so
as to adapt in a given participatory setting and de-
velop a new relational framework with participants in
an art project. This framework should consist of a
number of previously mentioned competences and
skills that can be applied to the role of artist working
in participatory settings, including also behaving in-
novatively, being able to use the imagination, inspire
others, build relationships, encourage involvement and
collaborate with other people and organisations.
Furthermore, as the interpersonal relationship be-
tween artist and participants lies at the core of par-
ticipative art, the art of communication and art of

listening should be considered fundamental dimen-
sions of the relational competences required when
working in challenging circumstances. This also im-
plies that the artist has to be emotionally present, in-
teracting, processing, carefully listening to what the
community or participants are foregrounding and re-
sponding in as many relevant ways as humanly pos-
sible,111 but also be aware of what is in the background,
what is not being said in creating understanding of
the community, breakingdownthe participants’ lim-
iting relational patterns and developing a new rela-
tionship as well as expanding relational
possibilities.112 As the PAIC project shows, in this su-
pervisory relationship, social change is best devel-
oped through accountability, compassion, and
empathy for the other. Only providing that condition
will keep the artist accountable to participants. Ethics,
compassion, and empathy are not taught in art
schools, and the task of artists who want to be en-
gaged in participative community projects is to de-
velop these skills and personal and professional
competences.

When you have people’s attention, it is
easytoworkwiththem.Ilearnedalsoto
listentotheirsuggestions,sometimesitis
noteasytoincorporatetheminart,butyou
shouldmakesuretofindtheneedsofthe
people.Ifyougointotheintensivelevelof
thecommunication,somethingwillhappen.
JordiLafon,PAICartist113

111 Hedges, RelationalListening, 25,
https://freepsychotherapybooks.org/new-original-

works/product/1955-relational-listening-a-handbook
112 Ibid., 9
113 Jordi Lafon in round table discussion in Vic, November 24th 2017.
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Themethodsusedintheprojectarethose
usuallyusedinmyartworkwithmarginal-
izedgroups,whicharemethodsfordevel-
opingcreativethinkingandemphasizing
thetherapeuticeffectofart.
To develop creative thinking, as a core
competency,Iusebrainstorming,freeas-
sociationsandmentalmapsforthedevel-
opmentofideasandchoicesofthemost
practicalideainordertodevisewaysof
personal initiativeofparticipants.Using
thesemethods,groupsareworkingoncon-
creteproposalsfortheirvisibilityandim-
provementoftheirlifein community.
InagroupwithAfricanwomen,thatwas
realization of a plan onhow to improve
theirownlivingconditionsandinfiltrate
intotheactivelifeofthecommunity.

Withgroupsofunemployedyoungpeople,
itwasmoreatthepersonallevelofaware-
nessoflifegoals,theirownabilities,weak-
nessesandopportunitiesandaffirmative
projectionsinthefuture.
Then,thegroupanalyzedmentalmapsand
developed strategies ofhow to improve
strengthsandqualitiesinordertobemore
recognizable in society and differ from
othersocialgroups.
Oneofthemethodswasalsotoencourage
inter-groupcommunication(and)thecom-
municationoftheirthoughtsandfeelings
onarationallevel.
SonjaVuk,PAICartist114

To briefly conclude: cultural and psychological sci-

ences may provide some cultural- specific frame-
work for artists to consider, but the personal inner
world of the individual human being before us op-
poses such generalized understandings.

The PAIC project took an approach in which both
artists and communities benefit from the artistic
process. Artists benefit by learning to listen to the
voices of the marginalized populations, transforming
them in social inclusion tools/expressions and enjoy-
ing the stimulation of working in a public sphere and
collaborating with people who don’t normally actively
engage in the arts and culture, and local people by
gaining the opportunity to connect and collaborate
with artists in order to develop new social and cre-
ative skills, cultural preferences and memorable cul-
tural and aesthetic experiences. As the PAIC project
was not product-driven – it was not focused on any
end-product, – rather, process-driven, with art as a
tool for change at its focal point (which is different
from process-driven art in which the process itself is
considered as the work of art), in which authorship is
ascribed to a group of non-professionals and in which
agreement on aesthetic criteria was considered a so-
cial value and an ethical act which prevents artists
from exploiting local people / participants for the sake
of the promotion of their art.
The project reveals that when participatory art is al-
lied to “…desire to create an active subject, one who
will be empowered by the experience of physical or
symbolic participation,”115 and when it incorporates

114 Sonja Vuk in round table discussion in Vic, April 28th 2017.
115 Bishop, “Viewers as Producers,” Participation:DocumentsofCon-
temporaryArt, ed. Claire Bishop (London, Cambridge (US):
Whitechapel and The MIT Press, 2006), 12.
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both cognitive functioning (knowledge and under-
standing about culture gained through artistic and
cultural research, creativity and site-specific artistic
story-telling) and emotional functioning (empathy to-
ward the needs of vulnerable groups and people), it
creates opportunities for invisible communities to use
their creative talents for the public good, transforming
the frame of reference and accordingly changing their
perspectives, life opportunities and the futures of
their communities.
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INTRODUCTION
This piece looks at the transformative role that the
participatory arts can play in developing a more demo-
cratic, non-elitist view of creativity, looking in partic-
ular at excluded groups in the UK. Communities may
become invisible from the mainstream for a variety of
complex and often interlinked reasons, but it is also
important to understand the wide range of informal
contexts where learning through participatory arts is
situated and innovative practice is taking place, in-
cluding; art galleries, museums, libraries, archives,
theatres, community and day care centres, alongside
prisons, pupil referral units and other alternative pro-
vision. We will first take a look at the broader picture,
including recent changes to our understanding of the
arts and creativity, and their possible role in develop-
ing the culture and identity of ‘invisible communities’
and improving life chances for young people.

Policy, Inclusion and the Arts

For many people, there is a feeling that the arts are
‘not for me’ and negative attitudes to art and creativity
persist, despite the best efforts of the community arts
movement. Sadly, this is often based on an individual’s
own far-from-positive experience in mainstream ed-
ucation. These groups or individuals are sometimes
classified as ‘hard to reach’ by organisations and pol-
icy-makers, a term that is problematic for a number of
reasons that we will look at later. There is no denying
that there are ongoing issues with elitism and acces-
sibility within the arts, but is also interesting to ob-
serve the recent changes in policy from arms-length
Government bodies such as Arts Council England
(ACE), still the main source of financial support for the
arts, museums and libraries in the UK. In an effort to
combat the traditional ideas that persist about elitist
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‘high culture’, such as ballet, theatre, opera and ‘low’
or ‘popular culture’ such as contemporary music, film
and television, ACE’s most recent strategy document
is entitled GreatArtandCultureforEveryone (ACE,
2013). Chairman of ACE, Sir Peter Bazelgette, describes
this publication as “both a manifesto and an action
plan for all of us” (2013: 3). Interestingly, the tone
throughout is accessible, inclusive and avoids the
type of jargon usually found in policy documents, but
the terms of reference are wide-ranging. It states:

…artsandcultureplayanimportantrolein
localregeneration,inattractingtourists,in
thedevelopmentoftalentandinnovation,
inimprovinghealthandwell-being,andin
deliveringessentialservices…Weareone
ofmanyplayerswithintheartsandcul-
turalecology,whichcoversaverybroad
spectrumofactivity,fromfilmstoopera,
fromrockmusictolibrarybooks(2013:14).

The language used here acknowledges that cultural
production itself has seen a radical shift in recent
years, from old hierarchies of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture
to the fragmentation and pluralism of contemporary
‘DIY culture’ with multiple voices, including those of
young people, black and ethnic minorities, feminist
voices and more recently, voices representing gender
and disability. The status of the arts and culture has
also changed, with the end of ‘grand narratives’; mod-
ernist ideas about the continual progress of western
civilisation being discredited, patriarchal stories of
‘great works of genius’ (usually by dead white Euro-
pean males) now questioned and alternative histories
or new versions of art history on offer. This gradual
process of democratisation, a ‘pick and mix’ of in-
creasingly diverse cultures, influences and beliefs
over the last thirty years is seen by many as a signifier

of post-modernism, a term first coined by the French
philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984).

Cultural Capital

More broadly, some cultural commenters, most impor-
tantly French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, have high-
lighted the significance of what is known as ‘cultural
capital’ – a phenomenon in society where the arts
seem to exist only for the enjoyment of the privileged
few- a small elite of educated people who supposedly
have innate ‘taste’ and can ‘read’ the cultural codes,
despite that fact that these abilities are learned and
should be available to everyone (Bourdieu, 1979). The
danger is that, as Bourdieu puts it, "art and cultural
consumption are predisposed, consciously and delib-
erately or not, to fulfil a social function of legitimating
social differences" (Bourdieu, 1979, 1984: 7). Many
high-profile professionals working in the arts and the
wider creative sector today are aware of this danger
and the powerful position that a certain level of cul-
tural capital can put them in. David Anderson, former
Head of Learning at the Victoria and Albert Museum
in London has spoken passionately about the multi-
faceted nature of exclusion and the hurdles that face
many people trying to access the arts and culture (in
this case museums). He and many others have fought
long and hard to protect free access to museums and
galleries for the public in England. I would argue that
the issues outlined by Anderson here apply just as
much to those at risk of exclusion from mainstream
society: There are many barriers to access… The prin-
ciple ones are social class, poverty, educational dis-
advantage, ethnic and cultural background, disability
and an individual’s own attitudes. These factors often
operate in combination, so that a successful strategy
to overcome them requires a co-ordinated programme.
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(Anderson 1999: 94)
Despite these issues being unresolved, it is now
widely recognised that learning and development are
lifelong processes and in response, arts institutions
and organisations must adapt to accommodate a
broader spectrum of families, adults, children and
young people, including those from excluded commu-
nities that do not have access to artistic and cultural
institutions.

Cultural Value

It is fair to say that social inclusion within the arts is
a contested area in its own right and there are dis-
senting voices from within the arts sector itself who
worry about the dangers of populism or ‘dumbing
down’ in an effort to appeal to ever broader audiences
or wider demographics. John Holden is an academic
who writes for the UK cultural think tank DEMOS. He
sees the idea of cultural value as a struggle between
the conflicting demands of instrumental value, that is,
government funding agendas dictating the outcomes,
institutional value, where arts organisations are
merely preserving the status quo, and intrinsic value
or the importance of ‘art for art’s sake’ (Holden, 2006).
As an example of the instrumental use of the arts, dur-
ing the era of Prime Minister Tony Blair’s NewLabour
(1997-2005) many UK Government-funded projects
targeted supposedly ‘hard to reach’ communities or
groups using participatory arts-based interventions
and partnerships in an effort to tackle issues such as
social deprivation, unemployment or poor health.
However, many of these projects proved to be expen-
sive, produced mixed results and limited evidence of
success (Hewison, 2014). In addition, many communi-
ties resented being labelled ‘socially deprived’ when
target groups were being identified and there contin-

ues to be a stigma attached to young people labelled
as ‘NEET’s (Not in Education Employment or Training)

Thinking and Acting Like an Artist

Contact with professional artists can help to facilitate
this, but this contact also brings other positives. The
UK Government’s Office for Standards in Education
(Ofsted) in their advice for art and design subject spe-
cialists, asks teachers to focus on the benefits of
“thinking and acting like an artist” (Ofsted 2012: 11).
One of these benefits undoubtedly is a problem or en-
quiry-based approach, refining ideas and exploring
answers to open-ended questions (known as Socratic
questions, after Greek philosopher Socrates). These
might include; what does this mean to you? why do
we think in this particular way? how could we do this
differently? why do we say that? what would this be
like if…? Arts practitioners are comfortable with am-
biguity and uncertainty, happy to explore contradic-
tions, opposing sides of an argument, multiple
readings of a work and a multiplicity of meanings.
These approaches have been described as ‘habits of
mind’ by Guy Claxton and Bill Lucas from the UK’s Cen-
tre for Real World Learning at the University of Winch-
ester. They believe these essential skills, what they
term ‘functional literacies’, can be developed in a for-
mal way through creative vocational education and
will equip learners to better navigate the world of em-
ployment and challenges of an uncertain future (Clax-
ton & Lucas, 2012).

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s theory of ‘situated
learning’ is relevant here (1991). That is, the idea that
learning is often unintentional and situated within au-
thentic activity, context and culture rather than ab-
stract ideas in the classroom. Lave and Wenger
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developed this further with the idea of ‘legitimate pe-
ripheral participation’ where social interaction and
collaboration are essential components, just as they
are within the participatory arts. Learners (or arts
practitioners) become involved in a ‘community of
practice’ embodying certain beliefs and behaviours,
and through regular interaction, slowly move from the
periphery of the community to its centre, gradually as-
suming the role of an expert in their particular field
(Lave and Wenger, 1991).

Many of these ideas have their origins in Vygotsky’s
theories about learning and creativity as a social pro-
cess, closely related to an individual’s social develop-
ment (Vygotsky, 1978). For Wenger the social
construction of knowledge is dependent on the active
participation of the individual in a community and the
construction of his or her identity is also enabled
through these communities (Wenger, 1998). Rather
than work in isolation in an artist’s studio for instance,
creative adults often benefit from meeting or associ-
ating themselves with other like-minded individuals,
often through a club, society, group exhibition, artists-
co-operative or evening class, and surely children and
young people are no different.

Making Meaning

In this section we will look at approaches that are
commonplace within the participatory arts but which
could offer new opportunities within learning environ-
ments, especially for cultivating the ethical dimension
of education- the core values and principles that un-
derpin any inclusive approach. Much of the work of
visual artists is about interpretation, dialogue and dis-
cussion, “…encouraging flexibility, empathy, critical
evaluation and creativity, especially the exploration

of non-obvious solutions to real, difficult problems”
(Claxton & Lucas, 2010: 169). These are not new ideas
however. In the 1960s the business guru and academic
Edward de Bono introduced the idea of creative, lat-
eral thinking, “in any self-organising system there is
an absolute mathematical necessity for creativity” (de
Bono in NACCCE, 1999: 55). Participatory artists, in
whatever artform or media they employ, are encour-
aging the viewer or participant to engage in the ‘mak-
ing of meaning’, to make connections with one’s own
lived experience and create personal understanding.

However, current systems of education in the UK and
elsewhere are not set up to encourage this. Re-
searchers have observed that children’s capacity for
creative or divergent thinking reduces over time as
they move through formal education and are increas-
ingly ‘taught for the test’ (Robinson, 2010). In an effort
to combat this decline, proponents of the ‘Learning
Sciences’ are combining the latest neuro-science re-
search with educational philosophy. Guy Claxton’s
‘Building Learning Power’ programme (Claxton, 2002)
offers practical ways in which dispositions of re-
silience, imagination (visualisation) and concentration
can be stretched and strengthened. With his colleague
Bill Lucas he has developed new ideas about our in-
dividual ability; that ability is not fixed, but that intel-
ligence is ‘expandable’ (Claxton & Lucas, 2010). In this
way children realise that what matters is not their
supposed level of intelligence, but the process they
use and how they apply themselves to a particular
problem. The importance of process rather than out-
come cannot be emphasised enough in terms of using
the arts in participatory contexts. Letting children ex-
periment, with say paint or clay, in an open-ended way
rather than working towards a prescribed outcome, is
the best way forward to develop their visual literacy,
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tactile skills and self-confidence.
If we accept the idea that intelligence is not fixed, but
can take multiple forms, or is even expandable, then
creative or practical intelligence can be developed
through using the arts. There is a wealth of opportu-
nities for experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) or learning
through immersive ‘hands-on’ experience and partic-
ipation, whether via music, theatre productions, visual
art, craft workshops or dance performances. Some
early years settings, most notably the pre-schools of
Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy, have turned this ex-
perimental ‘free flow’ approach into a pedagogy that
uses the model of artist’s studios (‘ateliers’) staffed
by artist-teachers (‘atelieristas’). The ‘Reggio Ap-
proach’ as it has become known is particularly notable
for its cross-curricular innovation that combines art,
science, physics, digital learning tools and environ-
mental concerns in a playful and creative way
(Cagliari et al, 2016).

Also important is the development of tacit knowledge,
that is, learning a particular skill through touch and
repetition until it becomes almost unconscious or in-
stinctive. 
The idea of practical intelligence links to theories of
embodiment and the emerging discipline of embodied
cognition (Claxton & Lucas, 2010). Art forms such as
dance, drama and music are excellent examples of
how learners use and understand their bodies in an
intelligent way, not separate from their intellectual
abilities, but in a way that means their learning and
creativity is literally ‘embodied’ in their performance
(Addison et al, 2010). On a day to day level, participa-
tory arts can develop a different set of physical skills
and expertise, understanding bodily feelings and
emotions, cultivating imagination and children’s sense
of the possible (Bruner, 1966). Early experiences of

music, dance, drama and the crafts can help to unlock
children’s potential, develop empathy and stimulate
curiosity through sensory exploration in a way that
passive learning and traditional didactic methods
often do not. 

Using the Arts in Criminal Justice

In this section I want to focus on a specific invisible
community that is excluded from mainstream society
but can still benefit from a transformative approach
to education that uses the participatory arts- those
incarcerated and serving custodial sentences in pris-
ons, young offender institutes and other secure units.

The current prison population in the UK stands at
84,178 of which just under four thousand (a mere 4.6%)
are female (Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/
statistics/prison-population-figures-2018. Accessed
2/3/18). A large number (45%) are serving short to
medium term sentences but shockingly, 50% of in-
mates lack basic skills in literacy and numeracy. As a
result, many do not have the capacity they need to find
employment after release and re-offending rates re-
main high. Prison staff refer to this phenomenon as
the ‘revolving door’ where no sooner has an ex-of-
fender been released than they are back in custody
serving another short term sentence. This is often due
to an inability to find employment, re-integrate with
society or to change self-destructive patterns of be-
haviour. In an attempt to address recidivism or re-of-
fending rates, some of the more enlightened Prison
Governors in England have used the skills of local arts
educators and voluntary organisations, or even offered
inmates the opportunity to take part in national schemes
and competitions as part of their rehabilitation.
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Geese Theatre Company, based in the English Mid-
lands region, is a team of participatory arts practition-
ers who present interactive theatre and facilitate
drama-based group work, staff training and consulta-
tion for the probation service, prisons, young offender
institutions, youth offending teams, secure hospitals
and related agencies throughout the UK and abroad.
Commissioned by, amongst others, the UK Govern-
ment’s Ministry of Justice, Geese Theatre use drama
performances to explore key issues, problems and
challenges in prisons. 

One example, is a series of plays and workshops that
have been developed with violent offenders, using
masks to adopt characters (that include their victims)
and allowing inmates to act out violence, examine its
consequences and the cognitive processes behind it.
“A performance can mirror behaviours - audiences are
invited to observe behaviours and situations that may
be familiar and have an opportunity to witness the im-
pact of particular behaviours on other people” (Geese
Theatre, 2016: available at http://www.geese.co.uk).
Drama productions like this offer the opportunity to
explore raw emotions in prison and provide a means
of mastering issues such as violence and preventing
it from turning outwards, or inwards. This applies
equally to mainstream education contexts, where the
arts “allow young people to explore emotions and
fears in a safe, controlled situation. They are able to
look at difficult and painful situations by externalising
them and putting them into the third person” (NACCCE,
1999: 61). As well as the therapeutic effects on indi-
viduals, the arts in prison also build self-confidence
and self-esteem in a context where, “routine prison
education classes often do the opposite, confronting
prisoners with their disabilities” (Carey in Koestler
Trust, 2012: 42). Sessions like this, led by trained arts

educators, are accessible and often provide the first
positive experience of education for many learners.
The self-confidence inmates gain can improve perfor-
mance in numeracy and literacy and goes some way
to prove the importance of building trust and positive
one to one attention. This can be a transformative ex-
perience. 

Many offenders have benefitted from the chance to
share the work they produce with a wider audience
whilst incarcerated. The Koestler Awards Scheme is
an annual exhibition of artwork and writing from pris-
ons, secure hospitals, young offender institutes and
by people on probation in the UK. Established in 1962,
Arthur Koestler’s original intention was to make the
prisoner’s life more bearable, to help the process of
rehabilitation, and perhaps to discover hidden talents.
His own experience of political imprisonment during
the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) informed his view that
“the prisoner’s worst enemy is boredom, depression,
the slow death of thought” (Koestler Trust 2012: 6).
Entries to the Koestler Awards number more than
8,000 each year and feature a wide range of media in-
cluding painting, drawing, sculpture, pottery, music
composition, creative writing and drama. Award win-
ning pieces are displayed at London’s Southbank Cen-
tre (a cultural hub in the capital), whilst regional
exhibitions in community galleries have been curated
by young people from Intensive Supervision and
Surveillance teams within the UK Youth Offending Ser-
vice, with training and guidance from professional art
curators.

Possibly the greatest challenge for this hugely suc-
cessful scheme is how to continue the engagement
with the arts beyond prison. Not only do ex-offenders
struggle to find materials, but there is again the issue
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of accessibility: “the arts feel accessible in prison be-
cause of personal contact with writers and artists. But
on release ex-offenders find the art world ‘elitist’, and
its ‘posh buildings’ intimidating…while prisoners en-
gage actively in the arts on the inside, this is rarely
continued beyond prison” (Carey in Koestler Trust,
2012: 45). To address this problem, a pilot mentoring
scheme was established in 2007, now funded by the
Paul Hamlyn Foundation, a charitable trust based in
the UK. Trained professional artists, writers and mu-
sicians are matched with offenders for one year after
release. These mentors provide invaluable advice and
guidance on career progression and opportunities for
further study, addressing the sense of loss and aban-
donment that offenders often experience on release.

Conclusion

This piece has explored using the participatory arts
to encourage inclusion and empower individuals in a
broad range of informal learning contexts. These in-
dividuals may be marginalised or excluded from main-
stream society for a number of complex and often
interlinked reasons. It is the job of artists, education-
alists and creative professionals to enable a more
democratic participation in the arts and the develop-
ment of cultural capital amongst people from invisible
communities that may have been labelled ‘hard to
reach’. 

The benefits of such participation in the arts are wide
ranging but often difficult to quantify or measure.
These wider benefits may include development of a
practical intelligence, embodied cognition and a sense
of our place in the world. Particular skills and ‘habits
of mind’ can be developed through ‘thinking and act-
ing like an artist’ and contact with participatory arts

practitioners can encourage a more questioning ap-
proach and the making of meaning. The importance
of developing both visual literacy and a tactile literacy
has been explored, as well as the dispositions of em-
pathy, resilience, imagination and concentration or
‘flow’.

We have explored how the participatory arts can help
to reintegrate excluded individuals and provide alter-
native routes back into mainstream society, but could
arts-based interventions be preventative? As profes-
sionals we must believe in the possibility of rehabili-
tation and improving life chances through education
and the arts. There is no fixed path. 

Experiences of working with a professional artist,
could be a powerful vehicle for offering children and
young people a sense of agency and a voice. Perhaps
by using the arts and visual communication tools
“young people can become agents in the transforma-
tion of society through a pedagogy of hope” (Giroux
in Addison et al. 2010).
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Culture as an object

Culture is always a collective event. It is an expres-
sion, and it is a space of conflict. Culture is never neu-
tral, neither in form, nor in content, nor in language.
And in this sense, culture as an object, as a product,
has effects in different dimensions.

On the one hand, it may have a function associated
with the fact of generating value in mercantile terms.
For example, in urban development contexts, by en-
hancing a particular area, and making it more appeal-
ing, in order to attract social, economic or knowledge
capital, placing facilities or infrastructures of high
cultural value in certain neighbourhoods to enable a
replacement or movement in their population, and an
alteration in their social strata.

On the other hand, culture as an object or product ob-
viously generates industry and a market. Thus, as with
any consumer product, cultural product creates stan-
dards of aesthetics, art, brands, hegemonic narratives.
Even the diversity of languages, worlds and under-
worlds, of mainstream or of experimentation, are
maintained in perfect coexistence, and respond to dif-
ferent market niches. 
All this added to culture’s traditional roles of gener-
ating or modifying identities, and as a vehicle for
transmitting dominant values, which pose a contra-
dictory tension. On the one hand, culture is produced
by creators, agents, industry, and on the other hand it
produces conceptions, hegemonies, thoughts (Rowan,
2017).

But, beyond the market, culture is also conceived as a
Right, and so serves a public role, advocating for,
among other things, access, universality and culture
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outside the market. And therefore, public administra-
tions and public institutions are also cultural agents,
whose mission is to equalise, provide and distribute
culture.

This last component leads us to consider the public
responsibility of focusing upon who is making culture
(beyond the product), and from which contexts, and
how this represents a space of opportunity from
which to exercise a kind of citizenship which breaks
away from the concept of consumer. The subjects of
culture, or culture as a subject. 

who makes culture and in which contexts; Culture as
a subject

Public administration, which suffers from the risk of
creating uniformity and distance, which generates
cultural models and hegemonies, currently attempts
to incorporate the social sphere and participation. In
most discourses of the social sphere, we talk about
accessibility in terms of audience(access, increase,
reach, open, ...) and in projects and proposals designed
by the institution, we speak in terms of participation.
There is rarely a discourse upon how people, cultural
movements, artists constitute a presence, with rights
to governance and decision-making in cultural poli-
cies. And in fact, there are independent, self-managed,
or self-organised projects which aspire to manage-
ment in the public sphere (spaces, resources, sched-
ules, festivals), which have appeared as new agents
in the field of cultural policy, to recover powers of de-
cision-making and sovereignty deposited in public ad-
ministration. For this reason, in this context, new
challenges arise for public administration which demand
more horizontal forms of relationship, which respect the
autonomy, diversity and uniqueness of the projects.

Public cultural policy must not only guarantee rights
and accessibility, but must also create the conditions
of possibility for cultural projects to be developed
from their own contexts, from their own proposals,
and with their own decision-making powers, ... Thus,
public administration should share and oversee the
public guidelines to be shared with local representa-
tives. It is not a question of defending a certain insti-
tutionality (administration, citizenship), but rather, it
is about the prevalence of public values   and policies.
Not only who, also how. 

How do we do it?

To participate in the field of culture is not to be a spec-
tator, nor is it to respond to a satisfaction survey, nor
is it to attend a one-off information meeting. There are
social and artistic agents who are not just audiences,
consumers, creators. Participation in culture has to do
with making decisions about our cultural events and
places. It has to do with recovering and exercising
cultural sovereignty.

Cultural sovereignty means creating and recovering
collectively the resources and mechanisms which help
in the production and reproduction of cultural prac-
tices in any of its formats. (Urbano et alt, 2016). It in-
volves a change in consciousness in our relationship
with public policies which makes us responsible and
active, personally and collectively, in the construction
of common projects. It also involves a change in the
relationships between cultural, institutional and social
agents. As it is understood, cultural sovereignty is also
a process which transforms urban community life, from
meeting-spaces, spaces for artistic creation and exhibi-
tion, through emotional attachments or infrastructures.
Sovereignty, which goes beyond participation, means
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that the public can influence the decision-making pro-
cess of policies and projects that affect them, a pro-
cess that goes beyond the moment or a one-off
activity. Sovereignty is consolidated through action
within those projects or autonomous actions, as well
through exchange and negotiation with the public ad-
ministration in order to produce changes.

The exercise of cultural sovereignty is not just an ac-
tion of democracy and of social and collective protag-
onism, but it is also a learning process. It is precisely
a mode of being, and of being within a culture that
generates ways of creating. Particular participatory
culture: networks, links, care, cooperation, links, roots
and identities.

From the bottom up, communities managing public fa-
cilities

The experiences of management of cultural facilities
by local organisations stand out as examples which
allow for a specific analysis of projects which use cer-
tain practices in cultural sovereignty.
Beyond direct public management or private out-
sourcing, the management of public facilities by local
organisations is not new, and is even recognised at
the legal level, in the case of the city of Barcelona
with its model of Civic Management (Gestió Civica, as
recognised by the regulatory framework of the Mu-
nicipal Charter of Barcelona in article 34).

Civic or citizen management refers to a model in
which non-profit associations with strong local roots
manage facilities with the intention of promoting par-
ticipation and community transformation. Ownership
is municipal, and local bodies are responsible for man-
agement. Effective procedures are arrived at through

collaboration agreements between the administration
and each organisation.

Unfortunately, outside of this city and this model,
there is no judicial framework to be pursued in order
to recognise, in legal terms, this type of relationship
between the public administration and the sphere of
community organisations and associations, which
does not touch upon Contract Law. This situation
places social and/or cultural grassroots and non-profit
organisations on the same level as private companies
with regard to the provision of services to the admin-
istration. The effect of this is to generate a form of
competitive relationship, instead of agreement and
cooperation, between public administrations and
communities. 

Expanding the model of community management

From the point of view of community management, at
the conceptual or political levels, the idea is that the
facilities and services are common goods of citizen-
ship, not resources of the administration.

What does community management mean?
- The introduction of a new agent in the management
of the public sphere, which is neither the state nor the
market. It is the community, with special relevance in
policies and cultural events
- It has to do with making decisions as a form of par-
ticipation.
- It arises from the bottom up, it arises from the com-
munity and cannot be encouraged by the administra-
tion.
- It works with the public, which is the reason why
these cultural projects are not for profit.
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-  Projects vary in each context according to different
realities, for example, organisational, associative,
local, social, etc..
- Projects are based upon certain objectives and dif-
ferent methodologies, but hold to common values, i.e.,
participation, autonomy, transparency, responsibility,
efficiency and a desire to improve the social environ-
ment.

We may identify several community-managed projects
of culture in Catalonia, such as the Ateneu Popular 9
Barris, with 40 years of history, as well as more recent
ones, in the city of Barcelona, such as the Ateneu
l’Harmonia de Sant Andreu, both having arisen as a re-
sult of local struggles, as have many others. Outside
Barcelona, the same path was followed by the Ateneu
Popular Coma Cros in Salt, which has been in exis-
tence for just over one year. All of these are examples
of what is known as the “non-state public sphere”,
projects which ensure and enhance public interests,
but which are built in parallel to, or occasionally, in
spite of the administration.

So what does the community offer to culture? It offers
an achievement, without becoming a subsidiary; a
break in the infantilising habit of certain public poli-
cies, energising and activating local groups and col-
lectives around cultural events/spaces,  mobilising the
personal and economic resources of the immediate
environment (from the perspective of the social econ-
omy), generating new communities, pedagogy, and a
particular political culture of participation.

From the administration, it involves developing com-
munitarianism, as opposed to privatisation. Moving
forward in the public-community relationship is thus:
more democracy, more universality, more sustainabil-

ity, and an exercise in recognising and radicalising
the concept of culture as a collective event. 
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Introduction

Traditionally, academic conferences are structured
according to very formalistic protocols that constrain
access, dialogue, and participation. They tend to be
hierarchically organized around speeches, papers, and
other one-way modes of delivery and reception. At the
same time, they are often exclusive affairs, constrain-
ing access to those privileged academics with the
time and resources to travel across the world. And like
traditional theater, conferences are typically situated
in proscenium-style seating, in which a speaker ad-
dresses a facing audience in the one-to-many trans-
mission of information. Even the temporal
arrangement of the conference demands that the ma-
jority of time be allocated to the one-way broadcast,
with scant time available for many-to-many, peer-to-
peer forms of dialogue and interaction (except per-
haps for the coffee breaks and meals) that empower
and engage the attendee.

So the question I ask is the following: how can con-
ferences be disrupted, become unconventional? While
I have been transforming the social space of the the-
ater for some thirty years to alter the hierarchies of
live performance, with the Art of the Networked Prac-
tice Online Symposium, I have attempted to translate
radical theater experimentation to the format of the
conference in order to open up the potentiality for
what I refer to as creative dialogue: discourse that is
open, fluid, non-hierarchical, and unfiltered. The Inter-
net has proven to be the ideal theatrical edifice for
challenging the norms of a conference gathering,
using the third space (the convergence of the local
and remote into a shared social space), as a medium
for re-energizing and activating live discourse in new,
virtual ways.
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With the recently held Art of the Networked Practice
Online Symposium (March 29-31 2018), a collaboration
between Nanyang Technological University (Singa-
pore), LASALLE College of the Arts (Singapore), and
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, the power
of transmitting information has been shifted from the
speaker to the attendee, creating a shared responsi-
bility for communicating ideas. The Symposium has
been conceived as a platform for not only exploring
and debating concepts relevant to the networked arts,
but also as a new medium and platform for its perfor-
mance. In this sense, there is also a transfer of power
from performer to viewer, in which the viewer-as-par-
ticipant gains agency in the reception and response
to a live work of art. Now that the Art of the Net-
worked Practice Online Symposium has reached its
conclusion, it’s an opportune moment to reflect on how
the event altered the role of the viewer. One of the key
questions we asked with the Symposium theme of So-
cial Broadcasting: An Unfinished Communications
Revolution, is the following: how might the third space
be used to alter the traditional mode of the broadcast
(or in the larger sense the one-way transmission of
information), in order to heighten and expand viewer
participation in live performance and creative dia-
logue? How might we transcend distance, geography,
and cultural differences – the utopia of networked In-
ternationalism that Maria Chatzichristodoulou ques-
tioned in her keynote – to redefine and in fact
reinvigorate the performance of live art.

In our current age of the post-real: when truth, fiction,
fakery, and deception have co-mingled in the public
discourse, we also ask how hybrid third space digital
environments – as keynote Matt Adams discussed in
the work of Blast Theory – are used to test our ability
to critically examine the dissolution of boundaries be-

tween the real and the virtual, between free will and
hierarchical control. While it may not be possible to
answer these difficult questions in any definitive way,
it is our hope that the Art of the Networked Practice
Online Symposium for three short days, provided a
model for giving voice, and yes… power to the viewer,
in the experience and critique of live performance art
in the third space.

Day 1

Our third space concept of social broadcasting begins
in the first space, the physical world, with local par-
ticipants seated at the table in a non-hierarchically
configured “theater in the round” as the hub of the
event. In the background you see the projection where
remote speakers and audience are situated in the
Web-conferencing platform of Adobe Connect. When
you combine these real and virtual spaces, where
communication transgresses distance and separation,
you form a third space environment as a shared, so-
cially-participatory broadcast medium that collapses
the local and remote.

Day 1: March 29, 2018 – Art of the Networked Practice Online Symposium
roundtable at the School of Art, Design and Media, Nanyang Technological
University, Singapore

https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
http://www.lsbu.ac.uk/about-us/people/people-finder/dr-maria-chatzichristodoulou
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/person/matt-adams/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/
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The Adobe Connect Web conferencing platform con-
tains multiple, simultaneously broadcasted channels
that include the speaker’s Webcam, Powerpoint pre-
sentation, and audience chat. Maria Chatzichristo -
doulou, delivering her keynote on the history of
telematic art from her home in London, in which she
detailed the prominent players in networked perfor-
mance going back to the 1970s, was accompanied by
a non-stop flow of online viewer commentary: a simul-
taneous litany of questions, responses, digressions,
and interjections. More than 80 online viewer-partic-
ipants were distributed across more than twenty-five
countries around the world in Asia, Australia, Europe,
North America and South America. 

A close-up reading reveals a dynamic dialogue, deliv-
ered with spontaneous rapidity, typos and off-the-
wall commentary, which surprisingly does not disrupt
the keynote address, as it would in a traditional con-
ference format. Rather, it complements, enriches, and 
informs the experience through collective, real-time 

conversation. The viewer is essentially engaged in an
unfolding stream of crowd-sourced interpretation, in
which viewers are free to express and annotate the
keynote with the immediacy of reactions that might
include explanation, context, argument, links, and his-
torical references. Many of the local attendees in Sin-
gapore were following on their laptops and mobile
devices as well, in order to participate in the third
space dialogue where, interestingly enough, the real
action was taking place.

Symposium Web conferencing chat space

Keynote presentation by Maria Chatzichristodoulou – Live Art and Telem-
atics: The Promise of Internationalism as presented in Adobe Connect, dis-
cussing Dick Higgins’ Intermedial relationships in the history of conceptual
and performative arts. Video recording: https://vimeo.com/263633879

Online En-semble – Entanglement Training: Internet performance directed
and performed by Annie Abrahams (FR) with Antye Greie (FI), Helen Varley
Jamieson (DE), Soyung Lee (KR), Hong Ngô (US), Daniel Pinheiro (PT), and
Igor Stromajer (DE). Video recording: https://vimeo.com/263684670
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Annie Abrahams’s online performance work, Online En-
semble – Entanglement Training, in collaboration
with Antye Greie, Helen Varley Jamieson, Soyung
Lee, Hong Ngô, Daniel Pinheiro, and Igor Stromajer,
was made specifically for the distributed medium of
the third space. Seven performers dispersed across
Asia, Europe and North America used their Webcams
to broadcast objects, body parts, and other visual and
audio elements scripted from instructional protocols
calling for spontaneously aggregated online actions.
These actions questioned and playfully articulated the
veracity and quality of the online medium itself, in all
of its latencies, errors and momentary lapses: a form
of training, perhaps, for navigating our increasingly
entangled third space habitats.

It was clear from the performance that the viewer
played a key role in this unraveling of entanglements.
For without the online audience, the performance
might have existed in a broadcast vacuum, like tele-
vision, a transmission to be watched passively and
uni-directionally between the performers and audi-
ence. However, the chat-based viewers were co-min-

gled as many-to-many textual voices in the third
space, actively engaging with one another to reshape
the experience of the performance, adding their own
context, expanding the work with richly layered nu-
ances of dialogue, meaning, play, and interpretation:
social broadcasting with many voices, or as Marc Gar-
rett of Furtherfield commented: “real-time DIWO” (Do
it With Others). This social broadcast format thus
broke down the barrier between performer and viewer,
blurring the distinction into shared role-playing, word-
play, and social interaction that traversed geograph-
ical and temporal boundaries of place and location.

Day 2

The next day our traveling Symposium moved to
LASALLE College of the Arts at the invitation of Steve
Dixon, LASALLE President. The evening was focused
on the work of Matt Adams and his UK-based media
collective Blast Theory, well known for their creation
of interactive performance works that blend real and
virtual environments in socially participatory public
and online spaces. The Symposium format was an

Online En-semble – Entanglement Training: Internet performance directed
and performed by Annie Abrahams (FR) with Antye Greie (FI), Helen Varley
Jamieson (DE), Soyung Lee (KR), Hong Ngô (US), Daniel Pinheiro (PT), and
Igor Stromajer (DE).

Day 2: March 30, 2018 – Symposium roundtable at LASALLE College of the
Arts, Singapore

http://bram.org/
http://antyegreie.com/
https://www.creative-catalyst.com/
http://www.soyunglee.com/
http://www.soyunglee.com/
http://www.huongngo.com/
http://daniel-pinheiro.tumblr.com/
http://intima.org/
https://marcgarrett.org/
https://marcgarrett.org/
https://www.furtherfield.org/
https://www.lasalle.edu.sg/about/academics/steve-dixon
https://www.lasalle.edu.sg/about/academics/steve-dixon
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/person/matt-adams/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/
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ideal complement to the work of Blast Theory – as
though we were participating in one of their perfor-
mance realizations – with many of the local attendees
in Singapore traveling seamlessly and simultaneously
across the local and remote via their laptops, co-min-
gling and interacting with approximately 60 online at-
tendees who were distributed around the world.

Matt Adams presented a chronology of Blast Theory
works, which included Kidnap(1998), Uncle Roy All
Around You (2003), I’d Hide You (2012), and My One De-
mand (2015). Blast Theory has reimagined the possi-
bilities and experience of performance art and its
relationship to digital media and viewer participation
by avoiding traditional theatrical venues, instead, in-
serting the work directly into virtual and public
spaces. While maintaining a healthy criticism of the
utopic potentialities of the Net (as opposed to the
telematic optimism shared by many of Maria
Chatzichristodoulou’s historical citings), nevertheless,
Blast Theory’s work elevates live art in new ways, pre-
cisely, by empowering viewers in networked spaces

and situations that demand the viewer’s input and
participation. In this sense, the work of Blast Theory
(they may not agree) explores the revolutionary im-
plications of social broadcasting by breaking down
hierarchical relationships in live performance, activat-
ing the viewer’s role by making them central to the
narrative and outcome of the work.

Each day of the Symposium concluded with a lengthy,
one-hour global roundtable discussion, which opened
up the seminar-style seating configuration of the local
venue into an expanded, virtual roundtable that was
geographically dispersed via the Web conferencing
platform of Adobe Connect. In the above screenshot,
Matt Adams is joined by co-moderators Steve Dixon
(Singapore), Maria Chatzichristodoulou (London), local
attendees (Singapore), and online attendees in the
chat space from around the world. Additionally, online
moderators were assigned to the chat, most of them
highly prepped professors and PhD students, who
helped direct and focus the conversation. Questions
were then relayed by local and remote moderators,

Keynote presentation by Matt Adams – The Here, the Now, the Audience
and the Spectator, discussing the Blast Theory work Uncle Roy All Around
You. Video recording: https://vimeo.com/263707526

Global Roundtable discussion with Steve Dixon, Matt Adams, Maria
Chatzichristodoulou, local and online attendees staged in the third space
Web conferencing environment of Adobe Connect.

https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/kidnap/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/uncle-roy-all-around-you/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/uncle-roy-all-around-you/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/id-hide-you/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/my-one-demand/
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/my-one-demand/
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back and forth, thus creating a dynamic creative dia-
logue across the third space that engaged both phys-
ical and virtual audiences as  active players in a
distributed conversation. This form of creative dia-
logue was ideally suited to exploring the hybrid per-
formance environments that are fundamental to the
work and social critique of Blast Theory.

Day 3

For the final day of the Symposium, we moved to the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, where  Jon
Cates and his collaborators Roberto Sifuentes, Aram
Han Sifuentes, Arcángel Constantini, Shawné Michae-
lain Holloway, Janet Lin  &  Paula Pinho Martins
Nacif (xxxtraPrincess), performed a new work enti-
tled igaies: (intimate glitches across internet errors).
Unlike Annie Abrahams’s online work, igaies was cre-
ated specifically for a physical performance/installa-
tion, with the exception of Arcángel Constantini, who
performed online from his studio in Mexico City, and
the social media broadcasts of Janet Lin (US) & Paula
Pinho Martins Nacif.

The performance installation of igaies was conceived
as a projected, walk-through environment coupled
with a multi-camera Internet broadcast that se-
quenced through several individual performances.
These included the snapchat-layered and hashtag-in-
fused xxxtraPrincess personae of Paula Pinho Mar-
tins Nacif & Janet Lin (US); Roberto Sifuentes & Aram
Han Sifuentes and Jon Cates performing #exsanguina-
tion, a mediational and meditional cleansing ritual of
leeches, blood and glitch noise; concluding with
Shawné Michaelain Holloway’s bondage apparatus
and slow, processional dragging of a display monitor
across the performance space.

Given the physical nature of the performance in
Chicago, local audience attendees played a more crit-
ical role in the work as they were invited to freely ex-
plore the space, photograph the performance, and
participate in a dramatic ritual closing in on Sifuentes
as they hovered and formed a circle around the scene.
The viewers added a powerful sense of intimacy and
empathy while Aram Han Sifuentes delicately applied 
leeches to Sifuentes’ face while wiping away stream-

Day 3: March 31, 2018 – Live performance of igaies at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago, with Paula Pinho Martins Nacif (UK) & Janet Lin (US)
(xxxtraPrincess). Video recording: https://vimeo.com/263698085

Live performance of igaies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
with Paula Pinho Martins Nacif (UK) & Janet Lin (US) (xxxtraPrincess), and
Archangel Constantini (Mx) (lower right).



66

ing currents of blood. Even in a performance broad-
casted online in the third space, there is still ample
opportunity for achieving engaging, localized, sen-
sory, face-to-face performer-viewer interaction in an
open theater of the first space.

Igaies was perhaps a fitting finale to our experimental
Symposium that attempted to break the constraints
of what constitutes a keynote, a dialogue, and a live
performance: by giving agency to the viewer, empow-
ering the viewer to play a more active, participatory,

and influential role in narrative, context, interpreta-
tion, and other facets of the performances as they un-
folded. Media theorist Pierre Lévy wrote in his book
Collective Intelligence (1994):

Ratherthandistributeamessagetorecip-
ientswhoareoutsidetheprocessofcre-
ationandinvitedtogivemeaningtoawork
belatedly,theartistnowattemptstocon-
structanenvironment,asystemofcommu-
nicationandproduction,acollectiveevent
thatimpliesitsrecipients,transformsin-
terpretersintoactors,enablesinterpreta-
tiontoentertheloopwithcollectiveaction.

As the prevailing techno-culture increasingly encour-
ages migration from physical realities to third space
virtual interactions, the Art of the Networked Practice
online Symposium has demonstrated new possibilities
for how artists work, perform and engage in discourse
via the medium of the Internet. We have attempted to
construct a “temporary autonomous reality zone” in
the third space to explore and examine this social,
participatory phenomena, with the hope of moving the
communications revolution forward. Of course, as we
all know, every revolution is an unfinished project, but
perhaps, we are a little bit closer to a better under-
standing of the collective power of the viewer brought
about by the social broadcast.

See the complete archives of the Art of the Networked
Practice Online Symposium: https://thirdspacenet-
work.com/symposium2018/program/

Live performance of igaies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
with Shawné Michaelain Holloway.

Live performance of igaies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
with Roberto Sifuentes & Aram Han Sifuentes.

https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/program/
https://thirdspacenetwork.com/symposium2018/program/


67

MEETINGS ON THE COMMON GROUND

AnnaDot
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Abstract

The north-american mathematician and computer
scientist Warren Weaver was one of the first enthu-
siasts of the machine translation technologies. On a
memorandum written in 1949 he compared the expe-
rience of translation with the meeting of individuals,
who were first closed in their own towers, on a com-
mon ground. Weaver imagined that it should be in this
«great open basement, common to all» (1949, p. 11),
where communication with those who have also des-
cended from their towers should be easy. The author
used the figure of the common ground to theorize on
the possibility of a universal language that could be
used in machine translation processes. 

However, this is not the reason why we have found in-
terest on the analogy described by Weaver. Instead,
we have revisited it to establish a dialog between the
possibility of meeting on a common ground and the
notions of normality and engagement which, accor-
ding to Indian literary theorist and feminist critic
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, are essential for any en-
counter and exchange between different-status indi-
viduals to happen (Spivak, 1995, p. xxv). By doing this,
we put emphasis on acts of care and affection which
may ensure a closer and long-term approach between
non-identicals while transgressing the norms of poli-
tical correctness. At this point, we defend the poten-
tial of the artistic practices to generate a
participatory context where normality, affection and
engagement are the main characteristics of that com-
mon ground where encounters may be possible. In this
order of things, the artist is seen as the one who can
work on the tasks of building the scenario and caring
for all the agents that are supposed to meet on it.
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This paper is based on the study of the Translation
Studies’literature but also on the analysis of some ar-
tistic experiences of participatory practices led by
Spanish projects such as Nyamnyam and Deriva Mus-
sol.
Keywords: common ground; secret encounters; affection; engage-
ment; translation.

Descending the towers

In 1954, engineers and computer scientists working
for IBM in the United States carried on the first public
demonstration of a machine translation experiment.
In it, a series of sentences written in Russian where
automatically translated to English by an IBM 701
computer. One of the translated sentences was: “In-
ternational understanding constitutes an important
factor in decision of political questions” (IBM, 1954).
This phrase could be interpreted as the main state-
ment which motivated all economic and human inves-
tment in research on the automation of translation in
the West during the Cold War. In a context of conflict,
the possibility of understanding between non-identi-
cals meant, as well, the possibility of political action
in response to the state of conflict.

In fact, a similar approach was already uttered in 1947,
by the American mathematician Warren Weaver, one
of the earliest enthusiasts about translation techno-
logies and at that time director of the Natural Scien-
ces Division at the Rockefeller Foundation. In a letter
he wrote to Prof. Norbert Wiener (the so-called father
of cybernetics), Weaver argued about the significant
role that translation, conceived as “the communication
between peoples”, had in any project for the creation
of a “constructive and peaceful future of the planet”
(1949, p. 4). Two years later, in 1949 he wrote a memo-

randum to thirty of his influential contacts in which
he described translation as a world-wide problem that
could be solved by “the use of electronic computers
of great capacity, flexibility and speed” (1949, p. 1).
Weaver’s expectations on the effectiveness of the au-
tomation of translation was based on the belief that
all human languages share a same structure; that
there is a level “where they exhibit common traits”
(1949, p. 11). To illustrate this, he used the following
analogy:

Think(...)ofindividualslivinginaseriesof
tallclosedtowers,allerectedoveracom-
monfoundation.Whentheytrytocommu-
nicatewithoneanothertheyshoutback
andforth,eachfromhisownclosedtower.
Itisdifficulttomakethesoundpenetrate
eventhenearesttowers,andcommunica-
tionproceedsverypoorlyindeed.Butwhen
anindividualgoesdownhistower,hefinds
himselfinagreatopenbasement,common
toallthetowers.Hereheestablisheseasy
andusefulcommunicationwith theper-
sonswhohavealsodescendedfromtheir
towers.(1949,p.11)

The (ideal) common ground

Even though Weaver’s image makes quite a lot of
sense to me, the theory that it is supposed to illustrate
has not really been of use to computational linguists
and computer scientists working on translation tech-
nologies’ development. As far as I am concerned, a lin-
guistic structure common to all human languages has
not yet been found. However, in the subtext of Wea-
ver’s description of the towers’ scenario I find the fo-
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llowing series of ideas which, although may not lead
us to an “international understanding” by automatic
processes and computational means, at least may
pave the way to the setting of a scene where commu-
nication between peoples could take place:
- Beyond each one’s cultural identity and distinctive
social features, there are traits that we all share as
human beings.
- Communication between peoples may be possible
not only by means of verbal utterances, but also by
other sensorial experiences.
- The sharing of the common traits between non-iden-
ticals are acts of political implications that can have
transformative consequences on many social levels.
- In order to have a conscious, shared experience of
the common traits between non-identicals, each sub-
ject must get down to a deep level of her own distinc-
tiveness. Moreover, she must be willing to move
across the uncertainty that may generate the meeting
with other, sometimes different and even incompre-
hensible, features of cultural distinctiveness.
- Meetings on the common ground transgress norms
of political correctness; errors and accidents are to-
lerated and even welcome. 

At this point, we could simply describe that “great
open basement, common to all towers” as a common
ground where encounters and exchanges between
peoples are possible. It would be as an independent
football field that neither belonged to any local team,
nor was mediated by any arbitrator. As such, it would
be a place where each subject could easily recognize
the action that was taking place and felt free to par-
ticipate of it at any moment, in her own way, regard-
less of her cultural and social distinctiveness. The
Indian literary and feminist critic Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak used the notion of “secret encounters” to refer

to meetings and exchanges to which non-identical in-
dividuals have been invited to engage by some kind of
authority. Think, for example, of the teacher that on the
first day of the course invites all kids in her group to do
a picnic in the park, as a non-mandatory activity, in order
to improve the kids’ relationship between one another.
According to Spivak, encounters of this kind are only
possible “when the respondents inhabit something
like normality” (1995, p. xxv). For this, I would unders-
tand that those invited to take part in the action
should feel that there is nothing that they may do in-
correctly; they should get a sense of familiarity with
the task at hands. Moreover, it is important to add that
the particularity of Spivak’s secret encounters is a
slight individual feeling of not being fully comprehen-
ded; even though one may be willing to reveal somet-
hing, there may be “a sense that something has not
got across” (1995, p. xxv). I would say that this is due,
precisely, to each one’s distinguishing features that
differentiate her from all the others who also descen-
ded from their towers to the common ground.

Common traits: walking, talking, cooking, eating

Even though the fact of being something “common” is
supposed to be the specific characteristic of the com-
mon ground, I cannot make sure the place is really fre-
quented. Norms regulating life and action at a global
scale instituted by dominant social systems do not
make it easy for secret encounters between non-iden-
ticals to happen, at least not in the sense that Spivak
gave to this notion. There is, however, a bit of light
coming from the terrain of the arts. Some call it “par-
ticipatory arts”, and some others just call it “art”. Re-
gardless of how you would like to tag it, I am referring
to a certain kind of collective experiences of the com-
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mon ground that have been set by artists. Before getting
further into theory, I will share two of them with you.

First, it was the walking and the talking. It was back
in 2013, when ACVic, the local arts center of Vic, hos-
ted the project Deriva Mussol (its literal translation
would be “owl drift”), led by artists Jordi Lafon and
Eva Marichalar with the collaboration of the Aula de
Teatre (a theater group) of the University of Vic. They
wanted to collectively create a theatrical proposal
that would take place in the streets of Vic. Besides
this desire, the only thing they knew is that they wan-
ted to open the process of creation to everyone, so
that everyone who wanted could participate in it. In
order to do so, they invited people to go deriving at
night with them through the streets of Vic to wherever
the walking would take them. Even though a feeling
of awkwardness may awaken to some people when
hearing or reading the word “derive” (I would not say
it is a really “common” word), in fact, the instructions
were so simple that they could be reduced to two key-
words: night, walk. Nothing else. The invitation was

communicated by ACVic. Everyone was invited. By
doing this, they had set up a common ground for se-
cret encounters to happen. At least once per week, dif-
ferent peoples, of different ages, coming from many
backgrounds and with different interests walked to-
gether without any other expectation than simply this:
walking together. 
There was nothing that could go wrong. The possibi-
lity of doing something wrongly did not exist. Even
the common civil laws and social rules of political cor-
rectness where almost forgotten thanks to the fact of
walking by night guided by curiosity, spontaneity and
a playful attitude. Streets were empty; no one was
watching. They did 12 derives. Some people went just
once and it was okay. Some people participated in all
of them and it was also okay. In any case, as Maric-
halar wrote, a stable group of 10 people was progres-
sively constituted (2013, p. 29). Each deriving session
was complemented by another session, called “Par-
lem” (“let’s talk”) dedicated to talking about the expe-
rience. All the members of the group met around a
table and shared whatever they wanted to with the
others; photos, videos, drawings, maps, thoughts,

“Deriva Mussol’s night walk”. Image: courtesy of the artists.

“Deriva Mussol’s parlem”. Image: courtesy of the artists.
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whatever. After the 12 sessions they had an idea for a
theatrical proposal that took finally place and that was
presented to the public as a street art performance.
From my point of view, the fact that this performance
was useful to communicate and share the project with
more people is something secondary, if we compare
it to the importance that it had for the group of wal-
kers and talkers as a self-representation. In other
words, it was a representation of, precisely, themsel-
ves as a group; a kind of family. 

Then, it came the cooking and the eating. It happened
in 2014 one day that I had left my house with the idea
of getting to somewhere called Nyamnyam, where the
presentation of a theater series had to take place. I
had seen the event on Facebook. When I arrived to the
so-called espai Nyamnyam, I found myself in an apart-
ment in Barcelona surrounded by unknown people
who in a very relaxed and familiar way cooked and
ate. I knew I was not in the wrong place because I re-
member reading what seemed to be the theater series’
program written with pencil on the living room’s white
wall and I recognized some artists amongst those who
were cooking, eating and very informally chatting. So-
meone invited me to have a drink, to grab some food
from the table, and I smoothly got into the action, not
without losing a strong feeling of weirdness and mis-
placement. Finally, I got to know the hosts: Iñaki Álva-
rez and Ariadna Rodríguez. I understood something
like those two artists wanted to do something with art
and food and it would consist of a theater series en-
titled “Todo lo que me gusta es ilegal, inmoral o en-
gorda”. During half a year, each month an artist or a
group of artists would be working at Nyamnyam and
every Thursday, at lunchtime, there would be theater
or performance sessions and attendants would also
have lunch. 

Because it all happened at Ariadna and Iñaki’s home,
around a table, while having lunch, it was easy for at-
tendants to get engaged into action, even though no-
body was really asked to do so. What  getting engaged
to those sessions at Nyamnyam meant was not only
participating in the artistic proposal that took place,
but also to do very familiar actions like helping to
serve the dishes, or clearing the table. However, as no-
body was asked to do anything in particular, as it hap-
pened in Deriva Mussol’s walks, there was nothing
that could go wrong. The public was not a public but
people around a same table eating and living together
an experience. From my perspective, the role of the
artists invited to work in Nyamnyam consisted mainly
on setting the scene of what we have been calling “a
common ground”; a place where secret encounters
could happen. The relationship that the attendants to
those sessions have with one another and even with
Ariadna, Iñaki or the artists that led each session is
one of closeness and familiarity.

Settings of the common ground

Whether it was Warren Weaver seeking for “interna-
tional understanding” to happen, or it was the teacher
inviting the kids to a picnic, they both should think of
certain details that would determine the limits of the
common ground: a date and time for the meeting to
start, the place where it would take place, or the gu-
ests. In other words: they would have to set the scene
of the common ground. In fact, it was what Deriva
Mussol or Nyamnyam did and still do. Because both
projects acted as invitations to take part into a simple
activity, no further rules were necessary for any of
them to be developed with the participation of whoe-
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ver wanted to take part of it. Instead, it was a conse-
quence of the balance between each one’s freedom
of engaging or not in the activity and the feeling of
familiarity after a certain number of sessions (walks
with Deriva Mussol or lunches at Nyamnyam), that a
set of unspoken rules of the action taking place on
the common ground slowly flourished. Rules that were
fluid, temporal and unstable. Rules that emerged as a
choreography of the habit. Rules that were fragile and
contingent; they depended on each subject’s partici-
pation, mood and engagement. 

A project that seeks the participation of non-identical
subjects should be open to the unexpected, otherwise
participants may feel easily judged, frustrated or de-
motivated, and they may easily give up. In fact, in con-
trast to normal, institutional norms that rule our life
as citizens, rules of the common ground grow from in-
terpersonal exchanges motivated by the feelings and
acts of care that emerge when individuals become
members of a group dedicated to share common
traits; experiences such as walking or eating together.
These are rules that do not come from a higher aut-
hority but are generated by all the members of the
group. These conditions bring normality and produce
engagement. Setting the scene of the common ground
where these dynamics can take place requires a cer-
tain disposition to work with uncertainty. I would say
that this is something artists are specially good at. As
Canadian theorist Stephen Wright has argued, «art
tends to know intuitively and by definition that other
worlds are plausible, flattering itself as being one of
the more sophisticated launch pads for world multi-
plication» (2013, p. 8). Setting a common ground is bu-
ilding the scenario for those other worlds, which we
may still ignore, can exist. The potentiality of each
common ground depends on the value that the artist

gives to each individual’s everyday practices or, as
Wright has described them, those practices “employed
to navigate daily life and to sustain relations, the prac-
tices which are at the heart of social transformation
long before we are able to name it as such” (2013, p.
25).
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ARTISTIC METHODS FOR USER PARTICIPATION – PARTICIPATION
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(This text follows up on 15 years of working with urban develop-
ment as an artist. Working alongside highly skilled colleagues from
other disciplines in my teams, we have developed a range of new
methods shaped by the individual requirements of each project.
In what follows we will provide a five-step account of a range of
principles, methods and practical examples of how the various
stakeholders and agents within the field of urban development
can work with userparticipation.) 

Introduction 
Citizen participation in urban development: everybody
agrees that it is a good idea, many do it, but far too
rarely do such participation processes realise their
full potential for urban development and for the people
who live there. And the potential is great: greater
safety and less vandalism, area branding, better urban
spaces, a stronger sense of community, skill-raising
initiatives that can connect those involved more
closely to the labour market or further education and
much, much more. What is more, participation can also
promote far greater quality in what is being con-
structed because of the insights generated by us into
the area, the context and the residents’ needs.  

Taking our point of departure in a critique of urban
development projects characterised by low or poor
participation, we present a theoretical and normative
tool that can be used to shed light on participation
processes: their scope, quality and potential for actu-
ally affecting the projects under consideration. We will
also present our takes on how different roles should
be assigned to those who involve the citizens (con-
sultants/mediators, also known as ‘citizen involvers’),
the designers and the citizens themselves, and how
the citizen participation phase interacts with the de-
sign process.

Steponeis about how we use participation to create
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a shared platform where we, as citizen involvers, bring
together the citizens themselves and bridge the gap
between citizens on the one hand and architects and
developers on the other. We propose (and present) the
use of contextanalysisas a tool and specific product
generated by citizen involvers and citizens before any
work is done on generating ideas, designs and possi-
ble solutions. The context analysis comprises four
things: 1) the citizens’ analyses of the area; 2) the cit-
izens’ needs 3) our observations of the context – and
4) our reflections and qualifications regarding those
inputs.

Steptwois about how we enable and qualify citizens,
enabling them to take part in urban development pro-
jects so that their inputs have an actualimpact on the
projects – rather than just a symbolicone. 

Stepthreeis about the designphase, where the citi-
zens’ inputs and needs must be translated into high-
quality design and architecture. When negotiating the
transition from citizen participation to design, citizens
must not feel that the project is taken out of their
hands, but at the same time the skilled professional
must be given the freedom required for them to de-
velop high-quality solutions.

Stepfouris concerned with the actual construction
process – a greatly overlooked phase which can, if
used correctly, contribute to the area as well as to de-
veloping the inhabitants socially. 

Stepfive is about putting that which have been cre-
ated into use and any subsequent adjustments. 

Transforming areas

Folkets Park 2012, Folkets Park 2015
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WHAT IS THE POINT OF PARTICIPATION?

Criticising traditional citizen participation

The starting point of this text was a sense of frustra-
tion at the inadequacy of much of the citizen partici-
pation we have observed within the urban
development business – an inadequacy which is
widely acknowledged by many in the business. A typ-
ical scenario might well, with only slight exaggeration,
look something like this:
Citizens and users are invited for coffee on a Tuesday
afternoon, filling in yellow post-it notes with ideas
about what they would like to see, after which the
consultants are left with 251 proposals for playground
elements, street furniture and garden projects that
they don’t know what to do about – because the pro-
posal presented at the meeting was in fact at such a
late stage of the development process that there is
little scope for adjustments! Whether or not the meet-
ing was a success is mostly judged by the number of
citizens attending. 

Participation based on one-off workshops is, broadly
speaking, either designed to ‘waste as little time as
possible’ for those who ordered them, or as a quirky –
but insignificant – sprinkling on top. Everyone realises
that the architects’ and engineers’ work requires more
than a single one-off Tuesday afternoon workshop –
and the same goes for citizen participation! When
user participation is not taken seriously, not thought
properly through or used in the right way, it often re-
sults in solutions that are irrelevant to the users or to
the overall quality of the project.

Participation is a special field and discipline that re-
quires careful thought, insight and attention in order

to work. And it is important – not for the sake of par-
ticipation in itself, nor for the sake of the citizen in-
volvers, but because deep and thorough participation:
⁕ raises the quality of urban space projects – in terms
of architecture and functionality 
⁕ ensures that the users’ needs and insights form the
starting point of the solutions created, thereby ensur-
ing that these solutions are relevant and interesting
to the users 
⁕ can help generate higher employment rates, a
greater sense of ownership, community and safety,
and reduce conflict.  
In what follows, we will offer our take on how we can
create better, deeper involvement that promotes real
citizen influence as well as greater usage of and sheer
joy in what we build.  

Levels of participation

We believe that participation should be a professional
field and discipline in its own right – or at the very
least a carefully thought-through phase that we take
seriously and set aside time and resources for. But to
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what extent should citizens participate – and what
should they participate in? 

Let us begin by taking a look at Sherry Arnstein’s A
LadderofCitizenParticipationas inspiration and as a
way of measuring good and poor participatory practices. 

In her 1969 article ALadderofCitizenParticipation,
Sherry Arnstein presents a process typology that en-
compasses eight degrees of citizen participation. The
lowest rungs of the latter actually consist in nonpar-
ticipation: manipulationand therapyare not about in-
volving citizens in processes, but rather about project
managers persuading or manipulating citizens to ac-
cept the changes or projects that those managers
would like to see completed. They may also be aiming
for a ‘cure’, implying that the citizens suffer from a dis-
torted or downright sick idea about a project and re-
quire treatment in order to understand and accept it. 

The next level, tokenism,applies to projects where the
citizens are heard and given a voice – but where this
does not necessarily have any real impact on the final
result. This is where users are given a tiny corner of
the project to make decisions about, ensuring that
they feel heard. It is our claim that today, the vast ma-
jority of all participatory initiatives associated with
urban space projects in Denmark are conducted at the
level of tokenism. It is tokenism when citizens are in-
vited to meetings (usually a large public assembly)
about imminent projects – or to ‘consultations’ such
as the aforementioned workshops with post-its. When
participation takes place at this level only, there is in-
teraction between project managers and citizens, but
no structures or measures in place to ensure that the
citizens’ inputs will change or even be featured in the
project. The main reason why this approach is used

may rest on a lack of available methods for getting
qualified inputs from users. We will offer our take on
such a method later. 
The highest level of participation consists in actual
CitizenPower – here, citizens exercise actual influ-
ence on a project, for example in the form of partner-
ships or delegations where citizens are represented
in committees with actual decision-making mandates.
Urban development projects are often organised in
this way. The very highest level of participation is cit-
izencontrol, where citizens have complete control:
they handle and manage all planning and operation,
and no external agents (neither local authorities nor
investors) have the authority to change the decisions
taken by the citizens.  Urban spaces such as Byggeren
or Folkets Park (until the 1990s) in the Nørrebro region
of Copenhagen were 100% citizen-run and self-organ-
ised projects. Similarly, the process of creating Eng-
have Plads in the Vesterbro region of Copenhagen in
the 1980s was also initiated by the citizens, and the
square did to a very large extent end up as designed
by the citizens. These approaches to participation
generate great ownership, but may at times also suffer
from low degrees of professional insight and compe-
tence. 

Deep user involvement – with clearly defined roles

Even though we are inspired by the model presented
in the above, it also has its shortcomings. How, for ex-
ample, may we combine a high level of citizen partic-
ipation with a high level of professional insight and
competence?
Users may be involved in every phase of the project,
but this does notmean that the difference between
citizens and professionals should be blurred or ig-
nored. Differences doexist between citizens and pro-
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fessionals – and that difference should be clearly de-
marcated in every phase, but especially during the
transition from the initial research and analysis phase
to the design phase. The difference resides in the dif-
ferent fields of expertise. The users are not architects
and vice versa. However, users areexperts on the con-
text and on their own needs. Any 14-year-old boy has
greater knowledge about the context in which he
grew up than any architect or anthropologist! Our job
as involvers is to bring those insights to the fore. 

Thus, user participation is about creating a basis of
knowledge that we advisors translateand buildon.
User participation and design should not be regarded
as a 1:1 relationship in which users state what they
want and we then go on to supply exactly that. Rather,
it means that the users’ analyses, knowledge and 
needs are translated and processedby the project 
group, thereby facilitating a process where users 
and the project group both contribute what they are 
best suited to bring the process.

what is user participation supposed to achieve? 

When working with urban development, it is certainly 
relevant to ask what it is we actually want to 
achieve, for example by creating a new urban space. 
This also means asking ourselves what we wish to 
achieve by promoting user participation. Many talk 
about user participation leading to a sense of 
ownership. To us, however, this is not the objective in 
itself; it is more of a positive side effect. Our main 
objective is to foster quality– and solutions of actual 
relevance. 
In order to reach this point, we must lay down the 
pa-rameters for our work. The illustration below 
present the parameters involved when we work with 
urban spaces. The lowest level on this stepped 
diagram con-cerns the efforts to create a high-
quality physical so-

A simple model for collaboration and user participation between users and professionals – and one that may also be envisioned as a kind of contract with 
the local area. The citizen involvers turn up without being tied to any pre-defined ideas or sketches, listen to the citizens, get their input for the analysis and 
learn about their needs (local insight). Then, when these in-puts are to be translated into actual solutions, the professionals do the work (professional 
expertise). Their ideas will then be presented to users again to ensure that their needs and analyses have been properly under-stood. Each party has their 
part to play. Illustration by Spektrum Arkitekter.
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lution. This issue is generally the main focus of those
involved – partly because architects are the main pro-
fession involved when creating physical solutions.
However, a certain degree of community building and
safety is also required in order for the urban space to
work. That is why we address issues such as conflict
resolution, dismantling prejudices between the vari-
ous groups involved, telling them about the needs of
other groups etc. 

Urban spaces and urban areas can also be beset by
social issues that prompt crime, vandalism, gang ac-
tivity, poverty and hopelessness. These challenges
can be far more difficult to resolve, but we believe that
they should still be addressed by collecting informa-
tion and sending it on to those who work with such
problems. Last but not least we must ensure that the
new space or area is actually used – and used well.
Without users, there is no urban space in the proper
sense of the term.  This also means that the process
may benefit from speaking to e.g. event-makers about
scheduling activities in the new urban space. 

Engaging in such thorough solutions that consider the
totality of the new space or area also requires another
type of problem solving, new agents and new ways of
inviting tenders. 

Coherence and integrity

An artist cannot resort to claims about the boss’s or-
ders, local authority policies or company guidelines if
his or her work of art turns out to be no good. Artists
must vouch 100% for the work they create and send
out into the world. Conversely, artists also have the
opportunity to express opinions that civil servants
may agree with, but cannot voice because of solidar-
ity with their institution or fear of reprisals. 

Here at KBT, we take this as our firm starting point
when developing new methods or working with par-
ticipation in specific projects, for example on behalf
of local authorities. Some might ask what the opposite
of integrity in participation might be? Our reply is that
a lack of integrity occurs when the knowledge gener-
ated by interaction with actual users is ignored or
suppressed once it reaches the managers’ or archi-
tects’ offices. To ensure absolute integrity throughout
the process, the agents responsible for citizen in-
volvement must supervise the project and approve the
designs prepared by the architects. They can only do
so if those design solutions correspond to the analy-
ses and needs formulated and identified during the
citizen participation process. It would be beneficial if
this can be agreed upon from the outset, ensuring that
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everyone – including the developer/owner – is on
board with the fact that proper participation requires
different working methods and distributions of tasks.
Because of this, we also require the owner/developer
to take part in selected interviews and involvement
meetings, and on creating a steering committee that
meets regularly, ensuring that the owner(s) are regu-
larly updated on the progress made. 

Zoned lighting: The path is lit while other areas remain dark. This 
ensures a sense of safety and security for those passing through the 
area, for the homeless who occupy it, and for young people who use it to 
hang out.

Lighting in Folkets Park 

When, at a late stage of the process of designing 
Folkets Park, we presented our take on how the park 
was to be lit at night, our proposal clashed with that 
of the city’s urban planners. The objective was to 
pro-mote safety and security, and for the urban 
planners and experts on crime prevention, this 
equalled full il-lumination of the entire park. 
However, during the in-volvement process we 
encountered two groups of users for whom total 
illumination would have the op-posite effect, 
reducing their sense of safety: homeless people 
sleeping in the park and young men who come there 
to clandestinely smoke cigarettes and joints. 

The solution was zoned lighting: some areas of the
park are spot lit, while others remain largely dark.

STEP 1: ESTABLISH A SHARED PLATFORM

SETTINg THE RIgHT FRAMEwORK FROM THE OUTSET
To ensure a successful project process, the initial con-
tract negotiation phase – getting expectations
aligned internally – is crucial. This applies to the re-
lationship with the developer/owner and with the cit-
izens alike. During this initial contract negotiation,
those who involve the citizens must ensure that the
work they create with and for the citizens has an ac-
tual and substantial impact on the finished project. If
this is not the case, the involvement project remains
at the level of tokenism where the citizens’ actual in-
fluence rarely exceeds the scope of a single yellow
post-it note.

Allow us to present a few examples from our own ne-
gotiations:

FORMAT
When the City of Copenhagen invited us to redesign
Folkets Park in the Nørrebro area, the local authorities
initially wanted us to prepare three proposals for a
new park and decide on a winner through voting. That
is more or less how most design competitions are con-
ducted in Denmark. However, we did not feel that this
approach was best suited here. When we engage in
user participation and urban space projects, we al-
ways work on a single proposal – the one dictated by
the specific needs, the analysis and our processing. 

PARTICIPANTS
Ensuring that the owner/developer and other impor-
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tant stakeholders take part in selected participatory
interviews or meetings can be crucially important to
the internal sense of ownership. Their attendance will
help ensure that those remote from the participatory
process still get somewhat ‘under its skin’ and get a
feel for the atmosphere in which the analysis and
needs assessment is conducted. Much can be con-
veyed in the context analysis (to which we will return
shortly) about analyses and needs, but it is difficult to
describe human moods, atmospheres and tensions. 

It is also necessary to discuss whowill be involved.
Opinions often vary on the subject of which groups
should be allowed a say (and the extent of that say)
when planning and building e.g. an urban space. The
purpose of the involvement process should be re-
garded as conflict resolution. When resolving con-
flicts, the needs of both parties must be met 100%. We
do not aim for compromises where the participating
parties only have some of their needs met. The same
holds true when asking participants about their needs;
we will return to this point in the section concerning
the format of the participation interview. Good advi-
sors aim at bringing these aspects together across
different groups. 

ETHICS
It is also important to engage in a discussion of who
has the right to use the space and on what terms.
Often, some stakeholders do not want certain group-
ings – such as the socially marginalised or groups of
young men – to be prominent or present in a given
space. But surely these groupings have rights too?
Cities and municipalities must be able to accommo-
date the different behaviours and needs of all people
– within reason. The challenge is to establish partic-
ular formats and settings that enable people to coex-

ist. For example, access to a toilet and a range of dif-
ferent spaces will often make it much easier to have
e.g. the socially marginalised, children or young adults
coexist alongside other groupings.

TIME
Time is another factor that should be discussed and
decided upon during the initial contract phase. Avoid
restricted schedules and definite deadlines when en-
gaging in user participation. Time is key for involve-
ment, building trust and quality assurance. Having
enough time creates the freedom to be present and to
act on various things that emerge. And it takes time
for users to get used to the idea of, accept and support
the changes that urban space projects impose on their
local areas and themselves. It takes time for proposals
and changes to settle in – and it takes time to dissem-
inate knowledge throughout the local area. 

The process concerning Folkets Park lasted a total of
eighteen months from the time we first began to in-
terview participation until we cut the ribbon and
threw the opening parties. This was followed by an-
other 6 months of subsequent adjustments and en-
suring that the park is used by local event makers. 

START-UP: ARRIvINg STRATEgICALLy UNPREPARED
We suggest turning up ‘unprepared’ when first launch-
ing the project, arriving with an entirely blank slate –
by which we mean without having begun developing
any ideas, concepts or sketches. This does not, how-
ever, mean that you should just show up knowing
nothing of the relevant area. Quite the contrary: it was
very rewarding for us to arrive in Nørrebro armed with
in-depth knowledge about the area’s history in gen-
eral and about Folkets Park in particular. Indeed, this
earned us the respect of a local community that is
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very protective of its tradition for activism and self-
determination. 
When we talk about turning up unprepared in terms 
of solutions, the objective is to place ourselves in a 
situation where we depend on establishing collabo-
ration with people in their context: on working with 
those who live in, work in and understand that con-
text. We always develop a specific method for the par-
ticular context in which we work. Each project is 
entirely individual, rooted in its own specific history 
and combination of users – and the methods used and 
solutions found should both reflect this. 

THE PHASES OF CONTENT-BUILDINg 
1. An open-minded approach. No ideas, drawings or
concepts.  > 2. User needs and analysis. Physical
records. Desktop research. > 3. Outline. Concept
sketch. Values. > 4. Almost fully finished drawings.
Concept. > 5. Tender.

Self-determination in Folkets Park
Pictures from contractor Logik og Co.

Before our project was launched, Folkets Park (The
People’s Park) on Nørrebro had already had forty years
of history full of conflict and joy – greatly shaped by
an ongoing dispute about whether the local authori-
ties or the local citizens should decide what happens
in this park. Obviously, it would be hugely counterpro-
ductive if we arrived in this area as external artists, 

architects or urban planners with partial solutions al-
ready planned, thereby ignoring the area’s tradition
for self-determination. 

Context analysis – connecting user participation and
the design phase 

Context analysis – Courtyard space in Odense 
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Thecontextanalysisencompassesareviewoftheso-
cialsituationatthesiteinquestion,ofitsphysical
layoutandoftheusers’needs.Aboveisanexcerpt(in
Danish) from the context analysis for a courtyard
spaceinOdense.ThelandscapearchitectsLand+took
this analysis as the starting point of their design
phase.

The initial stage of every KBT participation project
aims at establishing a common platform in co-opera-
tion with the locals. They are the ones who will equip
us for the task at hand by sharing their expert knowl-
edge about their own needs, the current situation in
the area and its many agents. 

As described above, a successful urban space com-
prises many different parts. Hence, it makes sense to
look beyond specific professions and their particular
concerns, taking a wider outlook in one’s inquiry into
what defines this particular urban space and its po-
tential. Are there any prejudices at play between dif-
ferent groups? Any conflicts? Any dominant
groupings? What is the history of the site in political,
social, inter-relational terms? And so on. Matters to be
considered include the physical settings, groupings
and social conditions. 
This is to say that the entire initial participation phase
is about collecting materials for the context analysis
which may, among other things depending on the con-
text, include the following:

1. SOCIAL CONTExT: What is the history of the place?
Who uses it? Who doesn’t use it? Why? How do the
different groups of users feel about each other? Do
certain user groups clash with others – or do they in-
advertently do things that makes others feel uncom-
fortable or unsafe? Does the area have the resources

required to handle any social issues involved? How do
various stakeholders, business owners, retailer etc.
view the area?
2. ORGANISATIONAL CONTExT: What agents/stake-
holders are present? What do they do? How do they
maintain operation? Who arranges events and how do
they work? Who are the neighbours, and what is their
relationship with the place?
3. PHYSICAL CONTExT: How do users perceive the
place? What are its strengths and weaknesses? What
are their needs? Registering the actual usage of the
site and its facilities, their condition and usability.
Traffic, sun, seasons, night and day, weekdays and
weekends.

A key message in this context is the fact that it is not
enough to simply consider what might pave the way
for purely physical solutions. Only rarely, if ever, are
the physical settings enough to create a successful
urban space.

Transforming an empty courtyard into the lush walled
garden

The exact contents of any context analysis will, of
course, depend on the input from participating users.
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The process of transforming this courtyard in a char-
ity-run shelter was greatly unfused by ideas about
values: it focused on the situations and values that
the users wanted the new space to promote between
them: greater calm and safety, less chaos etc.
The courtyard garden at the Kirkens Korshær shelter
was created to promote safety for the social
marginalised citizens of Odense.

Not a single line will be drawn and not a single cre-
ative idea voiced until this analysis has been carried
out and the context analysis has been approved by
the users with (and for) whom we create the project.
Of course, the developer/project owner must also ap-
prove it, ensuring that we all agree on the shared
foundations on which this work will build. This is to
say that the context analysis is the product that con-
nects everyone: the project owner, the citizen in-
volvers / consultants, the citizens and the designers
/ architects.

Reflection

After conducting interviews, making observations and
collecting materials, we sit down to reflect on what
we have collected. This is an approach imported from
the realm of art; in contrast to e.g. film thrillers or
newspaper articles, where explanations and story res-
olutions are part of the piece, art cannot be simply and
straightforwardly understood in a one-to-one manner.
Art requires us to be active and reflect on what we see
actually means. We often find that these reflection
sessions turn out to be one the thing that raises the
quality of the project by 10-20-30% because it incor-
porates the viewpoints of different professions and
personalities on howwe should understand all that
was said and seen. And this is often where we dis-

cover correlations between different inputs. For ex-
ample how the placing of a bench along the wall of
Folkets Hus causes its residents to feel unsafe in the
park – because they feel observed by young men when
passing through it. 

Transparency

When all the information from the various meetings
has been collated in the context analysis, we send it
back out to the participants via email, social media
and the local press. It is hugely important that the
knowledge obtained from user participation – knowl-
edge to which we have primary and privileged access
– is shared with the locals. This importance resides
partly in ensuring that our findings are further honed
and qualified in an ongoing interplay with the citizens
involved so that our knowledge base is as comprehen-
sive and accurate as possible. It is also about gener-
ating transparency throughout the process while
aiming at building trust. The participants must be able
to see what we are doing throughout the entire pro-
cess so that they don’t get any unpleasant surprises
along the way.

We, the user involvement team and the users, essen-
tially ‘hold hands’ throughout the process. From this
point on the users are familiar with the analytical
basis on which we stand, and from this point on we
can safely progress to the design phase. 

Conflict resolution

The information and insights obtained can also enable
conflict resolution and community building, thereby
adding extra benefits to the participatory process.



86

During the interviews conducted for the context anal-
ysis, the team of advisors gain access to stories, prej-
udices and myths about the area’s various groupings.
The result is in-depth insight into the given site’s hi-
erarchies: who is friends with whom? Who seem scary
to others? What do certain groups do that generate a
sense of insecurity or threat? Might there be erro-
neous beliefs in circulation – people thinking that oth-
ers are up to things when they are not, eliminating any
real reason to feel uncomfortable or afraid? In other
words, the various groups may engage in plenty of
mythmaking, prejudices and misinformation about
each other. This means that we can actively contribute
to banishing many myths and misunderstandings. 

The Folkets Park project provided an example of this,
specifically the myth about there being many gang
members and drug dealers in Folkets Park. The com-
monly held belief that allthe young men sold cannabis

turned out to be untrue. As a result, part of our work
consisted in debunking myths and disseminating the
‘real’ story to the local area: that the young people
truly loved their neighbourhood and that only one of
them sold cannabis. That some of them had jobs, some
had completed higher education, but were currently
unemployed, that some of them were in a gang while
others were not. You could say that we spread (true)
gossip, actively employing direct dialogue, the local
press and social media to disseminate correct and nu-
anced information.
‘It also turned out that the young brown men were in
fact entirely forfamilies with children and forbeing
neighbourly. And that there is only one cannabis seller
in the park; not a flock of fifteen as many believed.’ 

STEP 2: THE USER’S ROLE 

RAISINg THE USERS’ SKILLS

"It also turned out that the young brown men were in fact entirely for families with children and for being neighbourly. And that there is 
only one cannabis seller in the park; not a flock of fifteen as many believed."
Conflict resolution. A cutting from Weekendavisen in which we set out to deliberately eliminate prejudices – partly through social media and weekly 
newspapers.  
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As advisors, we must build the knowledge necessary
to solve a given urban space project – and similarly
we also need to facilitate the users’ participation by
raising and qualifying their skills.

If the users are to be qualified to participate properly
– and if their insights are to be useful – we cannot
simply invite them to take part in a one-hour citizens’
meeting. No-one can become an urban planner or
come up with qualified input for an urban planning
process at a one-hour meeting!

We realised this in connection with the Enghave Mini-
park project, where the local ‘beer drinkers’ were in-
volved regularly, taking part in every phase of the
project – the ideaphase,the designphase,the plan-
ningphase,the constructionphaseand during oper-
ation. Obviously, this involved quite a lot of meetings
along the way. When users take part in shaping the
project all the way through, as they did in the case of
Enghave Minipark, the advisor essentially have a very
valuable extra player on their team. This was also ap-
parent when difficult decisions had to be made, for ex-
ample when budgetary constraints required priorities

‘Solid, strong wood that can take a beating, and lots of natural 
greenery. None of all that “artistic shit”; it’ll get busted up in 
seconds’. The ‘beer drinkers’ know better than anyone what kind 
of materials will survive city life and do not mince their words.

to be made and when the local authorities rejected 
certain proposals. Instead of greeting necessary 
com-promises with anger, the ‘beer drinkers’ 
embraced the decisions constructively on an equal 
footing with the project managers. 

Super users 

Everyoneis an expert on their own situation, on the 
specific context they occupy, the social relationships 
in the area and the significance of the site. This also 
– and especially – applies to socially marginalised
groups who are far too frequently underestimated
and avoided in urban development projects. The
‘beer drinkers’ of Enghave Plads are ‘super users’ of
that square, of that particular urban space. They sit
there almost all day, all year round. No urban planner,
an-thropologist, architect, municipal official or artist
can match the sheer experience they have of that
public space.
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One of the beer drinkers,  ‘Bornholmeren’, suggested using a sun 
cross pattern in the paving instead of just straight lines – and 
did it himself. His relationship with this goes beyond the 
conventional management-speak sense of ‘ownership’; it is his 
‘child’. And if it should be damaged he knows how to repair it. He 
understands it – much more deeply than if he had simply 
attended meetings about the idea. 

Co-ownership – more than ownership

One concept in particular has been bandied about by 
the urban development industry to the point where it 
has no value: the concept of ownership.No matter 
how superficial the efforts at citizen participation, 
they are always presented as wanting to promote 
cit-izen ownership of the project. 
We employ the concept of co-ownership instead be-
cause we endeavour to co-create our projects with 
the citizens we get involved. In the Folkets Park pro-
ject, the citizens and stakeholders were not just 
heard and seen. Their inputs and analyses formed 
the basis for the entire design phase – and they 
kept tabs on the process so that they could correct 
us if we got

something wrong. And at Enghave Minipark, the local 
‘beer drinkers – who were involved in the entire pro-
cess from beginning to end – have embraced the 
park to such an extent that they have practically 
rendered the municipal cleaning and supervision 
services su-perfluous.

Different citizens require different kinds of 
meetings

City demographics encompass widely different 
group-ings – families with children, homeless people, 
young men, local home owners etc. – which means 
that we need to use a range of different methods 
and meeting formats. As most urban planners know 
only too well, not every relevant group will attend a 
meeting on the basis of an email invite or Facebook 
posting.

Two different participatory situations from the Enghave 
Minipark project. 1) Choosing a style, overall aes-thetic and 
street furniture, and 2) involving the Greenlandic community, a 
group that tended to keep itself to itself.
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You need to go out into the streets to connect with the
young. The same applies to the ‘beer drinkers’ – but in
that case you need to see them as early in the day as
possible before they get too drunk. Families with chil-
dren need to fit meetings into a schedule that includes
picking up the kids from day care, cooking dinner and
tucking them in at night. Engaging with homeless peo-
ple from abroad may require an interpreter. And so on.
With some people, many conversations are required
in order to get them to open up and to translate their
latent knowledge into actionable knowledge – others
only need a few. In other words, we need to meet and
involve users on their terms – not on the planners’
terms. 

Interview technique is important

When we interview citizens and other users of a
space, we place great emphasis on establishing meet-
ings characterised by respect and on creating inter-
view situations where we ask about the things we
want to get answers to – not the things we think they
can answer! The moment we start applying our own
ideas about what we think they can reply to, a certain
condescension creeps into the relationship. 

An important precondition for respectful interaction
is the basic premise that we ask questions about the
users’ area of expertise, which is contextanalysis and
theirownneeds – not ideas and solutions. We know
from experience that users will often think that they
are supposed to offer up specific, concrete solutions
for the project at hand. They’re not! Developing the
actual solutions is our job as professionals. The users’
part consists in informing us about the social situation
or contributing to the physical analysis. 

Photo: Simone Cecilie Grytter

We seek to address this balance between needs and 
solutions directly while interviewing, telling users 
that together, we must endeavour to speak only 
about needs. We find that this creates a different 
kind of sit-uation where we try, together, to rethink 
the conver-sation and navigate it. This also 
presents opportunities for evading fixed frameworks 
and roles, looking at things afresh.  We also speak 
directly about how the roles are dis-tributed 
between them as users and us as profession-als, as 
illustrated in the model for collaboration and the 
distribution of roles between users and profes-
sionals in the section ‘What is the point of participa-
tion?’.

From swings to playground furniture

In the Folkets Park project, the citizens expressed a 
strong wish for the park to include more fun 
activities to attract children and families with 
children back to the areas. If we had asked for 
specific inputs for so-lutions and implemented them 
unmediated, we would probably have built a set of 
swings and a basketball court. After all, those are the 
design references that
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most people have. But instead we asked about their
needs, which included greater safety, facilities for
families with children, more activities and more places
to sit. The architects translated all this into an imag-
inative piece of playground furniture that can be used
for games and parkour. Something that no-one had
ever seen before. An example of how the users’ needs
underwent professional processing and translation. 

Multifunctional seats

The seats on the rounded hills in Folkets Park combine

several functions in one. There was a need for seats,
seats with backrests, places that allowed visitors to
play and exercise, places to soak up the sun and
places for the homeless to sleep.  All these needs are
met by the large oak plinth furniture. They also serve
as dividers that create smaller spaces for groups to
occupy, allowing them to simultaneously form a pri-
vate space while still remaining part of a wider com-
munity. 

The longest bench in Denmark

The bench in Enghave Minipark is the longest bench
with a backrest in Denmark. It allows users to sit sep-
arately or closely together in groups – and it is long
enough to allow everyone to use it, deciding for them-
selves how close they want to sit to the ‘beer drinkers’.
The bench is a communal seat – shared by everyone.
Here, the values that underpin Enghave Minipark are
given physical expression. 

Quality and quantity

When have we obtained the information we need to
resolve an urban-space project? 

Ideally, all citizens, users and professionals who are
affected by or have an interest in the relevant project
should have the opportunity to be heard. But for us,
the depthof a participatory process is as important
as its breadth.We aim to get the in-depth knowledge
we require – and to get it from every group. 
The urban development industry often uses large pub-
lic meetings to involve citizens. Public meetings are
certainly relevant, especially when the objective is to
inform and reach wide audiences, or to invite further
collaboration. However, such public meetings cannot
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stand alone.
Public meetings may make symbolic sense (look at us,
we’re getting the public involved!), but the real impact
on the projects may be negligible. The opportunities
to speak and to gain influence are too limited when
you take part in a meeting with 20-30-40 other people
and groupings with their own agendas and particular
vested interests.

We distinguish between whether we aim for deep in-
sight (quality) or to disseminate information to a wide
audience (quantity). When aiming to collect deep in-
sights, we do so in conversational interview situations
that involve one to five participants and have a dura-
tion of 1.5 hours – using just one hour far too often

Model describing the relationship between in-depth interviews 
and widely disseminated information. 

A moment from one of the three stakeholder group meetings at which we
presented and received feedback on the context analysis, drawings and
solutions produced while developing the Folkets Park project.

proves to be too little. For such encounters, we 
loosely outline the subjects we would like to cover – 
but we very rarely prepare questions in advance.  We 
engage in conversation and may show pictures and 
drawings, but we do not use generic process tools. 
There are always at least two of us present – one to 
engage in the conversation and one to take notes. 
We may swap roles along the way. 

In between the interviews, we often set aside time to 
sum up what we have learned so far, mull it over and 
be present and visible in the local area. This often 
creates opportunities for briefer, informal 
conversations and for building trust over time. Users 
often find se-curity in knowing that they don’t just 
have one chance and one chance only for offering 
their input. 
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about the insights achieved so far. In this way the
public meeting takes on a more informative nature
where guests can respond to, comment on and correct
what has already been collected. We also communi-
cate the results – specifically in the form of a context
analysis – via emails, social media and the press and
invite people to comment on them. Responses, it must
be said, are rare. However, it gives everyone the op-
portunity to see what has been done and to see that,
hopefully, the process has involved groupings with
which they identify. Similarly, they can also see what
these groups have contributed in terms of analyses
and the needs identified. 

Stakeholder groups

We have been particularly pleased with the results
created by forming stakeholder groups. These groups
consist of people and representatives from the local
community who have special insight or play a special
part in the context with which we work. The scope of
such groups can range from a single individual who
shows a great commitment and insight into his local
area to a large organisation.

We usually form such stakeholder groups after having
completed the initial participatory phase and the con-
text analysis. After this point, our primary source of
dialogue with the citizens is the stakeholder group, to
whom we regularly present and discuss our findings,
analyses and design sketches. This is to say that the
stakeholder group shapes and informs our work on the
project, and at the same time they can act as project
ambassadors to the local community – but they are
not required to do so. Not just anyone can be a mem-

ber of such an advisory group. We generally invite
members who we believe will offer up the best insight
into an area and are best suited to reflecting on and
informing the design work. We also prefer people to
be able to look beyond their own personal interests.

Sequence of events

A project sequence involving all of the above aspects
might comprise: 
- Interviews, observations and reflections regarding
needs and analysis. Sharing and discussing the
knowledge and insights obtained.
- Presenting concept design and sharing/discussing
these proposals
- Presenting almost finished drawings/designs and
sharing/discussing these proposals. This results in
three separate rounds of sharing results with the pub-
lic and discussing that particular step.

One project – several meeting formats

For the Odense Courtyard project, we used a mixture
of the two meeting/interview formats. We would often
begin our day with an information meeting offering 
a brief account of where the process was at and the
contents of that day’s programme. We then forme
small groups and worked with them individually. For
the Folkets Park project, almost all meetings/inter-
views were done in small groups to promote deep, fo-
cused and thorough dialogue. When we held
large-scale public meetings – advertised via social
media, local press and posters – we mainly did so in
order to reach the entire local community and to reach
out to those who had not yet been involved. 

Our approach is to conduct a series of in-depth inter-
view meetings, collect the information gathered and
then go on to host a public meeting where we speak
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STEP 3: THE DESIGN PHASE

When the time has come to transform the needsiden-
tified in the project into solutions,the architect does
of course hold much of the responsibility. But let us
make one thing absolutely clear: we do not believe in
transitions where a project repeatedly changes hand
time and time again. For example, a project may tran-
sition from citizen involvers to architects who in turn
send it out for tender via the developer’s consultants,
ultimately ending up with a given contractor. We be-
lieve that the process must involve a number of people
who remain involved throughout, ensuring that the
deep understanding achieved during the participatory
work permeates the entire process – right to the point
where the builder makes the final adjustments to the
final bench.

Design – on the spot 

We – and the architects with whom we work – never
do fully finished drawings in one go. We find that fully
finished drawings impede dialogue and inspiration
and are often too overwhelming for users to take in.
Instead, during the initial design phase we deliber-
ately work with incomplete sketches in order to render
the design phase dynamic and relevant to users. Doing
incomplete work and presenting it to the public can
be quite daunting! But we have found that within a
controlled setting, it yields high-quality inputs from
users. They are given access to the engine room, and
that trust is often repaid in the form of carefully con-
sidered, respectful input. 

For the Enghave Minipark project, the first drawings 
shown to the users were sketches and loose outlines: 
‘we thought the bench might go here’, ‘the pergola 
could go in here’, and ‘if we can afford it, the toilets 
might look like this’. Things did not get any more de-
tailed or accurate than this. More detail was gradually

Roles throughout the process
A process diagram describing how the theme of participation per-
meates the entire project and how the architects are involved in
most steps.  In what follows we will present two real-life examples
of how we transition user inputs from the participation phase to
the design phase. Illustration by Spektrum Arkitekter/Kenneth
Balfelt Team.

Spektrum Arkitekter and Kenneth Balfelt Team use sketches to 
discuss possible solutions for the Enghave Minipark project 
with users.  
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 added every time we discussed the plans with users.

The architects could then return to their office and 
continue their design work based on the inputs pro-
vided.  This is to say that the architects deliberately 
presented ‘incomplete’ work that was then developed 
further in a process of ongoing interplay with the 
users – on site. 

The next time we presented the drawings after the 
architects had re-worked them, the bench might be 
in a different loca-tion, the pergola may have been 
turned 45 degrees, and the toilet building might have 
a different design.

Folkets Park: from context analysis to sketches to 
finished drawings            

The plans for Folkets Park were not complete until 
the stakeholder group had approved and understood 
all our design choices. The stakeholder group was 
where we engaged in focused sparring on the 
designs – the group was intimately familiar with 
and had con-tributed to the context analysis to 
which the design solutions responded. 

We were able to adjourn the third stakeholder group 
meeting thirty minutes ahead of schedule: every par-
ticipant understood and agreed with our decisions to 
prioritise some solutions and opt out of others on the 
basis of the preceding analyses and user needs. 

We subsequently informed the local community of 
the results by presenting finished sketches via the 
local newspaper (see illustration) so that everyone 
knew about the current direction of the project and 
could ap-proach us to offer their critique, advice, 
proposals etc.

Prototyping – local engagement

Thorough citizen participation in construction pro-
jects is an excellent way of getting a local community
to ‘rediscover’ urban spaces that are mainly associ-
ated with negative aspects. For example, few used

Before and after – sketches and end results sent out to everyone
to align expectations.
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Folkets Park in Nørrebro after a violent attack that
took place in 2012. The park was worn-down and dull,
serving mostly as a hangout for a group of homeless
people and groups of young men with reputations for
aggression. Educators even warned children and
young people against entering the park. 

As part of the design phase of the Folkets Park project,
we arranged a series of participatory building pro-
jects that aimed at getting locals to engage in Folkets
Park as well as to dismantle the feeling of being un-
safe.

Prototypingandfurnitureworkshops

Here, we and local residents jointly built a range of ta-
bles, benches and other wooden furniture. These
workshops served a dual purpose: as a prototyping
exercise exploring the need for further seating, and
as a method for inviting the local community to build
along. 

Previously warned against using Folkets Park, school
children were now invited to decorate the piers of the
former bridge in splendid colours in a workshop ar-
ranged by artist Frederik L. Hesseldahl. ‘We’redoing
thissothatpeoplewillfeelsafeinthisarea,’one of
the young people related. At a subsequent event, the

entire local community was allowed to take part in the
development of the park when the companies Logik
og Co. and Stenbroens Træpleje invited everyone to
take part in rolling out 800 square metres of grass in
the park one Sunday and to help plant bulbs. Eighty
people from the local area – of all ages – took part. 

Children and young people used to avoid Folkets Park in Nørre-
bro. It was dull and unsafe. Now they have helped create it.
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STEP 4: CONSTRUCTION 

User participation should not stop once the designs
have been fully finished. What usually happens is that
the owner/developer uses the finished designs to in-
vite tenders, after which point a contractor is brought
in to do the actual building and construction. 

Let the locals do the building 

But why not let the entire construction phase – or
parts of it – be carried out by locals? Construction pro-
jects can make a real difference to the social wellbe-
ing of entire areas and those who live in them. We find
that unemployed participants in these projects grow
professionally and as people: their confidence and
sense of self-worth is boosted as they gradually ac-
quire new skills and competencies that improve their
chances of meeting the requirements of the labour
market. 

The construction firm Logik & CO., which joined Stenbroens Træ-
pleje as the main contractor of Folkets Park, hired two local young
people to take part in the construction project ‘in order to give
them a fresh start’. 

For the locals, the effect of all this may be greater
safety and a stronger sense of community. A number
of examples of participatory construction from Eng-
have Minipark and Folkets Park demonstrate how they
also support community building. 

Bringing back forgotten skills – and discovering 
new ones 

The construction phase of Enghave Minipark marked
the return of many forgotten skills. One of the ‘beer
drinkers’, who had previously worked with paving
stones, but been out of the labour market for 23 years,
took part in creating an artistic path. Another user
carved the beams used for the pergola, adding Viking-
style ornaments. Not only did the ‘beer drinkers’ redis-
cover old skills; they also made them visible to
themselves and to the entire local community. After
this project, this group of ‘beer drinkers’ were no
longer just a group of self-destructive men on a bench,
but a valuable resource: they had built something that
benefited the entire community and themselves. 

Construction projects can act as test processes for
the unemployed, giving them a safe environment to
test whether the construction business might be suit-
able for them. 

Jan doing paving work and Michael carving wood in Enghave
Minipark. 
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These initiatives also support what we might term ‘in-
ternalisation’. The ‘beer drinkers’ have helped plan and
make decisions about the project, they have sorted,
handled and put in every paving stone, bolt, beam and
brushstroke, and as a result the project has become
part of them. Enghave Minipark has become a project
that transcends the idea of ‘ownership’. Enghave Mini-
park is not just a project for which they feel a sense
of ownership. Enghave Minipark is theirs. 

STEP 5: OPENING AND ACTUAL USE

From the openings of Folkets Park, attended by Lord Mayor Frank
Jensen, and Enghave Minipark, with a speech by popular folk en-
tertainer and filmmaker Erik Clausen. The entire local community
were invited to both events. Young men, ‘beer drinkers’, families
with children and all sorts of other people side by side at the same
party.

Subjectification

Letting your urban space form the setting of festive
events can be an excellent idea to mark the conclu-
sion of a project – and can be beneficial afterwards
too. These may consist of small-scale local celebra-
tions or more substantial events such as demonstra-
tions and Copenhagen’s Distortion festival. Apart from
the obvious purpose of such celebrations, they also
serve to launch a positive, communal culture of usage
of the new site, demonstrating how the entire city can

use it in many different ways. Having had a pleasant
experience in a given place makes us more favourably
disposed towards that site – and, by extension, to-
wards groups that usually make us uncomfortable.
Seeing e.g. socially marginalised people or groups of
young men attending the same event that we do in-
troduces a process of subjectification between us,
them and the site. Our own subject becomes part of
the overall situation.

If a given site has been largely avoided due to a sense
of anxiety and lack of safety, it can be beneficial to
speak to various event makers throughout the pro-
cess, calling attention to the fact that they can help
re-establish a safe environment by staging events
there. Urban renewal projects give them the opportu-
nity to help them do this – and gives them a new
venue for their events. 

Subsequent adjustments

Once the ribbons have been cut, the mayor has left,
the project is concluded and everyday life sets in
again, you may well find that certain flaws and short-
comings turn up. Hence, we always allocate time and
funds to returning to the area, speaking to people
about the current state of affairs and inspecting what
was built. If there is a need to make adjustments – and
there almost always is – they can be done at this point.
This also allows us to demonstrate that we take our
responsibility seriously, ensuring that things end up
the way that was agreed and promised. At times we
find that even very small shortcomings can end up be-
coming the main narrative told about a specific place
because no steps were taken to remedy the matter.
And then it’s time to set out for new projects. Good
luck. 
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II. PARTICIPATORY ART

PAIC FRAMEWORK: 
PARTICIPATORY ART “SCENARIO” AND “NARRATIVE”

IrenaSertić,JosipaBubaš,KristinaSteinbock,PeterPurg,RamonParamon
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PAIC participatory framework was developed through
processes that allowed combining an art as a way of
expressing and a culture as a way of circulating ideas
in a materialized or mediatized form – through people,
art, creativity, and artefacts, applying the combination
of a minimalist and maximalist democratic dimension
of the participatory process1 and multimedia
approaches that use different artistic production
methods as communication channels. It favoured an
anthropological view of culture, which extends to
lifestyles and their various forms of expression,
including the most marginalized and underprivileged.
It also included the traditions and customs, folk
creativity, local practices, and culture as an integral
part of everyday life.
As a participative strategy in developing new forms
of cultural production (new cultural values and norms,
beliefs, knowledge, skills), PAIC took social relations
and affiliation as well as partnership between
different cultural and social actors which can in the
long run open new possibilities and introduce new
dynamics into the social spaces of isolated / deprived
communities. Through the activities of community
engagement / participation and co-creative activities
(sharing stories and experiences, supporting case
studies) we connected culture, art and creativity,
using cultural resources from the environment as
important parts of social and economic development
of deprived and isolated community to open the space
for study, reflection and stimulation of imagination
and innovation. 

Its purpose is to “through the use of art and culture”,
“attend to the needs and problems of targeted
communities, offering creative solutions and providing
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the resources and means of transformation”. Thus, the
imaginedor projected feature of the SCENARIO can be
understood as immediately relevant for the
transformative impact of the project, meaning that the
arrangement of projected events or actions can bring
meaningful change to any of the stakeholders in the
project
The PAIC participatory approach combine toolkit
of participatory and creative methods with synergy
between the availability of social and cultural
resources, commitment to meaningful participatory
creative activities and commitment to communities
involved in these activities in collaboration with
artists. Interactions with the tools, environment,
context and cultural and historical factors are seen as
unique opportunities to improve attitudes and
cognitive abilities of community members, transform
the frame of reference in deprived zones and make
possible structural changes towards a future based
upon more creative and critical thinking. 

Through the comparison of data and obtaining the
insight of current artistic and creative social action
practices on the national and international level and
practices in the mobilization and development of
deprived communities, PAIC generated the conceptual
model for curriculum/framework.

The objective of this framework: to establish how
artists and partners can successfully design and
develop projects, practices, and activities in
participatory settings. Taking the postmodernism as
the best theoretical paradigm and commitment to
community discourse, PAIC framework consists of
structures of the culturally and socially inclusive
artistic1 programs aiming to employ the art and

integrate the cultural resources and the knowledge
related to cultural involvement of communities’
members in the artistic practices. It serves to meet
the goals such as individual transformation and social
renewal and contributing to more equitable
encounters with the society and life. 

PAIC FRAMEwORK

SCANNINg LAyER

The scanning layer consists of data gathered from
research activities. For PAIC methodology and
scenario development, it is important to use
participatory and co-design scenario workshop
methodology which also includes PARTICIPATORY
[ACTION] RESEARCH to collect micro-stories while
building a local social network and encouraging
interconnection between the groups and the place. In
that sense, spatial aspect is a significant part of
research workshop as well as insider analyses of
capacity and findings from a range of community
members and stakeholders alongside a process of
gathering findings from a literature review. PAIC
participatory research workshop methodology can
identify and provide data that could not be obtained
from the literature or other sources. 

116 Carpentier, Nico 2011. MediaandParticipation. Bristol, UK &
Chicago, USA: Intellect. (cited in Tatsi 2012). According to Carpentier,
the democratic dimension of the participatory process can be either
minimalist or maximalist. Minimalist participation relies on the as-
sumption that professionals should be in control of the structure
and processes, allowing them to homogenize audiences whenever
necessary. The maximalist approach to participation, however, is
based on a belief that the political is an underlying dimension of the
social and that participation (ideally) entails power-sharing, hetero-
geneity of audiences and also allows for structural changes.
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Target communitiy(ies)

PAIC had varied/various? target groups comprising
participants from a variety of social groups, across a
wide range of ages (from 14 to 75 years old) who never
participated in activities and had similar experiences.
The co-creative experiences that result of/from? the
workshops, brought them opportunity to engage in
new kind of activity, all the time connected to their
skills, but increasing their capabilities.

PAIC’s action focused upon the needs of targeted
communities: the need to bring invisibility to an
end/to end the invisibility; to stimulate the cultural
potential of the communities; to tackle upon the
migration of young families and more educated
people into bigger towns and cities; to increase
participation of young people and immigrants in
community life and activities in general; to increase
the visibility of the community within the broader
region, on national scale, and even abroad, as both a
tourist destination as well as a place to settle down
for high quality of combined rural-urban life- and
work-styles.

INTERACTION LAyER

Used to identify activities, behaviours and how tasks
will be performed, promote identification and
integration of different perspectives; raise concrete
and detailed issues to guide further work. Describes
interactions between actors and systems/
outcomes/outputs. 

Site-specific workshops’ activities with artists’
residencies 

After studying the first qualitative data generated by
research on examples (documents, books, and articles,
research papers and case studies, surveys), we
decided to use PARTICIPATORY WORKSHOPS as own
ART RESEARCH METHOD considering them
particularly appropriate towards the expansion of
participation. They gave exposure to the cultural
resources - tangible and intangible culture, historical
knowledge and personal histories. 
Through a specially designed programme of trans-
disciplinary workshops and combined types of
residencies (research-based, interdisciplinary-cross-
sectorial, thematic and virtual residencies), PAIC
offered a unique opportunity for students, artists,
creative practitioners and cultural operators to enrich
their experience and practice for social change via art
and culture, and to develop new skills to use of art and
its transformative potential for creating an alternative
space to understand, to reflect upon, and to challenge
the “invisibility” and stigma around deprived
communities.

Identities, community life, memories, and personal
experiences had been the common threads for the
different workshops. Topics and tools were chosen
collectively, with the artists in the role of facilitator
to complete the workshop’s objectives. The tools used
for the (co)creative and artistic activities were
performative and inclusive such as fieldwork
/exploring using cameras, storytelling with the result
of visual art production (images, collective
installation), video making, knitting and handcraft,
sharing personal stories while co-working,  live-
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drawing, photographing personal spaces, interviewing
people, cooking and sharing recipes  as a space for
dialogue and collaboration, art activities to activate
the senses (food, raw materials, open spaces). They
opened spaces for participatory action involving
research and discussion of common issues, art
production, and creating a new scenario where
targeted groups can engage and participate in the
community, as well as expressed themselves. The
results were presented using photographs, digital
edition, location mapping, collective narrations,
graphic designs, texts, performative actions, in
different public events.

To create the participative culture and allow the shift
to networked social and organizational models
characterized by interactivity, sharing, and common
authorship and production, PAIC’s artist RESIDENCIES
combined 4 types of residencies which have in
common an open and fluid concept. They
encompassed a broad spectrum of activity and
engagement and provided artists the time, space
(virtual and physical), and resources to work in a
collective and participatory way focusing on specific
needs of target communities and developing a
common language to reach the local group of
participants:
⁕ Research-based residencies. Using research as a
tool to design the experience, and develop ideas for
possible solutions, research-based residencies ex-
plored alternative approaches to the issues arising
from the research and built relationships with the
people they worked with.
⁕ Interdisciplinary and cross-sectorial residencies
characterized with a diverse range of media and dif-
ferent disciplines and fields of the arts in which

artists worked, with the tendency to explore possibil-
ities to collaborate with partners across other sectors
outside the art world.
⁕ Thematic residencies. Using tools such as story-
telling and interviews, and resulting in collective art
productions, thematic residencies were organized
with local and visiting artists.
⁕ virtual residencies. Using the internet as a platform
to research and develop the residency and workshop
programme, virtual residencies were used by the
artists (local and guests) in the preparation phase, in
order to interact directly; to know the audience (work-
shop participants and collaborators / stakeholders);
and to increase the volume and speed of exchanges.

Intermediation

Activities included working on development of
intercultural perspectives by engaging a diverse,
cross-sector group of stakeholders, using the art as a
tool for awareness and social action – art that
connects people across distances, time, nationality,
culture, and personal experience, which combats
apathy, frustration and narrow conception of the
communities that stem from an isolation and lack of
personal contacts,

vALUE LAyER

This layer is used to outline and discuss the interiors
of cultural and social systems - their culture, values,
and views. 
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Utility-sense

PAIC framework is developed according to
communities’ needs. It departs from contemporary
conditions and existing narratives and transforms it
with a lot of care and respect to existing habits,
values, and beliefs. While paying special attention to
communities’ needs for transformation (not pushing
or imposing outside agendas disregarding real needs)
it targets neuralgic spots that ought to be
developed/moved. It uses different, mostly artistic
tools and methods, as well as different media to mark
the special (previously chosen) aspects of narrative
with an aim to transform it, adding different values,
opening potentials, showing possibilities for further
development. Scenario thus can be understood as a
kind of positive projection in the future, based on
recognizing community’s needs and using artistic
tools/methods to push it further and transform it in
the future reality. PAIC team and artists are
responsible for this future projection, but it has to be
based on listening to the community, which means the
scenario as a future projection must not be imposed
on the community from the outside but based on the
direction community wants to take.
For detecting communities’ needs, the first work of the
local artist with the community (as preparation phase)
and then guest residency (when the guest artist meets
community) are crucial. This period is about getting
to know the narrative of community, building and
developing ideas for future work and setting
methodology that will be used for the transformation
process that happens during the workshop.

PAIC put into practice different models of pro-active
partnerships between artists, cultural and social

organizations and community members. The results
were, beyond the cultural production, a way to create
a trusted environment to offer the participants the
possibility to become not a visitor but a co-creator
and expert audience.

TRANSFER LAyER

PAIC scenario

The PAIC scenario is a GENERIC SCENARIO which
describes several paths (the basic and appropriate
alternate paths) and explores multiple plausible future
situations with the purpose of extending the sphere
of thinking, develop flexible and internally consistent
scenarios, unfolding the causal relationships among
the economic, political, technological, social, and
cultural resource and environmental factors. It
describes a sequence of methods, actions or events
steps which occur during the interaction and with
real-world examples that lead to an outcome (PAIC –
cultural renewal). These actions and events are
related in a participatory art and culture context and
include the goals, plans, personal motivations,
knowledge, and capabilities, and various tools
methods and objects that the actors encounter and
manipulate and/as well as the reactions of the people
taking part in cultural activities. 

As a generic scenario with several paths and multiple
methodology and tools, PAIC scenario has integral
framework that consists of the synthesis of the
qualitative and quantitative dimensions of situations
with the ability to recognize a plurality of
perspectives, complexity of systems, contexts and
interconnected webs of awareness and activities
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which all influence the behaviour of individuals and
groups. It recognizes that there are many ways of
knowing – many paradigms, practices, and
methodologies of knowledge seeking and that no
single paradigm can be assigned pre-eminence…

PAIC scenario refers to generic actors, such as a
member of the community, but can also incorporate
personalized scenarios to increase their
understandability. As the focus is on managing
complex systems (different methods, tools, case
studies) over their life cycles it can be compared with
a use case in systems engineering. In systems
engineering use case is a list of action or event steps,
typically defining the interactions between system(s)
and subjects (actors - human or other external
systems) to achieve a goal.

The PAIC generic scenario shows how actors interact
in various situations, represents shared actor-based
perceptions, describes and defines a way in which
interactions occur with the aim to achieve a goal that
provides measurable value to artists, professionals,
community members or to external system – cultural
or social system. The basic strategy is to identify a
path with tools and methods and then utilize thinking
principles and organize this body of knowledge to
develop the new method(s) and model / curriculum /
system. The task is to develop scenario using
the modelling language (using systems engineering
terminology) to organize stories into a whole (using
e.g. graphicalmodelling, textual modelling languages
to represent narratives, paths, concepts and
interactions, scenarioartwith visual representations,
scenes, and stories as the building blocks of creative
non-fiction) 

We can use scenarios as possible applications in PAIC
model/system development with different roles in the
system development lifecycle to describe:
⁕ a new model (in this role, scenarios can be “graph-
ical mock-ups such as storyboards or video-based
simulations);
⁕ behaviour and interactions within the system and
targeted groups and stakeholders; 
⁕ central problem; 
⁕ implementation of methods and the use of tools
that are more generally useful; 
⁕general rules that apply to different tasks (or meth-
ods/ systems) identified by comparing scenarios

Scenario elements:

1. Narration – telling a story: (narration/process) 
Narrative scenario-based methodology is a group of
techniques in which the useof a future system is
concretely described; description of a possible
development and a synthesis of the different paths,
activities, strategies, and course of actions that
stimulate the imagination and thinking about the
opportunities, enable new ideas about the future to
take root and spread and lead to a projections of a
possible and potential future
The narrative in the PAIC process is a set of personal
and communal histories and stories which community
identifies with, as well as describing how the method
was developed or the history of approach. It is formed
by life conditions that come out of natural
environment and social circumstances that model a
way of life, stories about important or turbulent
periods in the communities’ history, transformative
moments and influences, political conditions,
migrations, traditional aspects of life, as well as
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contemporary intrusions of new communication
channels, ecological principles and so on. It could be
understood as linear, but it is also possible to see it
as rhizomatic (not having a beginning or central point
of interpretation), since many different stories, many
interpretation levels, and many different influences
shape it. It is also rational - based on historical events
and cause and consequence relations, but it can
sometimes consist of some imaginary or unverifiable
stories that also build community identity- in this
sense, it can be a mix of history and mythology in
some cases. Also, the narrative is not something fixed,
since it changes with each generation priorities and
influences (a retelling of history during political
transformations) - some narratives can be hidden for
generations and then emerge again.  The narrative is
thus a context of community and as such includes
contemporary life conditions (political, economic,
technological, agricultural) mixed with the traditional
way of living, believes, habits that form the identity
of the community. Different levels of narratives can
be traced in storytelling, formal documents, old
photos, music, culinary and all possible media. This
can also be transformed into different contemporary
media, for the purpose of transformation,
revalorization, preservation. In PIAC, the artist offers
his/her tools that will transform narrative through
different media and by this, the narrative gets a new
layer, opening space for different interpretation and
transformation of meaning, allowing community to
reflect on and question it for the purpose of
development of new ideas, and boosting communal
creative energy.

2. Description – description of problem/issue, of
performing tasks in a specific context

sufficiently detailed that we can infer implications, a
“dominant impression “ which has:
⁕ Beginning (a short introduction, the protagonist, a
challenge, assumption about trends in the scenario
context/environment, notes about its aim, the process
in which it has originated, intended uses etc. 
⁕ As main part the “story” (or plot): an element of ex-
planation, a narrative descriptions of envisioned
usage episodes and a course of actions / develop-
ments of events, methods, tools and variety of ways
to guide the development of the system that will en-
able these use, plot structure and protagonists, moral
tension and potential for generalization.
⁕ An end - the realization and follow-up activities.

3. Illustration with examples means that a
generalization is supported by specific instances. 

4. Comparison – identifying the ways in which
“different” methods or tools that share some common
characteristic are similar. 

5. Classification means to sort items in order to group
together those with similar characteristics and to
distinguish them from those with different
characteristics.

6. Causal analysis - consequences, cause, and effects.

7. Argumentation - providing enough reasons and
proof that a certain opinion is valid – alternative
solutions offered.

8. Process analysis - explaining how to do something. 
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Scenario development

SCENARIO: the framework of PAIC glossary consists of
a constructed combination of three ideas or concepts:
Process + Context + Projects. Concepts that could be
mixed in different gradients, intensities, and levels.

PROCESS. Something that begins with a previous
unexplored situation and ends in a different way that
was expected before started it. Any kind of activity or
sum of activities done in a time period, that could
remain as immaterial concretion or materialized in any
possible format. The PROCESS in participatory or
collaborative art is the plot which involves a diversity
of agents and stakeholders, working in a cooperative
way and in diverse intensities, focused in the aim to
build a shared project for a micro-community. The
process in PAIC project incorporates a cross-kind
agent like researcher group (project managers from
each local partner), invited artists (local and outsider),
cultural, educational or social institutions related to
each local context, non-profit organizations, and
people who participate in the defined workshops for
the target local group.
The process in PAIC project incorporates a cross-kind
agent like research groups (project managers from
each local partner), invited artists (local and outsider),
cultural, educational or social institutions related to
each local context, non-profit organizations, and
people who participate in the defined workshops for
the target local group.

CONTEXT. Something that exists before and after any
process, but could be affected by them. Is a complex
combination between heterogeneous concepts as
space, time and sociocultural relationships. Space is

understood as a specific and concrete place (where to
work, to live, to interact...). The time, precise or
relative, involves the past (memories, stories, history
interpretations...), present (current situations, daily
life, news...) and future (as prospection or idealization
of something connected to space or the sociocultural
interaction). The sociocultural relationships are the
networks traced by people which cross a specific
place and a specific time. The CONTExT in the PAIC
project must not be seen as a wide topological place,
since it is referred to a micro-local community, which
is part of something bigger. And also, it is related to
some kind of invisibility, as lack of connection,
communication or remaining out of capitalism logic
speed.

PROjECTS. Anything done by people (individual or in
a group) to improve something to be useful for people
(a person or a group); a way that people could be
creative, imaginative, motivated, activated,
participative; also, a way where needs and capacities
could be covered by using different tools. Referring to
the PROJECT meaning in the PAIC project, it has two
different stands. One is the result ended on the
distinct workshops done in each proposed context
(throughout the defined target group). The second is
the whole project plot done in each place, including
the mediation process, the workshop with its
participants and invited artists and its outcomes. The
combination of Process + Context + Projects creates a
SCENARIO, defined by the multiple parts and its unique
combinatory. The SCENARIO is something built as a
particular case, although could be repeated for several
times, as long as is taking care of each one of its
components and its variabilities. SCENARIO is the
consequence of a methodology that could be seen as
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replicable (universal) but builds with the use of very
concrete elements, which makes it special and
identifiable (local).
But in its definition SCENARIO is an expected,
supposed situation or predicted sequence of events
(thesaurus reference), any imagined detailed plans or
possibilities, a statement that is assumed to be true,
and from which a conclusion can be drawn.
If we use the word scenario applied to the PAIC
experiences, it needs to be spin from another point of
view much more open. The usual definition is referred
to something predefined and predictable, and the
meaning proposed by PAIC refers to the necessity of
opening up to unpredictable and unknown
experiences, to a combination of something pre-
articulated and something out of control. We can only
understand what we have been imagining previously.
In this way, constructing imagined scenarios is a type
of knowledge that allows us to propose a new
construction of possible meanings.

Transformation / visibility 

PAIC workshops demonstrated a positive effect of the
project on the community by bringing together
diverse communities and local people, which
previously had little to do with each other; and
forming relationships among them, through shared
participation in artistic creation, which showed the
potential to endure beyond the project. In terms of
policy, PAIC has demonstrated the viability and
benefits of such participatory art experiments,
opening paths for sustainability and to be repeated in
the future. The workshops illustrated as well that
when people are being listened to, and when
something makes sense and becomes meaningful for

them, it opens up the mind and willingness to create
new perspectives and new partnerships. The initial
dialogues and the open-minded cooperation gave
space for changes and resulted in shared ownership
of the outcome of artists and participants.

Focusing upon the process of collaboration and
exchange of “creative ideas” and using art and a
range of cross-disciplinary activities, PAIC project
encouraged, not only the rise of active audiences but
the involvement of under-privileged beneficiaries in a
creative process, achieving their access to culture and
creative works, as well. This idea of transforming the
frame of reference in deprived zones through capacity
building has made possible to promote critical
thinking, pro-active engagement, and the involvement
of the community in activities leading to deliver
projects with which to inspire outreach experiences
and connect with other groups, organizations or
cultural agents.

As a research-based and participation-oriented
project, aiming to affect, interact, and transform social
spaces, PAIC’s programme used socially engaged art
strategies to connect the arts to invisible
communities, and to developed new multi-layered
audiences (among different vulnerable social groups). 
The selected local areas and their specificities
became the scenario for exchange, for learning, and
for artistic practice and cultural activities. Artists,
working in different media, and with different and
multicultural audiences, had an opportunity to
combine levels of experience, resulting in
performative public events, exhibitions, video, blogs,
etc., works based in  dialogue, collaboration and
exchange, using different art and cultural forms - from
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art installation, to performance, or digital storytelling
- contributing to understanding diverse customs,
landscapes, and historical heritage.

For this reason, the participatory workshops and
events focused in learning new skills, developing
confidence, sharing knowledge, and experience, as a
mean to find the full potential, stimulate, and enrich
the capacity development of the participants. Sound
arts, audio works, visual arts, and socially engage
collaborative actions had been tools to facilitate
community engagement through education.
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AESTHETICS OF COLLABORATION

RamonParramon
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Intermediations between the collective, the participa-
tive and the collaborative in contemporary artistic
practices

Collective art, participatory art or collaborative art, are
terms ambiguously used to refer, in the sphere of con-
temporary artistic practices, to any method which ac-
tively involves more than one person at any stage of
the process of ideation or production. If, in the mech-
anisms of conception, production or distribution, more
plural and complex forms or structures appear, or if
other related words such as cooperation, involvement,
discussion, dissent, transformation, direct action, ed-
ucational action, self-management, complicity or in-
termediation are used, we are in front of those
practices which are based upon collectivity, which en-
courage participation, and which deploy intentionally
collaborative mechanisms for implementation. Al-
though the collective, the participatory or the collab-
orative may be used complementarily, they acquire
nuances which may set up certain differences. This
text addresses the common elements and points out
some of their differences, in an attempt to refer to a
complex ecosystem, in which art sometimes acts as a
motor and goes beyond its domains of legitimacy, and
sometimes acts as a vector of a notion of transversal-
ity, in which actors and resources within the artistic
circuit are connected to projects and experiments
which are not exhausted within the circuit, but which
expand to other places1.

1 On the subject of the notion of transversality and the proposal of a
third phase of institutional criticism, which seeks to overcome the
loop in which the previous institutional critique, which is enclosed
in itself, opts for an institutionalisation of institutional criticism; 
See HOLMES, Brian (2007), Investigacionesextradisciplinares,
Haciaunanuevacríticadelasinstituciones, En VVAA. (2008), Pro-
ducciónculturalyprácticasinstituyetes.Líneasderupturaenla
críticainstitucional,Madrid: Traficantes de sueños.
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From the collective to the collaborative

The collaborative is always collective, but the collec-
tive is not always collaborative. A collective artistic
practice exists when two or more individuals decide
to group together to develop it, already setting up a
mechanism of internal collaboration in order to de-
velop the group’s own projects, regardless of whether
they seek to collaborate with other agents external to
the group itself. Other artistic practices instead seek
to develop open collaborative processes, linked to a
particular group of people, in relation to a specific
physical and social space, or explicitly affecting the
public sphere. This is an important distinction. Collab-
orative art refers to socially committed art, or art
which engages directly with other types of social
practices. The fact that many groups have adopted
these methods, introducing the political will for trans-
formation in relation to the contexts in, or from which,
they operate, contributes to this symbiosis between
the collective and the collaborative.
We must first of all review the concept of collective
art, in order to approach, later on, the concept of col-
laborative art from a more complex perspective, un-
derstanding that both may refer to different meanings,
so as to understand both the processes and the re-
sults, although in certain cases the words “collective”
and “collaborative” are often used as synonyms, or as
complementary terms. Collective artistic practices
often arise in response to the system of authorship,
autonomy, individualism or practice linked to talent
and genius through which art has built up its small
“cultural industry”, and which has been in continual
development for several decades. Preiswert, one of
the groups which was active in Madrid between 1990
and 2000, expressed its scorn and repugnance for the

obsession of Western cultures with concepts of au-
thorship, whose obstinacy, they considered, culmi-
nated in the institutionalisation of intellectual
property, copyright or the signature. Preiswert, in the
context of the exhibition “The evil of activity”, organ-
ised by the collective El Perro2, made explicit its opin-
ion on the concept of “collective artistic creation”,
considering this definition redundant. In the group’s
opinion, there has never been any artistic practice
which has not been collective, since the social rela-
tions involved in processes of production are complex
and involve a large group of people. And in relation to
the reception of the work, the group considers the
community’s evaluation of it to be far more important
than the individual talent of its creator. Their political
position strongly influences the collective nature of
culture, and directly attacks the way capitalism re-
duces it and turns it into a commodity. “In fact,
Preiswert invites society and citizens to reclaim, to
take back into their hands the aesthetic responsibili-
ties that, together with political and economic respon-
sibilities, they have let be snatched historically by
what Preiswert can only call, a band of thieves”3. In
this case, the reflection on the collective assembly of
art work includes an idea linked to the technical
framework relevant to its production, and the impor-
tance of collective recognition required to achieve the
status of art.
In a similar sense, Jorge Luis Marzo, expressing a re-
flection upon on collective art, understood it as art

2  Exhibition “El mal de la actividad”, (1996). Neomudéjar style build-
ing at Atocha-Renfe, Madrid, Sourced from
http://catalogo.artium.org/book/export/html/335
3 Preiswert Arbeitskollegen (Sociedad de Trabajo No Alienado), from
DÍEZ, J. (Dir.) (2002), ColectivosyAsociados, Madrid, Instituto de la
Juventud.
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which is made with the involvement of a group. He
called into question the little attention given to col-
lectively created art by art historiography, which is
predisposed to reflect the genius of the individual
artist, and to undervalue the contexts of collective
work, or collective workshops in which many of the
works of classical art were made. This treatment is
even maintained in most avant-garde and contempo-
rary artistic literature, where movements, collective
structures are usually treated as a group of people out
of the ordinary, with strong internal tensions which
give value to more individual work. Marzo’s proposals
for reviewing the connection between the work and
the artist, in order to generate new challenges, are in-
teresting: “It is necessary to detach the work from the
artistry, and to further emphasise the need for creat-
ing frameworks in which new ways of conceiving
works are possible. I do not think, on the other hand,
that we have to get rid of the work: what I insist on is
the urgency of discussing the collective as a format
in which to establish new modes of production, diffu-
sion and sociability in which the works are naturally
generated”4. It is also interesting to see, a few years
after this reflexive text on collective creation, that in
a more recent publication, an extensive manual on
Spanish art which he co-authored with Patricia
Mayayo5, Marzo attempts explicitly to remedy this
historiographical vacuum in collective art, collabora-
tive practices, art in the public sphere, public art of a
new genre, activism and disruptive practices, and also
on the phenomenon of artistic associationism; which
has been part of this collaborative construction of
contemporary art in the Spanish context.
One text which addresses in depth what collaborative
artistic practices are, is the text by Paloma Blanco
published in the second issue of Desacuerdos6. In ad-

dition to constructing a theoretical context for the
subject, she explicitly addresses it with regard to the
Spanish context of the 1990s, compiling and referenc-
ing a series of experiences, projects and programmes
specific to our context. For her, collaborative practices
may be understood as an evolution of political art to-
wards a type of socially and politically committed
practice, using diverse and often divergent methods.
Suzanne Lacy first compiled a series of texts on this
type of committed practice, which arose from the hap-
peningsof the 1960s, and which emerged strongly,
gathering together the activist vision, and the protest
agenda, along with Marxist or feminist discourses di-
rected toward the public sphere: a type of artistic
practice which she called “New genre public art”7, and
which at the same time took a stance against art in
public space, more formalist, descendant of the site-
specific sculpture or the sculptural and architectural
environments. Art and public sphere was another of
the concepts posited between the end of the 80s and
the beginning of the 90s, to construct this more com-
plex option for working in public, common or commu-
nity space8. Among certain definitions of this type of
artistic practice, we find; public engagement in col-
laborative practice; the establishment of links, net-
works and wider involvement; and the exploration of
new ways of incorporating communities, collectives

4 MARZO, Mitosyrealidadesdelasexperienciascreativascolecti-
vas, From FUNDACIÓN RODRÍGUEZ (Ed.), (2007), 
5 Estructures, xarxes, col•lectius Un segment connector, Vic, H. Asso-
ciació per a les Arts Contemporànies.
6 MARZO, J. L.; MAYAYO, Patricia (2015). Arte en España (1939-2015),
Ideas, prácticas y políticas, Madrid:  Manuales Arte Cátedra.
7 BLANCO, P, (2005), Prácticas artísticas colaborativas en la España
de los años noventa, At CARRILLO, J. ;  
8 ESTELLA, I.; GARCÍA MERAS, L. (ED.) (2005) DESACUERDOS 2, Sobre
arte políticas y esfera pública en el estado 
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or grassroots groups in artistic processes. This type
of practice is framed within a continuous process of
social criticism and linked to a collaborative process,
in local and politicisedcontexts.
From this perspective, collaborative practices are
those which generate processes in contexts delimited
by proximity, which catalyse elements that may lead
to changes in these contexts, which come together
through experiences of intervention, generated from
a critical standpoint, extra- disciplinary configuration,
the incorporation of specific groups or collectives, and
whose results promote clearly politicised narratives.

From participation to collaboration

Before dealing with the relationships established be-
tween art and participation, participation must be un-
derstood as a form of action that is applied in
community management models, and which has grad-
ually been established as a methodology of procedure
in socio-urban transformation, in cities attempting to
promote local development and participatory democ-
racy. Citizen participation in decisions which affect
the commons is a demand of the social activism, and
which, with time, has been implemented in the major-
ity of local administrations. This has contributed to
the creation of institutionalised protocols which recur
whenever any plan of transformation is proposed,
when it affects public space or the context of a dis-
trict. Although given the strong component of institu-
tional political disruption which the development of
participatory processes entails, both the frequency and
the means of implementing these processes depends
upon how progressive a particular city’s leadership is.
The development of participatory processes is com-
mon in many activities promoted by both technicians

from the administration, and small community action
groups. Any strategic plan worthy of attention must
promote a participatory process, or else it will proba-
bly lack legitimacy. It is usually understood as a citi-
zen’s right to complement, through direct democracy,
that which is not served by representative democracy.
However, whenever a participatory process gets un-
derway, it seems as if the citizen is being called to
participate as if it were a duty. Not participating may
also be an active way to participate, crying out in si-
lence that the call to participate holds no interest, per-
haps because the one making the call does not convey
enough trust, or because there is absolutely no specific
connection to the process initiated. It is also true that
noise, distractions, laziness and reluctance play a part in
deciding to participate, and it seems we have a natural
tendency to be mere spectators, more or less passive.
Sometimes, participation is a form of entertainment,
used to decide banal and partial issues, for example,
deciding on a colour, deciding from a selection of pub-
lic space design projects, or other interventions of a
decorative character. When this occurs, the citizen
may not be motivated, because she realises the low
value of her decisions, and if she does decide to par-
ticipate, she does not always have the knowledge nor
the negotiating tools that the process requires, or can-
not find a common language, in which case, participa-
tion may become a tool for legitimising processes and
previously decided options.
Participation is not always achieved, and when it is,
it may prove to be a nuisance. Programmed participa-
tion (part of a programme) is a form of well-meaning
stimulation which attempts to exchange the right to
idleness/relaxation in favour of the right to take an
active part in a social cooperation context. It is a
methodology of supervision to reverse citizen passiv-
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ity in favour of the right to take part in the collective
construction of something. Participation involves a
critical and self- critical component, and this is some-
thing that is not so easy to take on. It requires nego-
tiation, communication skills and the ability to inspire
the confidence to see matters through. Participation
is a double-edged sword. It may be a powerful tool to
increase public activism, widen social networks,
strengthen creativity or democracy. But it may also be
a perverse tool which social democracy has put into
operation in order to promote a peaceful and demo-
cratic society, in spite of the fact that the social space
which brings it all together is based on conflict. The
conjunction between participation and conflict is not
easy to resolve, since one of the objectives of partici-
pation is the integration of the other, in a process of me-
diation that must lead to the dissolution of the conflict
.
Contemporary art is also interested in participation.
Numerous artists and groups seek to incorporate par-
ticipatory strategies into their practices in order to in-
fluence social space. As in other fields, sometimes this
incorporation is a reality, and at others, it is a fiction.
In any case, in contemporary art, there have been at-
tempts to break one-way communication with the au-
dience, and end with the idea that the social function
of art is to have no function. Thus, in the 60’s, some
of the practices that were subsequently explored
began, in which the priority was to open the viewer’s
participation with the work of art. In this way, partic-
ipatory works appear, in which the temporary event,
the performance, or the blending of art with life, follow
an expanded route of interaction.
The long tradition of critical art is in some ways pres-
ent in the proposals of a kind of art which incorpo-
rates strategies of participation “with the intention of

bringing mechanisms of domination into conscious-
ness, to transform the viewer into a conscious actor
in the transformation of the world”9. Critical art, ac-
cording to Rancière, has been moved by the tension
between two opposing policies in relation to aesthet-
ics. It has been moved by the political aesthetics
which push art towards life, and also by the political
aesthetics which make art without the pretension to
make political statements, nor any interest in doing
so. A conscious aesthetic, exercising a type of prac-
tice which is inclined towards to its own dissolution
as an autonomous entity, in an effort to trace out so-
cial bonds; and an aesthetic willing to legitimise itself
based upon autonomy and depoliticisation. Both forms
coexist as policies of the aesthetic.
Transforming the passive viewer into an active agent
is still insufficient, if what we are trying to do is to dis-
solve artistic practice among multiple participating
agents, and to take advantage of the creativity of peo-
ple at large to promote collective action with political
influence, in the sense of transforming elements of so-
cial space. We can all develop our creativity if we find
the right environment to in which to spend time, cre-
ate the necessary networks and channel energy into
something potentially transformational. But there are
still no institutional structures that allow reproducibil-
ity. Artistic interventions that work in this direction
tend not to be mere attempts, pilot tests, pure trials,
which in many cases respond to the political need to
relate art to its social use, connecting “the disinher-

9 Español, Arteleku – Diputación Foral de Guipuzkoa, Museu d'Art
Contemporani de Barcelona, UNIA arteypensamiento.
10 LACY, S. (Ed.)(1995). Mappingtheterrain:NewGenreofPublicArt.
Seattle: Bay Press,
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ited’s need for art, with the artist’s need for work”10.
Perhaps this is why many of these trials and experi-
ences are spread over the years, in an attempt to cre-
ate new structures that “institute” them.
Another element to take into account in this direction
is activism as a form of artistic practice. The differ-
ence of artistic activism in relation to critical art is,
according to Boris Groys, that art does not only criti-
cise the institutional space from within, to establish
a new institutionality. What it wants is to change “the
general political and social conditions under which
the system operates”11. And this change should occur
either from inside or outside the institutions of art.
The most habitual criticisms made of artistic activism
come from two sides, from the system of the art itself,
pointing towards standards of quality; and from social
activism, pointing to the spectacularisation and aes-
theticisation of practical actions. The connection be-
tween utility and the uselessness of art is highly
relevant to this discussion. Usually art with activist
pretensions touches upon themes to which it attempts
to draw attention, is usually related to questions of
social, territorial or environmental injustice, and its
usual method is to use networks, and to finance work
through precarious donations from the more progres-
sive cultural institutions.
Claire Bishop, in an attempt to define participatory art,
or participation in artistic practices, edited a volume
with numerous texts from different sources and mo-
ments. She considers that participatory art started in
one of the earliest avant-gardes, Dadaism, and was
strongly reactivated by the artistic practices pro-
moted in the 60s. From the 90s, it grew out of different
interests and intentions; on the one hand, from rela-
tional aesthetics, and on the other, from experiments
activated within community contexts.12 Participation

is a way of talking about shared responsibility and
community crisis, of activating people, of empower-
ment, of crisis of authorship, of incorporating the au-
dience into the work of art, of producing new social
relationships, of building the commons and in com-
mon, of the proactivity of the emancipated spectator,
of the limitations of art and its need to be cross- dis-
ciplinary, or of the aestheticisation and staging of so-
cial relationships. In this amalgam of compiled texts,
participation is analysed in various grades, and in
some of these, collaborative and participatory tend to
merge. In any case, the artistic practices connected
to this type of work reveal the dematerialisation, pro-
ceduralisation, projectisation and documentation
which has defined part of contemporary artistic prac-
tice. “Traditional art produces objects of art; Contem-
poraryart produces information on art events”.13

Hal Foster speaks of a “promiscuity of collaborations”
in a text where he problematises the concepts of par-
ticipation and collaboration in contemporary art
which, according to him, leads to generate a “promis-
cuity of installations”14 which may be seen in multiple
biennials, installations which, in his opinion, aggluti-
nate a great amount of texts, videos, objects, causing
more of a chaotic than a communicative effect. The
art which is generated in these circumstances raises,
in many cases, problems of visualisation in traditional
spaces of representation. In this type of work, ele-
ments such as discussions, meetings, experiences,
agreements, etc., all play an important part in the
process of creative socialisation. They are in many
cases the work itself.
These processes are not easily translated in the limits
of the exhibition space, still essential in the field of
art. Projects based on collaborative and participatory
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processes cannot be analysed by the parameters of
the usual miseenscene. They are part of a space of
transversality which enables new cultural practices,
which may impact actively upon the social context.
In 2009 I was involved in the organization of a seminar
where the connections between creativity, collective
action and artistic practices were further connected
to the concept of the district as neighbourhood. These
issues were addressed in the two days of debate
which connected various disciplines: art, architecture,
social work and politics.15

The debates were intense and convincing when it
came to recognize that we face a changing scenario
regarding collective action, one which cries out for the
need to expand the processes of creativity beyond the
disciplines which have traditionally been recognised
as capitalising upon creativity. Addressing certain
practices from the perspective of disciplines becomes
obsolete and ineffective, if the aim is to expand the
capacity for action which may give us creativity as a
tool and a political weapon. This tool is possessed by
every citizen from the moment it is put into circulation
and in relation to others. Expanding creative capacity,
dedicating the time and the necessary effort to some-
thing which may be brought into being collectively,
infusing the necessary confidence so as to share proj-
ects, acquiring the ability to communicate so that oth-
ers understand why they must become involved in a
project; all of these imply exploring the strategies of
a thing which is in danger of becoming too “named”:
participation.
Participation was something which hung over all the
presentations and debates which arose. The doubts
about how to approach it, where to apply it, when to
promote it, were minor, if we had not defined the
whys. If it is not clear why a participatory process

must be activated, what it can offer and what is de-
sired from it; if the social space where it is to be re-
alised is unknown, if the process is not made
transparent, then it is better not to involve anyone. If
the aim of involvement is to increase capacity for crit-
ical thinking, to enable mutual understanding, to gen-
erate processes for exchanging experiences, and to
promote a change of some kind which has an effect
upon the context, then we are enhancing social cre-
ativity to apply it to collective actions. It does not mat-
ter whether the stimulus comes from artistic
practices, socio-cultural activism or from public insti-
tutions, since the objective is to influence the political
sphere from the ground up. In fact, it is a political ac-
tion, because it engenders a potential and a will for
transformation, exercising the right that every citizen
has to participate in the construction of the world in
which she lives. For some, that world is their
district or their immediate neighbourhood, for others,
it is the city, and for others, it is the unending transit
between different places.
Participating in the processes of transformating the
city is a right, as pointed out by David Harvey: “The
right to the city is not simply the right of access to
what already exists, but the right to change it from

11 See MITCHELL, W.J.T. (Ed.) (1992), ArtandthePublicSphere,
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press.11 RANCIÈRE,
J(2005). Sobre políticas estéticas, Barcelona: Museu d'Art Contem-
porani de Barcelona y Servei de 
12 RANCIÈRE, J(2005). Sobrepolíticasestéticas, Barcelona: Museu
d'Art Contemporani de Barcelona y Servei de Publicacions de la Uni-
versitat Autònoma de Barcelona, pp. 38.
13 GROYS, (2016). Arteenflujo.Ensayossobrelaevanescenciadel
presente, Buenos Aires: Ed. Caja Negra, pp.55
14 BISHOP, (Ed.) (2006). “Participation”, London, Whitechapel Gallery –
Cambridge, Massachusetts, The MIT Press.
15 Ibid., GROYS (2016).
16 Foster, (2006): "Chat Rooms//2004", From BISHOP, (ed.). Participa-
tion, 190-195, London: Whitechapel 
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our deepest yearnings”.16 But it also reminds us that
it is a place of confusion, conflict and violence, as his-
tory has shown us. Calmness and civility have been
the exception. The city and its districts and neigh-
bourhoods have been the scene of creative destruc-
tion, but they have survived, and new creative actions
have been reconstructed, reinvented and even inno-
vated. All participatory processes involve this prac-
tice, which is both creative and destructive at the
same time. That is why it is frightening, and why po-
litical managers tend to exercise control over it. Citi-
zens’ participation councils exist in most
municipalities, not so much as instruments to promote
participation, but rather as ways of controlling and
domesticating it. Turning participation into an insti-
tutionalised discipline is an attack upon its own prin-
ciples.

Does collaboration exist beyond the aesthetics of col-
laboration?

The strong appearance of the collaborative on the
scene has supplanted what was once known as par-
ticipatory or collective, and, with regard to contempo-
rary artistic practices, has brought with it a related
need to build a new paradigm of expression for these
practices. Certain contemporary artistic practices
have taken more participatory strategies and method-
ologies on board, as well as supporting collaborative
structures and strategies. In part, this is due to yet an-
other attempt to remove art from its home turf in order
to relocate it in other possible settings, leaving behind
those margins which prevent art from expanding. It is
also due to the urgent need for relabelling, even if the
new labels have often not been sufficiently investi-
gated, tested or interpreted. It is in this way that par-

ticipation and collaboration pass the torch to each
other, although each is indispensable to the other. Re-
ferring to a short text by Marina Garcés where it says
that “to expropriateculture
means to remove it from its own places, which are
those that limit it, encode it or neutralise it”17, we could
say that art in the contemporary context of “capitalist
realism”18, is permanently displacing and relocating it-
self in an attempt to find spaces of meaning, produc-
tion or construction of meaning, to justify its
existence in interaction with other social realities.
And the experience of the social cannot be under-
stood without collaboration, or collaboration without
active participation.
At this point we might attempt to discern the differ-
ences between artistic practices which deploy partic-
ipatory processes, and those which attempt to
promote collaborative processes. We have already
stated that collaboration requires the involvement of
different people, beyond the areas which form a part
of the “proper place” of art. But this is also true of par-
ticipation. Both have collective and cooperative di-
mensions of social experience. They are based upon
generating spaces of shared creation, generating set-
tings for discussion and negotiation, generating the
deployment of processes which affect democratic val-
ues, co-responsibility, transfer of power, interaction
and exchange of knowledge and experience, genera-
tion of networks. In both cases, clear political and

17 Gallery, Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press
18 The seminar organised by Idensitat was entitled iD Barrio, Social
creativity, collective action and artistic practices. It took place in
November 2009 and was divided into two parts, one in Calaf taking
small and medium towns as elements of analysis; and another in
Barcelona (La Capella), analysing projects and interventions in the
urban context, relating it to the transformation of the city and social
movements. For more information  http://idensitat.net.
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educational dimensions emerge. If the objective is to
produce something concrete, material or immaterial,
it is very important to take care of the returns and the
distribution of capital. “In collaborative practices, the
set of networks generated, from political processes
which are invisible at first sight, the long-term trans-
formation and the distribution of capital (social, cul-
tural, economic, symbolic, community) are the key to
understanding the impact and political possibility of
change, not only between communities but above all
between highly varied contexts and institutions”19. But
it is this distribution of capital which is not often well
fixed, because collaboration presupposes that the
essence of each member of the collaboration will be
maintained. Collaboration does not consist of a com-
plete fusion; it comprises a body of collaborators
called to a shared experience, in which the revenues
and the work responsibilities must be evenly distrib-
uted.
Collaboration means creating something new in com-
mon, sharing processes and/or maximising efforts.
Participation takes on highly varied nuances in rela-
tion to involvement, and entails taking part in some-
thing previously defined. Power relations are more
defined in a participatory process than in a collabora-
tive one. Every collaborative process involves a par-
ticipatory process, but not vice versa. Perhaps this
would be the differential nuance, understanding that
both, in relation to artistic practices, involve activat-
ing various agents who share a common experience,
from the perspectives of transversality and expansion
into other extra-disciplinary places.

Collaborating is very simple and very complex at the
same time. One of the keys to working together, if we
pay heed to Richard Sennett20, is to know how to lis-

ten, that is, to pay careful attention to what others say,
and interpret it before answering. Collaborating is an
exercise in experimentation and communication,
which involves doing something new within a com-
municative code that allows us to incorporate the
richness of diversity through dissent, negotiation, and
as part of an ethic of mutual respect. Not all artistic
practices need to be collaborative, but those which
definitely incorporate collaboration must take the po-
litical approach that this entails. No political action
can be taken apart from collaboration. No collabora-
tive artistic practice should be enacted to demon-
strate an aesthetic of collaboration, but to enhance
the political capacity of the aesthetics that incorpo-
rate collaborative processes. Collaboration, like par-
ticipation and collective work, involves risks, tensions
and adversities that can only be tackled by assessing
the potential of its strength to confront the complex-
ity of contemporary society.

19 HARVEY, (2013): Ciudades rebeldes, Del derecho de la ciudad a la
revolución urbana, Madrid: Akal, pp.20.
20 GARCÉS, (2013). Un mundo común, Barcelona: Edicions Bellaterra,
pp.83
21 Capitalist realism refers to the concept articulated by Mark Fisher
in a book that bears the same title, and which addresses some dead
ends which neoliberalism has left us, such as the employment situa-
tion after Fordism, the replacement of discipline by control, the ease
with which capitalism itself incorporates "anti-capitalism", con-
sumer compulsiveness or bipolar disorder as a mental illness within
capitalism. From FISHER, M. “Realismo capitalista. ¿No hay alterna-
tiva?”, Buenos Aires, Caja Negra.
22 SINAPSIS and FENDLER, (2009), Art en Context Sanitari. Itineraris i
eines per desenvolupar projectes col.laboratius. Transart Laboratori,
Barcelona, Available at: http://goo.gl/VxWNk
23 See SENNETT, (2012), Juntos. Rituales, placeres y política de coop-
eración, Barcelona: Anagrama.
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ABSTRACT

For PAIC e-book I present a summary of the intentions
for my thesis that will be complemented with previous
projects. Turns of word, assembly methodologies ap-
plied in collaborative artistic practices is a thesis proj-
ect that aims to create an analysis of assembly
methodologies using the same assemblies as a case
study and work methodology, understanding that they
can act not only as a tool towards reflection and de-
bate, but also as an active process of empowerment
through artistic practices. In this sense, the thesis
proposes reconsider the meaning of participation in
collaborative artistic practices, questioning the art
system and questioning the intentions of artists who
use participatory strategies in the realization of their
projects.
Through the combination of a theoretical body and an
artistic production I am interested in rethinking the
mechanisms of participation in collaborative artistic
practices (especially in contextual art), the political
positioning of artists and curators and the capacity
of cultural practices ententes as a tool of social
change.

MAIN OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS

The research focus of the thesis reaches not only the
collaborative practices, also the different participa-
tory systems used in artistic practices. The presenta-
tion and study of these systems will form an
introductory part to deepen the main theme of my the-
sis: the use of assembling methodologies in collabo-
rative artistic practices, as an object of study. Based
on these intentions, the main questions proposed by
the research are:
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⁕ In what ways do we consider the assemblies as a
participatory act?
⁕ What would be the production methods to create a
new participation in the collaborative artistic prac-
tices?
⁕ How has participation in collaborative artistic prac-
tices been recognized?
⁕ In what ways do we consider assembly methodolo-
gies as a contribution to artisticpractices?
⁕ What reasons have favored the use of assembly
methodologies in art?
⁕ Under what factors can we understand the assem-
bly as a mediationmethodology?

The main objective is to demonstrate the need to re-
formulate the nature of participation in collaborative
artistic projects. With the derivatives that this implies
for its achievement: identify the causes of this need,
dismantle the myth of authorship that surrounds
these collaborative processes, reveal their hidden
areas and establish a horizontal relate about partici-
pation.

Turns of word: assembly methodologies applied in
collaborative artistic practices

When we talk about cultural mediation many ques-
tions arise, for example, how it would be possible to
reverse the direction of mediation and avoid hierar-
chies? or stemming from a vocation to the public,
what kind of practices can we imagine and then es-
tablish, operating from shared experiences to gener-
ate knowledge? That is to say, how to create a
deconstituent pedagogy that enables new narratives
to emerge, not to discover meaning, but to generate a
new constellation of shared knowledge production?

One of the main characteristics of the citizen mobi-
lizations showing their social unrest of the last years:
15M movement (Spain), Ocuppy wall Street (New York),
the Sao Paulazo (Brasil), or the resistance against the
destruction of the Gezi Park in Istanbul (Taksim Soli-
darity), is their form of organization carried out using
a horizontal approach that responds to participation
and direct democracy. With this intention the assem-
blies have been recovered as a political body to take
decisions. For some people who participate in these
mobilizations, that term, their practices and lan-
guages, were known; to others, on the other hand, it
has been something totally new. This article intends
to be an approach to the possibility of tackling assem-
blies as a strategy to develop collaborative artistic
projects using assemblies themselves as a study
methodology.

To maintain its hegemony, the capitalist system needs
to constantly activate people’s desires and shape new
needs and identities. Culture is an essential element
to guarantee the success of this process. In this situ-
ation, artistic practices are a challenging tool in the
face of dominant discourses, a contribution to the
subversion and destabilization of neoliberalism. Their
multiple transformation capacities allow to create
conditions to experience new subjectivities and en-
able meeting spaces outside of the established mar-
gins.

Several contemporary artistic practices are influenced
by the ideas of May 68 events in France, the situa-
tionist manifestos, the feminist, anti-racist move-
ments and counterculture of the 70s. Current
phenomena and events in the social, economic, terri-
torial and political spheres have favored the interest



124

of many artists for the legacy of participatory art, in-
troducing concepts such as self- management, con-
sensus, the assembly ... associated to popular
organization and political dissidence in their artistic
proposals. A language close to social movements has
penetrated inside artistic and cultural vocabulary.

Possibly one of the best approaches to the concept of
this type of art which, among other purposes, seeks
cooperation and act as an amplifier of injustices and
abuses experienced by silenced communities, is made
by Paul Ardenne, who has defined it under the name
of contextual art, as “aseriesofstrategies,practices
andaestheticexperiencesfarremovedfromthetra-
ditionallogicoftheartwork(outsidethemuseum,the
merchandise,theidealism,theindividualcreation...)
that...trytobringtheclosestpossiblearttothedirty
reality,positioningitselfinrelationtoitinasituation
ofaction,interactionandparticipation”1.

Moving away from the traditional logic of artwork im-
plies being willing to share creation processes, with
all the advantages, difficulties, accidents, errors and
contingencies that may arise during the development
of an artistic project. Accepting them and in some way
assuming a type of art that does not exist but is from
a community participation, beyond the individual pro-
jection of the artist. The inability to meet the default
goal is one of the great virtues of participatory art, its
susceptibility to change is greater by not relying ex-
clusively on the artist’s ability to overcome initial ex-
pectations. Participatory art needs to establish an
active bridge to be able to be. A bridge that can be ac-
tivated from the object, or from the life itself, through
the artist as a mediator.

The artwork acts as an activator of participation when
it stimulates and encourages the realization of an ac-
tion. For some years I have been carrying out a series
of interventions in public furniture that I call PEP
“public empowerment practices”. To do so I tracked
several places in Barcelona where there is a system
of lighting (analogue) of non-digitized operation with
the intention of customizing it to socialize its public
use. The action consists of making a splice with the
electrical wires of a streetlight and connecting two
plugs, which facilitate the public use of electricity. As



125

a graphic element, I printed on adhesive paper the in-
dications illustrated with photographs explaining
what material is needed and how to make the splice.
Most places where I have done these interventions are
spaces used by homeless people to stay overnight.

In P.E. P the activator is the plug, the result of the ac-
tion of making a splice in the streetlight. The plug acts
independently and is introduced into the city’s public
space. Erasing the line that separates it from the au-
dience, becoming an autonomous device involved. The
work is activated every time someone makes use of
this “detour” of electricity and does not require the
artist for its activation. The device subverts not only
the traditional logic of art but the public system of
lighting.

The artist acts as a mediator by entering into a par-
ticular social space, creating in collectivity or facili-
tating the space for a community meeting that can
derive in multiple formats: from the performative, au-
diovisual, sound, or graphic. In 2017 I made Pro-viden-
cias,fortherighttoremember, a proposal that started
from the intention of creating a meeting space
through the edition of a publication in which collected
memories and hidden stories of the commune (barrio)
of Providence in Santiago de Chile. The beginning of
the project consisted in thinking of a campaign that
will invite the people of the commune to share their
stories, in several cases it was a challenge given the
exciting content of the stories and the hardness of
some experiences. A traveling space was established
with workshops in various Providence premises with
the desire to create a traveling space of empower-
ment in which participants were invited to explain
their stories and write them, in case they could not,

P.E.P
Public Empowerment Practices nº1

Intervention
Video hd: 3’01’’

Barcelona 2013-2018

https://vimeo.com/74443557
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we managed to provide them with the tools to do so.
We organized an editorial team that accompanied the
stories, documented and designed a magazine. The
publication became the symbolic meeting space of the
recovered histories. Once it was printed, we made a
presentation with all the people who got involved in
the project and distributed it by different equipment
and associations of the commune. The publication
acted as a mechanism of return to the community, and
apart from becoming a symbolic space of encounter,
it turned to a multiple object of collective creation.

The artist in assuming a role of mediator, in which the
lines of authority become increasingly diffuse. He
must be prepared to develop multiple functions closer
to the capacity of management and to know how to
moderate and to negotiate that to the artistic tradi-
tional disciplines. In this scenario of debate involving
sharing, discussing, listening, negotiating and making
transfers, the assemblies adopt an essential role as a
facilitating tool and processual strategy for participa-
tion, promoting collaboration, working cooperatively
and a horizontal communication between all the ac-
tors (persons) involved.

It is important to work on social empowerment in
artistic practices, to encourage collaboration and to
think participatory processes that counteract the ap-
proved thinking, to recover concepts such as self-
management and to return to the public domain, to
team work, to horizontal relations and to confront the
artistic production from the possibility of the imagi-
nary, returning the dangerousness to the ideas and
reversing the structures of power. What sense does it
have, to speculate and propose new possibilities that
counteract the dominant discourses and the social 

PRO- VIDENCIAS, For the right to remember
Poster inviting to the participation in the project 
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contract established when artistic practices repro-
duce power roles similar to those that question?

The act of empowerment towards a collective can be
developed in different ways, even analysing the own
action of doing it or using the same methodology as
a case study. In recent years I have been developing
a series of works in which assembly works as a back-
bone with the intention of bringing the participatory
artistic proposals to a scenario of the most real par-
ticipation, in which the experience and process con-
stituents to construct the artistic work. A year after
the 15M (2011) I organized an assembly in Barcelona
in which I called different people linked to the social
movements of the city, with experience in the self-or-
ganization and assembly methodologies. The Assem-
bly was proposed as an exercise in the analysis of the
work methodology itself. The same assembly was
used to discuss and share the assembly experiences
of the participants and discuss their advantages, diffi-
culties, languages and organisational systems to ex-
pedite their operation. 

The Assembly worked from the outset as an act of em-
powerment, as I refused the idea of writing a script
and establishing a guideline on the placement of the
attendants and the functions that each could develop.
Everything happened spontaneously, and the same
participants divided between them the tasks of mod-
erating, facilitating and collecting the minutes. It was
a demonstration of fluency among the attendees and
a demonstration of organizational capacity. It served
as an approximation exercise to learn and reflect on
the assemblies as a tool to develop collaborative artis-
tic projects.

PRO- VIDENCIAS, For the right to remember
Poster inviting to the participation in the project Santiago de Chile, 2017
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THE ASSEMBLY, 66 min., 2014 Barcelona.

Using artistic practices as a tactic of collective inter-
vention implies taking responsibility as cultural
agents. Proposing new ways to relate to the context.
To think and favor other formats for the transmission
of knowledge and to facilitate the management of ac-
tive processes of public empowerment., direct democ-
racy is a tool that allows the debate and the
coordination of strategies to solve social problems
that affect daily life. The porosity of these forms of
social organization makes these practices an open
and participatory process. One of the characteristics
of direct democracy is its antagonism to representa-
tive democracy. Representative democracy is based
on the creation of leaders and on looking for formulas

for the maintenance of their positions. Direct democ-
racy, is that of non-representation, is organized from
the had and does not seek the creation of leaders but
the debate and the agreement of the ideas in the most
horizontal possible way. Applying these formulas in
artistic practices implies taking decisions of implica-
tion, very possibly losing the independence, the his-
torical status and the total authorship of the work, but
gaining collective commitment, in knowing, sharing
and being part of other realities.

Introducing a methodology of real participation im-
plies a possibility of risk. What will happen if the as-
sembly has any interests or objectives other than
those projected by the artist? This situation raises
several questions, especially the meaning of the work,
if we understand as successful an artistic project
called participatory in which the agents involved are
empowered by the work and its creation process. The
assembly acts as an act of modesty in which the artist
shows himself willing to observe and to listen to the
real. He accepts a position of facilitator and mediator
that puts it at the same level as the rest of the partic-
ipants, the breakdown of the hierarchies and the hor-
izontal communication. This is a turn in the

https://vimeo.com/59896391
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understanding of participation. A consensus and col-
lective decision can make a radical change in the ini-
tial proposal. A great variation that the artist would
accept, especially if what prevails in his project, even
above the aesthetic, is the empowerment and partic-
ipation of the community.

Implementing this type of assembly practice requires
new knowledge of methodologies of group work and
implies the desire to question the role of the artist in
the current participatory art. The availability of par-
ticipants to take responsibility for the creation of par-
ticipation. A continuous transfer happens. The guest
or participant becomes the creator and active agent
in the projection and production of the work while the
artist travels between the positions of creator, facili-
tator, mediator and participant. A role reversal is es-
tablished that subverts the traditional participatory
art system.



130

A VILLAGE GROWING CULTURAL AMBITION: 
THE CASE OF TWO PAIC WORKSHOPS IN OSEK, SLOVENIA 2016-2017

PeterPurg



131

When initially consulted about the possibilities and
needs for such a workshop, the representatives of the
Osek local community were very positive about par-
ticipating in PAIC, proving fond of the PAIC “spirit”, its
values and aims, and thought the community could re-
ally benefit from it all. They immediately embraced the
participatory art paradigm (when explained to them),
and also quickly found several cases or aspects of “in-
visibility”, as well as some further emerging topics.
They saw it both as an opportunity and as a challenge,
on several levels! 

Upon this, Osek, a small village in the South-Western
part of Slovenia, was confirmed to become the com-
munity in which two workshops of the PAIC project
shall be held, one targeting the older population, and
one the children — both underrepresented in the com-
munity’s cultural life, and thus invisible also in a
broader perspective. The key target group of children
(workshop in Summer 2017) was only confirmed after
a deep and manifold evaluation of the first workshop
(in Winter 2017). Further down below there are two full
accounts of the workshop process that cover the key
data of each workshop, the basic scenario, its objec-
tives, while also reflecting the resources aspect and
the actual results achieved. A special section is dedi-
cated to the methodology (tools) aspect, as well as the
community transformation that took place, each work-
shop also shows a detailed account of its public out-
reach documentation.

SOCIAL CONTExT AND THE WORK GROUP SETUP

On organisational level, the community is represented
by active members (core) of the local Cultural &
Tourist Association Osek (120 members, with 10-12 ac-
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tive core; www.drustvo-osek.org) that will ASAP define
3-4 persons for the local work group preparing the
residency and the event; we shall remain in close con-
tact per email and live (meetings every 2-3 weeks
from now on). For the last ten years they have been
successfully running the local micro-gallery “Učilna”,
set into an under-equipped 25m2 ex-school class-
room within a municipality owned 5-apartment build-
ing (used to be primary school until the late sixties),
with over a dozen exhibitions annually and numerous
events (also on the village square). The newly ac-
quired premises treated in the present process will
bring important new possibilities and resources to
their programme.
It was noted that it will be crucial to involve the local
priest, to confirm or add to the topics at stake (see
below), as well as agree with the concept and pro-
gramme of the event as the Church is the formal
owner of the premises. They were used as priest res-
idency until recently,  and are now maintained and run
by the parishers, I.e. the C&T Assoc. He is head of the
Catholic Church parish, a wider community, with
headquarters in Šempas, the neighbouring village,
twice bigger than Osek, and also including Vitovlje,
the third and smallest part/village-entity; altogether
some 3000 people; Osek has a recently restored
church of notable beauty with mass services every
Sunday. The plateau in front of it is regularly used for
community events such as concerts, celebrations and
small theatre performances. The work group will con-
sensually define how (and if) to involve the priest into
the actual organizing activities of the event. This lo-
cation, locally known as “Farovž” was then used en-
tirely for the second workshop with children.

Both workshops within the PAIC project brought about

important transformation processes and facilitated
capacity development across several cultural realms.
2 years after the first workshop, once can clearly see
not only a hightened awareness of the artistic meth-
ods as being not only beneficiary but also crucially
needed of course within a development of cultural
production potentials and capacities) for the devel-
opment of the community. The community is having a
Community House built by the municipality of Nova
Gorica (bound to open in Spring of 2019) and is be-
coming an important actor on the upcoming candi-
dacy of Nova Gorica for the European Capital of
Culture2025.

PAIC workshop 1, Osek (Slovenia) 2016
workshop key data:
Public title of workshop: “Visible/ Invisible”
Duration: 29.11. - 9.12.2016
Location: Osek village (Šempas), Slovenia
Nr. of participants (community-only): 12 regular + 10
occasional
Profile of participants: Members of broader commu-
nity, including the adjacent Vitovlje and Šempas vil-
lages; age between 45 and 83 (occasional
participation of children) 
Artists: Domenec (Spain), BridA (Slovenia)
Local coordinator: Peter Purg (UNG, Slovenia)
Host institution (in PAIC): University of Nova Gorica
(UNG), School of Arts.

PAIC-project integration: workshop shadowing 5-6.12.,
workshop interfacing 7.12., joint presentation (and
round table) 8.12., joint evaluation session 9.12.
Public event visitors: around 100 (big exhibition of
community work, local artists’ works, the PAIC group
slideshow, and a moderated round table)
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SCENARIO (DESCRIPTION - SUMMARY)

The event was gradually prepared by the local coor-
dinator, through regular meetings with the represen-
tatives of the local cultural and tourist association
(KTD Osek), between mid September and late Novem-
ber 2016, also involving several sponsors and other as-
sociated stakeholders from the community, and the
region of Goriška. After the public and open invitation
to the workshop through 200 posters and 800 flyers
(distributed a week before the introduction event into
mailboxes of households within the 3 villages of Vi-
tovlje, Šempas and Osek) an introduction or kickoff
event took place (on 29.11., some 30 locals attended)
at which the PAIC project was introduced briefly and
the artists introduced themselves and their methods,
suggesting some possible artistic approaches to the
topic of “Visible/invisible.”
The workshop strands were separated into the “com-
munity” and the “professional workshop” that involved
primarily the PAIC project group, however the two
strands or groups interfaced increasingly on last 3
days, between December 7th and 9th. Whereas the in-
troduction event took place in the “Učilna” (about
50m2 gallery-cum-office space, the only place so far
used by KTD Osek for events and exhibitions) the rest
of the workshop including the final public event, the
evaluation, and the entire PAIC “professional work-
shop” meeting took place in the (thus) newly acquired
premises of “Farovž” (about 300m2), the ex priest’s
house that was thus inaugurated as the new, and
major cultural landmark of the community.

Keywords: art, participation, memory, reflection, rural urbanity, ed-
ucation, collaborative projects, photography, new media, google
maps, selfie.

OBJECTIVES (NEEDS / CAPACITIES)

The workshop departed from the following assump-
tions, generated through the preparatory phase (quote
from original document, as provided in terms of a brief
to the artists, and the PAIC team):
“In a brief preliminary discussion with community rep-
resentatives several aspects or needs emerged that
will be more narrowly defined, refined and added to in
subsequent meetings with the representatives of the
community, via the work group (planned for end July
and end August):
Tackle the invisibility and stagnation of the artistic
potentials of the village and the micro-region (a paint-
ing workshop e.g. easily gathered 25 active partici-
pants, exhibitions gather 50-100 people who cannot
fit into the present “”Učilna” gallery that serves now
as a place of meeting and discovery of “invisible” in-
dividuals & new art practices by the members of the
community; the average quality and diversity of artis-
tic works displayed still remains relatively low..), in-
cluding arts&crafts and cultural heritage in a broader
sense.
⁕ Discuss and counter the paradox that almost a third
of the villagers are formal members of the Cult. Assoc
(120 people), but only 10-15 are really active in its ac-
tivities. The Association could do much more, but
would need to become more inclusive and recognized,
esp. of younger villagers, recent immigrants* (meaning
all villagers of non-local family origin), who would also
need to more identify with the village, the micro-re-
gion, its heritage...
⁕ Counter the emigration of young families and more
educated people into towns and cities, leaving an age-
ing population back to gradually abandon farming, tra-
ditional arts & crafts...
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⁕ Increase participation of young people and immi-
grants* in village life and activities in general
Increase visibility of the community within the
broader region, on national scale, and even abroad, as
both a tourist destination as well as a place to settle
down for high quality of combined rural-urban life-
and work-styles..
⁕ ...all of the above is — within the PAIC intervention
— to be based on the background of the opportunity,
opened by the recent positive development of the
parishers/village/Cult.Assoc. acquiring and investing
into a new house with garden, offering considerably

bigger space for exhibitions, production, office/man-
agement, events, community activities etc. The recent
organisational problem of the “Učilna” gallery with
small space and neighbours complaining about noise
after 9PM is definitely solved.”

RESOURCES:

Financial resources were covered by the PAIC project
budget, however a substantial support by local spon-
sors proved to be a big asset for the final public event
that boasted a hi-quality catering provision of local
delicacies and specialities as well as superb wines.
The community members (as volunteers of KTD Osek)
provided a substantial share of their own contribution
in the form of organization work, logistics etc.

RESULTS (TRANSFORMATION):

After introducing the topic of “Visible/invisible”, the
exact method was subsequently discussed with the
community members over a social (catering) event.
The workshop sessions then took place on negotiated
dates, during 7 afternoons and evenings, culminating
in a final public event, visited by over a 100 people (a
big turnout for the locality), and an evaluation on the
next day. The evaluation (see appendices below)
showed that all key stakeholders involved could ap-
prove a substantial increase of the visibility in twofold
terms: the Osek and the adjacent villages became
more prominent in the (otherwise dominant) Nova Gor-
ica (biggest town, municipality center) esp. as origi-
nators and producers of artistic and cultural events;
secondly, the inhabitants became better visible to
each other, across village parts, and across genera-
tions. The community participants were eventuallyphotographs by Daša Sirk, copyright UNG AU & PAIC)
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proud to present  the results of the workshop: a ded-
icated google-maps page, that was also displayed for
interactive use at the final event, next to the facial
masks and selected “selfie” photos and other docu-
mentation of the workshop process (printed color A4
photos, arranged in exhibition format in one of the
rooms of the newly “inhabited” house. The adjacent
room held a specific ad hoc exhibition of local (hobby)
artists works, curated by the group, and moderated by
the artists that lead the workshop.

COMMUNITY - TARGET GROUP 

The inhabitants of three villages, Osek, Vitovlje and
Šempas (forming a geographically coherent environ-
ment); no age limit or other profile was imposed in the
call activities, however the big majority of partici-
pants were between 40 and 83 years of age.

TOOLS - METHODOLOGY

The community workshop method was agreed to de-
part from gathering old photographs and stories of
the important local people and events that people dis-
posed of privately, such that were probably not to be
chronicled or archived otherwise, and were likely to
be lost in time. These were then discussed and se-
lected; the faces of key persons of the community his-
torical events, families and landmarks were scanned
in and digitally edited, then printed in life-size on hi-
quality paper. Facial masks (of the Venetian kind, worn
by sticks) were produced, and mapped onto relevant
locations throughout the community. Stories were
recorded on audio and/or video to document these
connections. A selfie-photographing event was held
throughout the community locations. A rich-media

google-maps based mapping of the locations and sto-
ries took place on a dedicated google-maps page, that
was also displayed for interactive use at the final
event, next to the facial masks and selected “selfie”
photos and other documentation of the workshop pro-
cess.

SELECTED SUGGESTIONS AND AGREEMENTS OF THE
EVALUATION AND FOLLOW-UP

⁕ All in all it was a successful event, that met its goals
on all participants’ sides
⁕ Good idea would be to introduce the artists and the
PAIC partners first day, including community if possi-
ble.
⁕ Next time they would like children to be deeper in-
volved in the workshop,; perhaps set a children-rele-
vant topic and/or method.
⁕The workshop process and its results are an impor-
tant “seed out of which new life is born – a new child
was born during this process.”

PAIC workshop 4, Osek (Slovenia) 2017
workshop key data
Public title of workshop: “Present / Absent”
Duration: 14.6. - 23.6.2016
Location: Osek village (Šempas), Slovenia
Nr. of participants (community-only): 18 regular + 10
occasional
Profile of participants: Local youth between age 5 and
14; members of broader community, including the ad-
jacent Vitovlje and Šempas villages; age between 45
and 83 (occasional participation of their parents). 
Artists:  Darko Fritz (Croatia; intermedia, lead), Tamás
Tuza (Hungary/Slovenia; contemporary dance). Žiga
Šercer (Slovenia; percussion, music)
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Local coordinator: Peter Purg (UNG, Slovenia)
Host institution (in PAIC): University of Nova Gorica
(UNG), School of Arts.
PAIC-project integration: workshop shadowing
(“scanning phase”)  6.-12.6., workshop interfacing
from 12.6. onwards, local promo/infop event 14.6.,  joint
presentation of works/process 23.6., joint evaluation
session 24.6.
Public event visitors: around 80 (big exhibition of in-
termedia works in 2 rooms of the residency house
“Farovž”, the PAIC group slideshow in full translation
and with new materials; semi-moderated evaluation ,
partly included into the presentation event — through
video interviews.)

SCENARIO (DESCRIPTION - SUMMARY)

Emerging from the evaluation of the very successful
and inspiring last year’s workshop in Osek to the topic
of “Visible / Invisible”, the community of Osek,
including the adjacent villages of Šempas and Vitovlje,
has explored the dichotomies between “Present and
Absent”, every day between June 13 and June 24, 2017.
This time the workshop was primarily dedicated to
young community members between 7 and 17 year of
age, but also their parents might form an interesting
secondary group of creators!
The 2017 year’s resident artists were the acclaimed
Croatian intermedia artist and curator Darko Fritz and
the emerging Hungarian/Slovenian contemporary
dance artist and teacher Tamas Tuza, supported by the
local culture education veteran Nevenka Bremec and
a renowned percussionist Žiga Šercer. The particular
mix of performing arts and (inter)media creative prac-
tices has positively permeated the rural social, natural
and technical tissues!

The presentation of the PAIC workshop to the wider
community took place on June 23, 2017. The exhibition
presented two original films in stop-motion technique,
as well as a show of frotages and photographs, the
orchestra presented the composition “In some
house..”, and the movement workshop simply contin-
ued. 
The event was gradually prepared by the local coor-
dinator, through regular meetings with the represen-
tatives of the local cultural and tourist association
(KTD Osek), between mid April and mid June 2016, also
involving several sponsors and other associated
stakeholders from the community, and the region of
Goriška. After the public and open invitation to the
workshop through 100 posters and 800 flyers (dis-
tributed a week before the introduction event into
mailboxes of households within the 3 villages of Vi-
tovlje, Šempas and Osek) an introduction or kickoff
event took place (on 14.6., some 30 locals attended, of
which 20 were children — primary target group) at
which the PAIC project was introduced briefly and the
artists introduced themselves and their methods, sug-
gesting some possible artistic approaches to the topic
of “Present / Absent.” Gradually three workshop
strands formed, pertaining to the presence of the
three artists: Darko Fritz (Croatia; intermedia, lead, full
presence at all times), Tamás Tuza  (Hungary/Slove-
nia; contemporary dance, present at most days of
workshop). Žiga Šercer (Slovenia; percussion, music,
present at 2 days, when Tamas had to be away.)
The workshop strands were later on (on 19.6.) sepa-
rated into the “community” and the “professional
workshop” that involved primarily the PAIC project
group, however the two strands or groups interfaced
increasingly on last 2 days. Whereas the introduction
event of the first PAIC Osek workshop (Nov/Dec 2016)
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took place in the “Učilna” (about 50m2 gallery-cum-
office space, the only place used before the times of
“Farovž”  by KTD Osek for events and exhibitions, here:
https://goo.gl/maps/3Zj8Q5YPB4t) now the entire
workshop including presentation and the final public
event, the evaluation, and the entire PAIC “profes-
sional workshop” meeting took place in the (thus)
newly acquired and confirmed-as-viable premises of
“Farovž” (about 300m2), the ex priest’s house that was
thus consolidated as the new, and major cultural land-
mark of the community.

Keywords: art, participation, intermedia, dance, stop motion, per-
cussion, reflection, rural, urban, education, collaborative, photog-
raphy, new media, workshop.

OBJECTIVES (NEEDS / CAPACITIES)

The workshop departed from the following assump-
tions, generated through the preparatory phase (quote
from original document, as provided in terms of a brief
to the artists, and the PAIC team), throughout summer
and autumn of 2016.

In a brief preliminary discussion with community rep-
resentatives several aspects or needs emerged that
will be more narrowly defined, refined and added to in
subsequent meetings with the representatives of the
community, via the work group (established in July
2016, and meeting regularly upuntil and also after the
2017 workshop):
⁕ Tackle the invisibilty and stagnation of the artistic
potentials of the village and the micro-region (a paint-
ing workshop e.g. easily gathered 25 active partici-
pants, exhibitions gather 50-100 people who cannot
fit into the present “”Učilna” gallery that serves now
as a place of meeting and discovery of “invisible” in-

dividuals & new art practices by the members of the
community; the average quality and diversity of artis-
tic works displayed still remains relatively low..), in-
cluding arts&crafts and cultural heritage in a broader
sense.
⁕ Discuss and counter the paradox that almost a third
of the villagers are formal members of the Cult. Assoc
(120 people), but only 10-15 are really active in its ac-
tivities. The Association could do much more, but
would need to become more inclusive and recognized,
esp. of younger villagers, recent immigrants* (meaning
all villagers of non-local family origin), who would also
need to more identify with the village, the micro-re-
gion, its heritage...
⁕ Counter the emigration of young families and more
educated people into towns and cities, leaving an age-
ing population back to gradually abandon farming, tra-
ditional arts & crafts
⁕ Increase participation of young people and immi-
grants* in village life and activities in general
⁕ Increase visibility of the community within the
broader region, on national scale, and even abroad, as
both a tourist destination as well as a place to settle
down for high quality of combined rural-urban life-
and work-styles
⁕ ... all of the above is — within the PAIC intervention
— to be based on the background of the opportunity,
opened by the recent positive development of the
parishers/village/Cult.Assoc. acquiring and investing
into a new “Farovž” commuity house with garden, of-
fering considerably bigger space for exhibitions, pro-
duction, office/management, events, community
activities etc. The recent organisational problem of
the “Učilna” gallery with small space and neighbours
complaining about noise after 9PM is definitely
solved.
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The latter problem was now truly efficiently solved, as
each workshop day way followed by a socializing ac-
tivity of the kids and the parents, including the artists
and other village folk. The closing event ended at 2AM,
in joint singing and musical performance. This was re-
flected by the local community representatives as a
very valuable asset of the PAIC process.

up: the opening concert “In our House, the Happy House” 
bellow: Setting up the intermedia show “Our House” 
photographs by Daša Sirk, copyright UNG AU & PAIC

RESOURCES:

Financial resources were covered by the PAIC project
budget (consisting of 60% EC support, and 40% UNG
participation), however a substantial support by local
sponsors proved to be a big asset for the final public
event that boasted a hi-quality catering provision of
local delicacies and specialities as well as superb
wines. The community members (as volunteers of KTD
Osek) provided a substantial share of their own con-
tribution in the form of organization work, logistics,
cleaning services etc.

RESULTS (TRANSFORMATION):

The evaluation (see Appendix 1 below) showed that
most of the key stakeholders involved could approve
a substantial or at least fair increase of their artistic
or creative competence, at least within one of the
strands of the workshop (mostly two, or all three): they
became better versed in photography and video edit-
ing, and began to understand the (meaning) of the
artistic and creative activities in a more profound way.
Similarly as in the previous PAIC workshop with

old(er) village population, the Osek and the adjacent
villages thus became more prominent in the (other-
wise dominant) Nova Gorica (biggest town, municipal-
ity center) esp. as originators and producers of artistic
and cultural events; secondly, the inhabitants became
better visible to each other, across village parts, and
across generations — especially now, when children
were involved the “hard targets” of the “young fami-
lies” got involved into the cultural happening in the
village, which was considered to be the most impor-
tant impact of the process (by most of the community
members).
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The integrated results of the intermedia workshop
were two:
⁕ GLEDALIŠČE / THEATRE (PAIC, Osek, 2017) 
⁕ HIŠA / HOUSE (PAIC, Osek, 2017) 
For the results of the other two workshop strands, see
below under Tools / “Realms / art-forms covered”. All
of the results were proudly presented by the group of
20 children, and accepted warmly by the group of ap-
prox 80 visitors of the closing event, that next to the
prevailing local population also included international
audience (students, curators, cultural operators from
the region).

COMMUNITY - TARGET GROUP 

Local youth between age 5 and 14; members of
broader community, including the adjacent Vitovlje
and Šempas villages; age between 45 and 83 (occa-
sional participation of their parents).

Concerning the children’s availability and access for
this workshop, the June period was recognized as
both “good and bad” in terms of their workload/avail-
ability: June 15 both last years of primary and sec.
school finish already. But in this time the general rule
for schools is that children should have their assess-
ments finished, and last week (18-23 June) is consid-
ered as a more relaxing week in terms of school. Kids
finish school usually at 1PM, some of them stay in
school until 3 or latest 4PM, to go home to eat with
families.

TOOLS - METHODOLOGY

After introducing the topic of “Present / Absent “ (that
rearticulated, but connected to the previos workshop’s

topic “Visible / invisible”), the exact method was sub-
sequently discussed with the community members
over two meetings, where the local coordinator could
interface communication with local and remote artists
(which he conducted by himself, previously). The
artists then negotiated the exact workshop pro-
gramme in the days prior to the workshop online, and
in a preparatory meeting on 13.6. at the location. The
workshop sessions took place on negotiated dates,
during 9 afternoons and evenings, culminating in a
final public event, visited by over a 80 people (a fairly
big turnout for the locality), and an evaluation on the
next day.

Realms / art-forms covered in the workshop were: 
⁕ Percussion (basics);
this workshop strand worked around exploring own
body and materials of the house (environment) as per-
cussion “instruments”; eventually ending up with a
performed song of own (children-written) lyrics, to the
famous tune of “IntheJungle,theQuietJungle”. 
⁕ Cont. Dance (improvised movement, performance)
this workshop strand worked gradually toward phys-
ical exploration of space in and esp. around the house,
as well as the childrens’ advancement of own move-
ment and dancing potentials. After an agreement with
the aprtiicpants, and other artists, ti did not finish up
with a work, performance or piece, but was rather con-
tinued as a process of every-day exercise that relaxed
the children for other artistic work — but importantly
gave them (movement) material to work with in the
stop-motion and the frotage activities of the interme-
dia workshop strand: 
⁕ Intermedia (stop motion, frotage, drawing, photog-
raphy, video); this strand granted the workshop a con-
ceptual framework, specifically developed for this
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workshop by D. Fritz and both PAIC coordinators, local
(P. Purg) and remote (I. Sertič) which is explained in
the ADDENDUM x (see below). Most apparently, this
strand brought about two stop-motion films, “Theatre”
(a kind of making-of) and “Our House” (the central
stop-motion film).
A lot of energy and time was invested into attracting
the children of all ages to the workshops, and retain-
ing them in activity and attendance for the whole 9
days. There the local ex-teacher in the elementary
school Nevenka Bremec* was the key to success, im-
portantly complementing the work and efforts of the
local UNG coordinator, and the artists — none of whom
were from the narrow region, i.e. known to the parents.
eventually 20 children attended quite stably, with the
most active core of 12 during the entire workshop):

* Nevenka Bremec isalocal,arecentlyre-
tiredschoolteacherthatthechildrenknow
well—andquiteadore.Shepre-agreedto
takepart,andsuggestsacombinationof
invitations+“personalapproach”asyou
seeabove,toattractthebestmixofkids;
shehasa“circle”ofkidsthattrustherwith
suchactivities,mostlyfemale,around8-12
yearsofage.Shealsocouldreachoutto
youngerboysandgirls.Sheusedtoteach
elementaryschool(generic),butshehas
goodreferencesin(literary-based)drama.
Shealsomentorsacircleoflocalart-ped-
agogy interested sec.school pupils and
students (that’s why “17+”); mostly
dancers...Shewouldactasteacher/facili-
tator, not artist, and takeaminor “sym-
bolic”fee..

Parents signed a disclaimer of taking over (any risk;
and that we can video/photograph the kids and pub-
lish them (or negotiate exceptions..); See Appendix 2
below The disclaimer all parents had to sign stated
that the parents  gave the kids over to the workshop
process, but agreeing for their children to be at the
workshop at their parent’s risk, and that they keep the
responsibility of good health, security and wellbeing
for their children, while the PAIC group and the artists
will do all in their power to support and safeguard this.
The document also contains consent that the photo-
graphic and video materials may be used further in
any PAIC-related dissemination activities.

SELECTED SUGGESTIONS AND AGREEMENTS OF THE
EVALUATION AND FOLLOW-UP

- The event did not reach the transformative magni-
tude or the dissemination impact of the worst work-
shop, but it managed to transform families and the
way they consider art (education) in a non-formal
modus. 
- The time of year when these processes are organ-
ised has crucial impact
- The workshop proved to be evasive for efficient eval-
uation as children are hard to capture and motivate
for qualitative methods even (and parents were
tougher to reach than assumed).
- The workshop process and its results have brought
about an expectation on the further development of
this process.
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WORKSHOPS ExTERNAL EVALUATION — EMERGING
FURTHER TOPIC FROM THE WORKSHOP

1. From the perspective of psycho- social geography,
it is truly important to bring art into the process of
urban planning because otherwise it depends too
much on economical, rational principles. Artistic ap-
proach could contribute to this major challenge-
transformation of the rural setup and can tackle with
the issue of migrations which is the major challenge
to adaptivity of space. This spiritus loci that is essen-
tial key to creating the community can be done by
artistic means. Can this project contribute to this
deeper planning? (Nota bene: the project description
claimed that “ Particular topologies and geographical
and historical local context within wider European
cultural-historical and geo-political environment will
serve as a mediator in art and creativity (art as mean
of communication) and cultural artefacts as tools to
mediate problems that are common to deprived com-
munities which arise as a result of physical, social and
cultural isolation, migration and aspirations for
change and for transformation of the PUBLIC SPACE.
Project envisions a working process in the specific en-
vironment in such a way that the locations / environ-
ment with its topologies and cultural heritage,
idiosyncrasies becomes the platform for cultural and
creative research, international exchange, and the
space for cultural learning and creative praxes.)”

2. Tanja (external observer, but part of community)
“Transrural/Transcommunity cultural art > small com-
munities in different part of Europe may focus on sim-
ilar topics and then compare/see the results of how
this same topic is seen from different and geographi-
cally distant communities > make a joint final product

of it (book, blog, virtual platform). 
At the same time this would include elder (“analogue”)
and younger (“digital”) generation of local people.

3.  The symbol/concept of the project: the keyhole – a
voyeuristic point of view, an invasion into intimacy
and anonymity – Do small communities really want to
become visible? If yes, at what cost/risks, since the
visibility (recognition of the community in the “exter-
nal world”) may lead to several meaningful changes
which are not necessarily good for the community. In
fact, becoming visible is strongly connected to reveal-
ing one’s own “nudity” (ex. photos of people who
passed away, intimate family stories, collective mem-
ory > some family (community) members may not ap-
prove of this becoming visible/known).

4. Are these communities really deprived or it is just
this invisibility to the outer world that actually keep
them so special and helped the community to preserve
its characteristics from the past to nowadays?I have
been living all my life in Osek and in the last three
decades I have noticed several changes which mostly
came with migration, especially after the Yugoslav
wars in the nineties, since immigrants settled in the
old core of the village (the old houses), while the lo-
cals moved to the cities or to the “outskirts” of the vil-
lage/ in the new part (the so-called “Sunday
settlement”). Besides, people from other parts of Eu-
rope and Russia came and settled inOsek and as well
as, in the last 2 decades, people from other parts of
Slovenia (Peter and his family, for instance ): for a
community which population is about 340 this means
strong (cultural) changes in a relatively short time (30
years); but this sort of changes - due to migration pol-
icy - can be seen in the whole world in the last
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decades so, in my opinion, it is very interesting to ob-
serve this phenomenon also in such a small microcosm
as Osek is (here I would like to point out the important
step for the community done by a newcomer – Peter –
who incorporated your project which visibly helps re-
flect all those things! ) For this reason, elder people
are very important for the community as the “trans-
mitters” of the collective memory, since young people
seem not to be interested in it, and the collective
memory of this place slowly falls into oblivion.

5. History depends on who writes it (it’s a relatively
personal perspective, a sorting out), the same holds
for art. Therefore, how does one know what should be
exposed among all the material/stories/events…?
Each participant has her/his own material/stories to
present and to make visible but this is all sorted out
from a multitude of material. So how relevant this can
be? Why people “forget” some stories while stressing
others? How to make them remember what has been
almost forgotten?
The example of the so-called Aleksandrinke (mostly
known from Prvačina - a nearby village; they were
young women who left their children and families in
order to go to Alexandria (Egypt) to sustain their fam-
ilies as maids, breastfeeding others’ children…). There
were several “Aleksandrinke” also in Osek but nobody
ever talks/writes/researches about them, since it
seems that they are not anymore in Osek’s collective
memory.

6. The shift in perspective/consciousness of the local
people: the example of “farovž” (which once served
as the house in which the local priest lived and chil-
dren used to go there for the religious classes): the
Farovž community house has now been changed into

a cultural point which is an important shift in con-
sciousness for the locals, since now the building
serves to another goal – it has been remodelled to the
benefit of the community.

7. Digital practices: elder people have (probably for the
first time in their lives) the opportunity to express
themselves through the new media (again a shift in
the perspective in a community) > a challenge for the
community.

8. “Transrural/Transcommunity cultural art > small
communities in different part of Europe may focus on
similar topics and then compare/see the results of
how this same topic is seen from different and geo-
graphically distant communities > make a joint final
product of it (book, blog, virtual platform). A more de-
manding and complex project (for the future) might
be a database (a virtual research environment) in
which communities would enter their material (sto-
ries) > this would be an invaluable repository of Euro-
pean culture, art (storytelling) from many perspectives
(historical, cultural, anthropological…). At the same
time this would include elder (“analogue”) and
younger (“digital”) generation of local people. Last but
not least, I am sure this would be also a good starting
point to think about the continuation of the project
PAIC when it finishes… (speaking from experience
from the project HERA Travelling Texts in which I par-
ticipated and in which the database Women Writers
has been developed as a continuation from the previ-
ous project COST Women Writers in History: http://re-
sources.huygens.knaw.nl/womenwriters.

9. Art has the power to change the world for the better:
including topics of how to change our relationship to-
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wards natural environment and other living beings
(ex. eco-criticism in literature): art should encourage
people to think about our devastating consequences
for the natural environment and to help this world be-
come a better place for all beings > this project is a
great opportunity to make the (eco)changes VISIBLE,
since you have joined forces from different fields: aca-
demic, artistic, rural, international…”
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PARTICIPATORY VIDEO THEN AND NOW: 
CRITICALLY POSITIONING PRACTICE (AGAIN) BETWEEN THE 
TRANSFORMATIONAL INTENTIONS AND THE SHIFTING POLICY AGENDAS

JacquelineShaw
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Social and community uses of film and video are not
new, with early documentary-makers portraying ordi-
nary people’s realities as deliberate democratic acts
(Barnouw 1983). The Fogo island project involved
Canadian islanders in recording 25 films about their
concerns, which mediated dialogue with government,
decreased unemployment and halted a government-
resettling programme (e.g. Snowdon 1984). Although
often cited as breaking new ground in using film to
explicitly drive social improvement (e.g McLellan 1987,
Morrow 1987, Huber 1999, Crocker 2003), there is not
really one foundational project. Many practitioners
have been motivated by video, with numerous partic-
ipatory projects documented (e.g. Shaw 1986, Bery
and Stuart 1996, White 2003, Dowmunt 2007, Milne et
al 2012). As video has become more accessible there
has been accelerating enthusiasm amongst (commu-
nity) development practitioners and social re-
searchers for involving marginalised groups in
exploring their lives and perspectives using video - in
order to unearth neglected perspectives, to transform
social and political relations within and across com-
munities, and to drive community-led change pro-
cesses through video-mediated dialogue with
dutybearers and external agencies. 
Video is assumed to transform social power through
providing the means for excluded communities to
construct alternative narratives (Melkote 2004). How-
ever, in reality communication dynamics between
state and citizen are complex. Video projects are usu-
ally situated between interest groups with different
perspectives on both purpose and consequences
(Shaw 2016). Participatory video practice actually in-
volves negotiation between practitioner’s implicit in-
tention to build group agency and the (often
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conflicting) stakeholder agendas, with idealistic prac-
tice discourse contributing to a lack of realism. Criti-
cal questions are now emerging about the politics of
exposure and reception and the project power dynam-
ics (e.g Milne 2012, Shaw 2012b, Wheeler 2012). More-
over, I suggest the way that practices are framed and
named can both open and constrain possibilities de-
pending on the political context; and because the pol-
icy landscape shifts to incorporate and dilute
resistance, it is important to learn from history to
avoid being defeated by our own rhetoric. In the UK,
this is particularly given the current savage attacks
on welfare ideology under the cover of austerity need. 
This paper thus begins by exploring the historical de-
velopment of UK community video as part of the com-
munity arts movement, and its re-framing as
participatoryvideo in response to the 80s and 90s fi-
nancial climate. I illustrate how participation became
a conceptual cul-de-sac that restricted possibilities
through binding them to the individualistic neoliberal
context. I propose that video processes with
marginalised groups are re-cast once more with col-
lective purpose. However, I argue that we need a more
contextually nuanced understanding of practice real-
ities to prepare us for the likely challenges and enable
us to navigate with eyes wide open to both the poten-
tial and parallel constraints. I finally draw on my re-
search into the use of participatory video to mediate
and drive social processes towards increased influ-
ence for marginalised participants in local and policy
space (Shaw 2012 a). This illustrates some key ten-
sions that have informed my extended participatory
video approach (see Shaw 2015, 2017a), and how they
relate to navigating participatory video with invisible
communities. 

visioning resistance: cultural intervention 
to disrupt the status quo 

The community arts movement, like radical community
work, began in the 1960s cultural explosion (e.g. Ker-
shaw 1992, McKay 1996). It was a form of political ac-
tivism, motivated more by generating new social
possibilities than the arts activities (Kelly 1984). The
practice discourse was implicitly oppositional to es-
tablishment power and ranged from the general belief
in equitable creative opportunities to the specific ob-
jective of catalysing community-led action in disad-
vantaged communities. Media such as print,
photography and video were typical tools, with Nigg
and Wade (1980) documenting UK experimentation
with video’s replay function to historically contextu-
alise communityvideo.Early practitioners intended to
facilitate both horizontal communication (between
groups) and vertical communication (to government
decision-makers), not just the production of pre-con-
ceived messages. Some were also motivated by the
benefits the project processes afforded to participants
such as increased confidence, communications skills
or teamwork (Lorac and Weiss 1981, Shaw 1986). How-
ever, most were inspired by the idea of involving peo-
ple in actively representing themselves, rather than
being subjects of external producers.  

Post-modern thought purports that discourses shape
our world view and therefore how we act (Alvesson
2002). Control over social representations manifests
through the capability and resources to produce and
interpret stories, through control over media plat-
forms, and by influencing public agendas, who is rep-
resented and how debate proceeds (Melkote 2004).
Community video was thus perceived to build social
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power through opening the media landscape to ne-
glected, disadvantaged and marginalised communi-
ties with early UK practice discourse encapsulated as
follows: 

...buildingpeople’sawarenessofwhatis
goingonaroundthem–constructingapic-
tureoftherealworld,oftenwithaviewto
changingit...gettingpeopletohelpthem-
selvesanddecidetheirownfuturesrather
thanhavingtheirlivescontrolledforthem
byexternalforces
(Wade 1980:5)

This quote typifies the aims of early practitioners and
is echoed in much current writing about participatory
video. However, it exposes the common assumption
that greater influence for marginalised communities
will result directly from representation alone, with no
reference to the more problematic question of how
the link from controlling video production to generat-
ing community improvement can happen. In reality,
local and systemic dynamics constrain meaningful
governance responses to ground level desires. Video
projects operate within the practical contradictions
between the potential to transform power relations
and the opposing forces. 

The conceptual shift from ‘community’ to 
participatory’ video:  a story of appropriation 
and emasculation 

Different conceptual frames, such as voice and choice,
provide orientation in interpreting the social world,
and this informs individual and collective action (Free-
don 2003). Whilst maintaining enough similarity to

produce coherence, concepts are not static and shift
over time to reflect the context (Gutting 2005).  The
transition from UK practitioners identifying predomi-
nately as ‘communityvideoworkers’ in the 80s to ‘par-
ticipatory video facilitators’ now is no different. I
illustrate this next by explaining why the swing to
‘participation’ occurred, and how this contributed to
the dilution of radical potential in the UK context. 

From the beginning, community arts practitioners
were deliberately vague about their political inten-
tions, in order to gain credibility and financial support.
This generated problems as the political landscape
changed through the Thatcher era. ‘Community’ as
frame became problematic because it was associated
with challenging social power. The arts establishment
absorbed community arts by renaming it less contro-
versially as community-based or participatory under
the access umbrella (Matarasso 2007). In parallel,
community video was re-named as ‘participatory’ as
a deliberate practitioner survival strategy. This
aligned practice with similarly motivated participatory
methodologies in development contexts, as well as
carving a support niche in the challenging UK funding
environment. Unfortunately, the re-positioned partic-
ipatory arts sector, including participatory video, was
limited in many projects because it became tied to a
very different ideological agenda. 

New right rhetoric shrewdly adopted terms like par-
ticipation and activecitizenship. The notion of indi-
vidual rights supported collectively by the welfare
state was transformed into individual and family re-
sponsibility. Marginalised people who had stood to-
gether in class unity were held accountable for their
predicament, and communities became divided by so-
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cial representations such as ‘benefit scroungers’ and
‘teenage mother housing cheats’ (Ledwith 2001). In re-
framing to match the funding priorities, participatory
arts often manifested as no more than taking part in
creative activity. In my experience, this was reflected
in the 90s by many video projects where participants
documented other arts events or played themselves
in documentaries representing other’s perspectives
on their lives. This illustrates the limited participation
agenda that continued during the Blair government’s
(1997-2007) ‘third way’ (Giddens 2000). 

New Labour went on to incorporate participation cen-
trally in many programmes, such as the NewDealfor
Communities (Dinham 2005), where it denoted local
people’s involvement in area regeneration. The es-
poused argument was that bottom-up processes lead
to more sustainable development. More cynically, par-
ticipation uptake can be interpreted as Labour con-
tinuing the previous Conservative governments’
programme to roll back the welfare state to cut costs
(Craig and Mayo 1995, Mayo, Hoggett and Miller 2007),
and mirrors the World Bank’s uptake of participation
as efficient (Mansuri and Rao 2004). Encouraging peo-
ple to assess needs and plan services, restructured
the relationship between state and individual by plac-
ing more responsibility on local communities to solve
complex problems (Dinham 2005). Citizenship partic-
ipation put additional pressure on those facing the
biggest challenges. This was exemplified in the pro-
liferation of video projects focused on drug use or gun
and knife crime during this period. Government agen-
cies aimed to appease public concern by being seen
to act. The problems were passed on to cash-strapped
NGOs and stressed communities, and it is easy to see
this leads to victim blaming (see Campbell and Murray

2004). From the 90s to the present, I observed partic-
ipatory video springing up to address many areas of
social policy, but how can a participatory video pos-
sibly solve macro social problems? It is assumed that
people should be active, but why if they are not gain-
ing themselves? 

Isonemorevideoaboutknifecrimethat
usefultosociety?Gettingtothatendwas
importanttoparticipants…withoutaqual-
ificationorfinishedfilm…youarenota
success…youngpeoplehavetakenthaton
board.But,Ithinkthemoresignificantwas
thattheyactedtoaddresssomethingthey
caredabout.
(Cathy – practitioner on youth project)

As Cathy illustrates it is also important to think more
clearly about the gains that matter to participants, as
well as the risks. 

Social applications of video in the recent participatory
guise, have prioritised individual outcomes rather
than the earlier collective focus (Matarasso 2007).
This followed a renewed ideological commitment to
diminishing the welfare state, which was masked by
convincing the public of the austerity need, which
began during the 2010 election and continues today.
UK arts and media organisations relied increasingly
on short-term funding due to financing cuts (2000 on-
wards), in the wider neo-liberal context (Ledwith
2001), with people expected to help themselves
through capacity building (Mayo, Hoggett and Miller
2007). In the audit culture the arts were required to
prove social benefit and many participatory arts pro-
jects evaluated isolated individual factors such as
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confidence and transferable skills (e.g. Foster-Fishman
et al 2005). Funding bodies can easily rationalise pro-
jects within production skill parameters but ticking
boxes to provide individual qualifications is a distrac-
tion from the original social change aims (Mayo,
Hoggett and Miller 2007). Furthermore, focusing on
video training is ethically questionable, as many dis-
advantaged participants are unlikely to find future
work as film-makers; whilst the notion of individual
success, based on competition with others less adept,
functions to perpetuate social division. By compari-
son, I have often found it is working together to
achieve common goals that brings participants most
satisfaction on video projects, as well as the contri-
bution to building collective identities and feelings of
belonging. 

In this section, I have considered the development of
UK participatory video practice to show the mismatch
between the state agenda and the intention to trans-
form iniquitous dynamics. Allowing alternative ex-
pression is an example of repressive tolerance
(Marcusse 1964), through which liberal democracies
absorb and divert dissent so there is no threat to the
status quo, and we can easily be part of that. Viewing
participatory video as a research strategy can also be
a retreat from activism, because it gives legitimacy
even if no benefits to participants are forthcoming.
However, I propose bringing people together to col-
laborate across difference on their own terms through
shared action may be the most important contempo-
rary contribution. This suggests a retreat from partic-
ipation as theoretical frame, to once more focus on the
collective purpose in using video to drive social pro-
cesses. However, simply re-naming practice as commu-
nityvideo once more does not make it unproblematic.

Re-casting collective video practice:
Towards a critical visioning of the project territory
between inspiration and reality 

In the increasingly fragmented social world, the con-
cept of community can flag up the importance of peo-
ple considering similarities and differences with
others to establish shared understanding, through
which damaging social norms can be challenged and
re-framed (Howarth 2001). Generating grounded
knowledge, group agency, collective identities, mutual
purpose and energy from group action are critical to
addressing exclusionary dynamics and working to-
wards social transformation (Burns et al 2015).
Catalysing and supporting the emergence of a sense
of community amongst hidden, stigmatised and
marginalised social groups is an important potential
contribution of participatory video. My interest is thus
in the possibilities of video recording and playback
activities for social learning in the tradition of Kolb
(1984), Lewin (1951) and Freire (1984), and I apply
video to mediate and drive interaction in order to build
inclusive relationships progressively in different so-
cial spaces during longer-term and iteratively evolving
video projects. The intention is to shift power dynam-
ics to position participants from marginalised com-
munities more influentially. I do not suggest there is
a single ‘correct’ video practice, but it is important to
be specific to consider the realities. As example, this  
extended participatory video approach includes the
following key phases (for more details see Shaw 2015,
2017a): 

⁕ Opening enabling group spaces – using video to es-
tablish safe and inclusive relational contexts 
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⁕ group building – using video to generate collabo-
rative group dynamics, and build group agency and
common purpose

⁕ Internal exploration and sense-making – using
video recording and playback exercises to catalyse
inquiry about local issues, and mediate group dialogue
and reflective sense-making

⁕ Collaborative video-making – (internal convergent)
– Group action through making initial video stories
and messages on participant-driven topics

⁕ Performing local influence (screening to peer/hori-
zontal audiences) using video screening to promote
dialogue within community (progression from similar
groups to more diverse audiences)

⁕ Collaborative video-making (external divergent) –
Collective action through making video communicat-
ing deeper/more critical stories and messages, includ-
ing a wider range of perspectives, or focused on
community-identified solutions as well as issues

⁕ Performing external influence (screening to audi-
ences diagonally and vertically) - using video screen-
ing to promote wider dialogue and action partnerships
(possible progression from local decision-makers to
national/policy spaces) 

This framework shifts practice understanding by ap-
proaching collaborative video-making as one aspect
of the extended process, and my research has ex-
plored how video can provide the relational and dy-
namic context to build inclusive and collaborative
relations within communities, as well as responsive

exchange with influential decision makers back and
forth over time. (see Shaw 2012a, 2015, 2017). 
Nevertheless, learning from history, I am mindful that
simply focussing on communitarian or collective aims
does not make practice automatically transformative.
Hazy concepts like participation (and empowerment)
function to bring together differently positioned social
actors, without which most action to address injustice
would not happen (Brock and Cornwall 2005), and also
provide metaphorical flags to guide action. At the
same time, I have shown how the wrong frame can
miss nuances and constrain possibilities. In this re-
spect communityis another tricky notion that infers
something positive, but functions problematically in
real-life projects. For instance, it is often used to ob-
scure disadvantage (Dinham 2005), and mask differ-
ences within communities (e.g. Cleaver 2001, Hickey
and Mohan 2004). This enables project dynamics that
perpetuate inequity. In video projects, like other par-
ticipatory interventions, dominant groups in a com-
munity can easily take over project benefits, which
can then re-enforce the exclusion of the least power-
ful in that setting. 
Due to this, my practice research started from the as-
sumption that tensions are inherent in participatory
video exactly because it happens in contested con-
texts.  Projects typically happen through partnerships
across existing social divides and levels and between
different agencies, so they involve project actors with
different motivations (e.g. participants, researcher-
practitioners, community and civic stakeholders, and
financing agencies). Indeed, I identified that each
practice phase had key possibilities (the aspects that
did and can happen if circumstances are conducive),
but also presented risks and challenges that were in-
trinsically connected with the transformative inten-
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tion (Shaw 2012a). Whilst the details are beyond the
scope of this paper, and the aspects of power clarified
elsewhere (Lukes 2005, Gaventa 2006, Shaw 2017),
the table below presents the most relevant: 

My research has found that these key tensions are in-
trinsic to projects using video for participatory action
research or community development. What is most
pertinent here is that the tensions become more acute
when working with the most marginalised and invisi-
ble communities. This is both because it is more nec

essary to shift exclusionary dynamics to achieve the
potential, and because the risks are greater as this
consequently increases the challenge to the status
quo of power relations. This explains why practice in
such project contexts is always a navigation between
the possibilities and risks and the need to learn from
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field experience about how to do this ethically.

A recent example is from a Participate research pro-
gramme with local partners in Egypt, Ghana, India,
South Africa and Uganda. This collaboration with par-
ticipants in five extremely inequitable and/or unac-
countable contexts used a range of creative, visual
and participatory methods to understand how inter-
secting inequalities drive marginalisation and how to
build accountable relationships with dutybearers.  One
of the projects in Cape Town used digital story-telling
and participatory video to tackle police corruption
with residents facing ‘everyday’ township violence. At
one stage of this long-term engagement, the police
responded negatively to the participant’s collective
video GangstersinUniform. This impeded and threat-
ened the development of productive working relation-
ships with key police allies and highlighted the
importance of preparing audiences as to the purpose
of video mediated communication (see Shaw 2017 for
further discussion of this aspect and links to re-
sources). Practitioners also identified the necessity of
extended timeframes and the provision of ongoing
emotional support when painful experiences may be
surfaced (Howard, Shaw and Lopez Franco 2018). 

It is clearly crucial to think very carefully about
whether and in what circumstances video material
should be shown to external audiences. During the
same research the Egyptian partner worked with peo-
ple living with HIV and AIDS, who are a hidden and
highly stigmatised minority. In this case, it was simply
too risky for participants to tell their own stories on
video, as in many cases even their families didn’t know
about their health condition. In this case, trusted com-
munity collaborators presented the stories for them

(Howard, Shaw and Lopez Franco 2018). However, it is
important to remember that videoing processes can
generate or unearth hidden knowledge from the per-
spectives of invisible communities, which can be re-
ported in other ways, without anyone but the group
needing to watch and reflect on what is recorded
(Shaw 2017b). This is as there is no certainty that pub-
lic expression by the most stigmatised groups will be
received sympathetically. For example, the project in
India was with de-notified and nomadic tribes, who are
branded criminal from birth due to colonial histories.
The local partner worked to build collective identities
across the diverse tribes to increase their political
leverage (Howard, Shaw and Lopez Franco 2018).
However, they found changing perceptions about
these highly stigmatised groups was hard due to
deep-seated prejudice. 

Finally, as a core aim of this extended participatory
video approach is to build inclusive group dynamics,
challenges can also arise as part of the process of
shifting power relations. For example, during another
participatory video project with transgender (TG) commu-
nities in India, a main achievement was the strong re-
lationships forged between the diverse TG
communities. The project involved them working to-
gether for the first time, and they continued to collab-
orate afterwards. However, at one stage tensions
between the different groups erupted. This was con-
nected with intra-group dynamics between the more
and less powerfully positioned participants due to dif-
ferences in factors such as caste, and relative wealth.
This emphasised the barriers to participation for the
most stigmatised TG participants, which was an im-
portant part of the research insight on intersecting
inequalities (Burns et al 2013). This incident could be

https://www.ids.ac.uk/projects/building-sustainable-inclusion-from-intersecting-inequalities-to-accountable-relationships-2/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/projects/building-sustainable-inclusion-from-intersecting-inequalities-to-accountable-relationships-2/
https://vimeo.com/192466247
https://www.ids.ac.uk/news-and-opinion/opinions/
https://vimeo.com/74171698
https://vimeo.com/74171698
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interpreted as a failure of participatory video engage-
ment, but project insiders viewed it as a success be-
cause the bonds formed enabled underlying issues to
be expressed and worked through, and the group con-
flict was resolved during the process. How to navigate
these kinds of intrinsic tensions was part of the over-
all research insight during the recent Participate re-
search (see Building Sustainable Inclusion). 

Concluding thoughts for using participatory video
with invisible communities

In this chapter, I have suggested that the concept of
participation has lost its edge as a productive driving
metaphor to define social uses of video. Rather I have
shown how it has functioned in the UK context as a
conceptual cul-de-sac to dilute, restrict and limit op-
portunities for participants through binding them to
established agendas. I have called for re-focussing
practice on the collective aims of the pioneering com-
munityvideo workers, and, following Foucault’s in-
sight that power relations are perpetually re-enacted
at the micro-level, but can shift if dynamics are tipped
(Patten 2010), I have advocated extended videoing
processes as a way of providing the interactional con-
text to attempt this. This lens also makes it obvious
that practice is always a negotiation between opening
the possibility of transformation and the counter bal-
ancing forces in contested social contexts. 
In reality there are therefore no perfect projects with-
out tensions or risks. Applying participatory video ef-
fectively and ethically requires practitioners
understand the typical challenges, as I have illus-
trated. 
Focusing on participatory projects with invisible com-
munities, I propose the most important practice bal-

ances to consider are: 
- between encouraging public expression and inap-
propriate exposure 
- between building collective identities and recognis-
ing difference so the least powerful are not further
marginalised 
- between generating shared understanding on hid-
den social issues, and audience misunderstanding
Between forging alliances with influential stakehold-
ers and challenging dutybearers
In conclusion, I do not contend that a new name for
community/participatory video is needed, but ongoing
critical reflection about the practice realities. I have
found that participatory video processes do generate
valued participant and group benefits, but because
they attempt to shift dynamics there can be unfore-
seen negative consequences as well. Researching
what helps and hinders in navigating the real-life ten-
sions of participatory video projects, has built knowl-
edge about how the risks can been mitigated in other
similar contexts (Shaw 2012a), and resulted in, for ex-
ample, the extended participatory video process ad-
vocating a clear separation of exploratory video
recording in safe spaces, from using video to commu-
nicate externally later. 

In writing this chapter, I seek to alert new participa-
tory film and video practitioners not only to the inher-
ent practice challenges, but also the value of building
this grounded understanding from experience on
what works and what doesn’t in different circum-
stances. Here, I have provided some insight towards
this endeavour (for further see Shaw 2017), and I hope
to encourage greater honesty and ongoing reflection
amongst new and experienced practitioners to
strengthen understanding on how to maximise par-

https://vimeo.com/270973789
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ticipatory video possibilities against constraints in
collaborations with the most marginalised groups.
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TORRESOTO VISUAL:
A PARTICIPATORY VIDEO PROJECT IN THE DISTRICT CONTExT

InmaParra



158

ABSTRACT

What is participatory video?
In the case of Torresoto_Visual, participatory video
was a tool for capturing the sensitivity and emotion
of the moment. It was a project of listening, a visual
portrait of the here and now, a collection of contents
in which form was considered irrelevant.

People without a voice in the panorama of public
decision-making, take pictures with their cameras or
mobile phones and upload them to the network,
creating their own channels.

The themes (public space, women, infancy and youth,
immigration, and identity) and the visions of these
works constitute a starting point to generate change
in the locality itself, slow processes, but profoundly
transformational, if they are taken by public
administrations as reference-points in the generation
of change.

The accumulated experience has served to set aside
the mediation of third parties coming from outside the
community, and has allowed neighbours to stand at
the head of their own concerns, and break with the
inertia of an assumed, unquestioned social structure.

There remains a work of sensitisation, of open
proposals in common spaces with the participation of
all the agents involved in the development of the
projects. We can say that we are moving at a good
pace.

Keywords: participatory video, neighbourhood, participation,
methodology, transformation
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Introduction

Participatory video project, which gives voice to peo-
ple who feel unrepresented in the processes of urban
transformation of the space in which they live, the
neighbourhood (the PGOU [General Plan for Urban
Works] of 1995 was replaced and repealed by the Gen-
eral Urban Development Plan of Jerez, finally approved
by the Order of April 17, 2009 of the Ministry of Hous-
ing and Territorial Planning).

Initially, the Platform for the Integration and Partici-
pation of the Integral Plan of Torresoto_Jerez(2007)
was created, which, in the face of general ignorance
of the proposals arising from the centre of power,
brought together dissenting voices, and which issued
a collective demand for information, and a call for cit-
izen participation.

The people who participate in this platform have been
suffering for years under a local municipal power,
which, far from integrating the neighbourhood’s
needs and demands into its urban proposals, keeps
the neighbourhood separated from the process, while
also attempting to co-opt local opinion within the area
under dispute itself, by persuasion and inducements.

Those who have succumbed to co-option, far from
supporting their peers and neighbours, act as cata-
lysts for the convenience of power, foregrounding
speculative interests which have created a marginal
neighbourhood in the south of Jerez, now ripe for gen-
trification after decades of neglect, well situated due
to its proximity to the town’s historic centre, to the
circular road which connects it to the entire city, and
because it is the exit to the south of the province. We

are in the last years of the real estate bubble.
In this context, and having made a thorough diagnosis
of the problem, we started work on highlighting the
value of all those human and material elements that
make the neighbourhood a unique place, worthy of
preservation as a model of community life. Jerez’s her-
metic architecture has been favourable to the creation
of “bunker-houses” in certain districts, turning resi-
dents of these areas into security consumers, protect-
ing their property from a threatening outside. In
Torresoto, the situation was the precise opposite, due
to long established human ties originating in a com-
mon past which encouraged mutual support in the
face of scarcity, which in turn encouraged values of
openness and neighbourhood trust.

Methodology: what is a participatory video?

In the case of Torresoto_Visual, participatory video
was a tool for capturing the sensitivity and emotion
of the moment. It was a project of listening, a visual
portrait of the here and now, a collection of contents
in which form was considered irrelevant.
People without a voice in the panorama of public de-
cision-making, take pictures with their cameras or
mobile phones and upload them to the network, creating
their own channels, such as the one we present here.
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The themes and the visions of these works constitute
a starting point to generate change in the locality it-
self, slow processes, but profoundly transformational,
if they are taken by public administrations as refer-
ence-points in the generation of change. 

Public space

The activities were developed over ten years as
needed, depending on the particular circumstances in
which opposition to the oppressive power was re-
quired to be mobilised. The defence of public space
(Sofá público, 2007) was the first proposal, since
neighbourhood action on this issue had led directly to
our exclusion from our neighbourhood center; this ex-
perience, in which neighbours in a district found
themselves subject to exclusion from local facilities
and amenities for standing in opposition to municipal
plans, was verified to be common in other neighbour-
hoods of Jerez. This artistic practice consisted of tak-
ing a red sofa onto the street, and talking to groups
interested in the subject, with spontaneous and un-
mediated contributions from any citizen who wished
to sit and talk to camera.

women

The second focus of attention was women, the most
undervalued group, relegated to a secondary role
within collective domestic activities in the various
events which took place at the neighbourhood centre.
They were solely responsible for food preparation,
cleaning and caretaking, and made no participation in
the decision-making spaces. We kept up a close rela-
tionship of listening to their experiences, and decided
to highlight their particular experience in making tra-
ditional food without the use of modern kitchen ap-
pliances, as they did years before, when scarcity
created a well of ingenuity in making use of local pro-
duce, which they prepared in imaginative and sustain-
able ways.
(Degustación de sonidos y Verbena degustación de
sonidos)
This process of re-evaluation of women's work in the
domestic private space, work which was reiterated in
collective neighbourhood spaces in which gender de-
termined the performance of tasks which were more

https://vimeo.com/83748135
https://vimeo.com/84119746
https://vimeo.com/84119746
https://vimeo.com/82719651
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or less recognized, was a working method which we
repeated on another occasion (Mujeres comprometi-
das con la zona sur, 2013), this time from the perspec-
tive of all the female collectives and agents who acted
in the south of Jerez since its origins, throughout the
second half of the twentieth century. It should be re-
membered that these were years of oppressive edu-

cation for women, which relegated them to a
secondary role, framed, moreover, within an urban en-
vironment recognized as marginal.

The domestic space is also present in another project
(Vente a mi nevera, 2009). Although it was not filmed
around Torresoto, its themes were of relevance to the
neighbourhood situation: learning more about the
modes of food consumption, raising awareness of or-
ganic farming and the general accessibility of its pro-
duce. For this particular video, centre-stage was given
to a refrigerator, and the participants who filled it with
products. 

Infancy and youth

Youth representation was non-existent in the neigh-
bourhood center, with even less encouragement of ac-
tive participation among younger members of the
community than among women. We considered it nec-
essary to share decision-making processes with
younger community members, arriving at a list of pub-
lic-space needs for their leisure, and for the well-
being of the neighbourhood as a whole. This process
was followed up over a number of years and adopted
as a guide of intentions, to which we committed our-
selves as mediators between the community's
younger members, and the public channels which
could realise their ideas. (Torresoto, 2008).

This close identification with their community was put
to good use, in free-time video projects in which they
showed their world, consisting of such varied topics
as: 

https://vimeo.com/88148628
https://vimeo.com/88148628
https://vimeo.com/84847871
https://vimeo.com/84212746
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⁕ El cumpleaños de los nenucos, 2010
⁕ La carrera mortal, 2010
⁕ Informativos Torresoto, 2010 
⁕ Una cruel realidad, 2010
⁕ Entrevistas a las madres del barrio, 2010

Following on from these proposals, we began to make
exchanges with projects from outside Jerez which
studied architecture with school-age children, making
use of play and experimentation (La casa de la
música, 2011). 

The experience allowed us to model strategies to sin-
gle out the neighbourhood's architectural features,
among them, the sinuous streets adapted to the
ruggedness of the territory, self-constructed houses
without aesthetic limits. This gave us many pedagog-
ical resources to work with children and young people
(Torresolandia, 2013).

The work with the school-age children was consoli-
dated, and we created Pequeño-Torresoto, in which
childhood and the recognition of their material and
human territory were fundamental. We attempted to
solve educational deficiencies in an imaginative way,
incorporating other languages in their learning, cre-
ative reading, recycling, gardens for self-consumption,
traditional meals made with their mothers and every-
thing that was in their immediate surroundings. (Pe-
queño Torresoto, 2013).

Immigration

Institutional labelling of newcomers as “immigrant”
often has the effect of eroding existing informal
structures of mutual support which depend upon nat-

ural human solidarity, without recourse to labels
which seem to replicate colonial discourses, interrupt-
ing, and possibly derailing, the natural processes by
which any newcomer, “immigrant” or not, finds a place
in their new surroundings.

This new neighbour is incorporated into daily neigh-
bourhood life, filling it with colour and diversity. The
proposal that arose from the neighbourhood was to
construct a space without borders in which to enjoy
a joint meal to share our realities together, with the
express intention of listening and normalising, incor-
porating people from other neighbourhoods, other
urban zones, different academic and economic levels,
all human beings with their own existence (Identi-
dades invisibles , 2010).
On another occasion, experiences were collected in
different contexts of the southern area, where the im-
migrants showed their daily lives on camera, not al-
ways friendly (Háblame de tu barrio, 2010) 

Identity

Once we made videos of ourselves, and for ourselves,
any outside analysis which tended to marginalize us,
and patronize us as inarticulate in expressing our
needs as a community, was utterly rejected. We are
what we are, the rough with the smooth, and we re-
solve our own conflicts, and enjoy the space we share
together.

This demand represented the end of a phase during
which the neighbourhood's residents had felt like
Martians living in an evolving reality imposed by cer-
tain organizations which had settled in their inhabited
space, organizations which, having come to certain

https://vimeo.com/84946841
https://vimeo.com/85420089
https://vimeo.com/85420091
https://vimeo.com/85420093
https://vimeo.com/85420092
https://vimeo.com/87492025
https://vimeo.com/87492025
https://vimeo.com/88433235
https://vimeo.com/101310710
https://vimeo.com/101310710
https://vimeo.com/87009315
https://vimeo.com/87009315
https://vimeo.com/87194685


163

conclusions as to how the community might emerge
from its marginal status, engaged in repeated rounds
of formulas and studies which justified their continu-
ing existence within the neighbourhood, rather than
acting upon any of the conclusions they had arrived
at. (No somos marcianos, 2015).

A neighbourhood identity which calls for the elimina-
tion of obsolete building materials which result in
poor quality housing and which are hazardous to com-
munity health (Mira la uralita , 2014), which leads
members of the community to carry out solidarity
campaigns for Christmas, offering collective help to
meet immediate seasonal needs within their area, as
well as in surrounding areas (Copito , 2015),  or which
leads neighbours to highlight the harsh reality of peo-
ple suffering from the crisis, making use of a food
bank set up by a neighbourhood women's association,
a small support allowing the community to subsist de-
cently on scarce resources (Jerez pura realidad, 2016).

Conclusions:

The neighbourhood continues with its comings and
goings, with the visual documentation which has been
generated during these ten years of unstoppable
work, with absences and new lives which have come
to give another perspective to the neighbourhood
movement, now somewhat exhausted by the enforced
changes of location, which has limited its capacity for
transformation over its territory, the known, the in-
habited.

The accumulated experience has served to set aside
the mediation of third parties coming from outside the
community, and has allowed neighbours to stand at
the head of their own concerns, and break with the
inertia of an assumed, unquestioned social structure.

There remains a work of sensitization, of open pro-
posals in common spaces with the participation of all
the agents involved in the development of the proj-
ects. We can say that we are moving at a good pace. 

https://vimeo.com/127500989
https://vimeo.com/112043370
https://vimeo.com/146479617
https://vimeo.com/184224352
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SELAM SELAM

Jamboy,artcollective(LasseMouritzenandPeterKærgaardAndersen)
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SelamSelam is a participatory film project, and the
name a film studio, created by the art collective Jam-
boy, February - September 2017 in the town of Hør-
sholm, Denmark. The film studio was established in
collaboration with an eritrean community at their res-
idence in an out-of-use retirement home called Han-
nebjerg located in an upper class residential area. 
The project exemplifies how participatory art can in-
vestigate relations and interactions between refugees
and their new local society, and through filmmaking
discuss and rethink ideas of cultural differences and
representation.

The local neighbourhood of Hannebjerg can be cha-
racterised by its cultural carefulness and reticent con-
tact to the refugees. In here, neighbourliness is
understood as an act of respect on privacy. Nonethe-
less it leads to a spatial environment where
neighbours remain strangers to each other and where
cultural exchange for the refugees is mostly reduced
to a formal exchange within work and integration pro-
grams. The out-of-use retirement home is originally
meant as a structure facilitating the movement “away”
from society. In a symbolic sense, it can be seen as
well as a space that differentiate otherness in relation
to the neighbourhood norm.
The everyday life in Hannebjerg can be characterised
as active, busy, joyful, restless and habitual like any-
where else. There is a desire to become Danish, to
speak Danish and make Danish friends and further-
more to express and share their own story, cultural
traditions and values with the Danish society. A desire
that can be difficult to unfold in a neighbourhood
where interactions is kept to a minimum and where
cultural difference is something you respect, but don’t
interact with.
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In this context, the idea to create a film studio was
formed in dialogue with the residents of Hannebjerg.
It was thought of as a way to engage with the cultural
and social carefulness, and privacy  in the neighbour-
hood by sharing stories about Eritrean culture, every-
day life and desire. Furthermore share perspectives
on how it feels to be a refugee and to be “strange” in
Denmark. The film and the process of filmmaking was
thus a way to investigate new relations and under-
standings of culture and everyday life in the
neighbourhood.

There was no clear defined concept, goal or direction
of the film which made it easy for it to be develop
along, and extend into, everyday activities such as
play, conversations, relaxing, cooking etc.. It became
a way of being together in where we discovered and
shared new narratives and aesthetics around our cul-
tures. As the film connected to social activities, it
moulded into modes of sharing, revealing, reenacting
and representing moments of life, memories and dre-
ams. Furthermore the dialog around the film and what
it should be about came along these activities which
became a way to open up new perspectives on our
common experience. Here, the dialog and proces
around the film had the potential to decode the com-
mon sense of everyday life, culture and belonging, and
therefore open up new dimensions and questions on
representation.

Filmmaking can in this case be seen as a way of being
together and form new relations and understandings
with a refugee community. It can help to decode and
exchange the differences in everyday life and culture,
and explore how desires and frustrations of being
strange is expressed or tamed in relation to the

neighbourhood and society. 

During the last month in Hannebjerg we collaborated
with the community to frame a concept for the film.
Beside the social activities of filmmaking we also
arranged small test-screenings of specific film scenes,
which lead to discussions on narratives and ambience
in the final production. We created a final edit that re-
presented both the social experiences and discus-
sions from the filmscreenings, which resulted in the
short film WhenStrangers MoveIn.

The film is a poetic mediation of the life of the eritrean
community and a perspective on desire, dreams,
strangeness and habits in relation to a new home and
neighbourhood. The narration of the film is made with
a voice over in Tigrinya language, which describes the
simplicity and sensuousness of events such as a wed-
ding, a family reunification, sparetime or work. The
film describes the nomadic and playful process of life
as it unfolds; describing moments and feelings as they
interfere in time and space. It is diverging from the
use of distinct categories and values. It does not focus
on the concept of the refugee as a figure of escape
but rather as a figure of desire, and someone who ar-
rives and connects. In this sense the narration seek to
demystify and reroute the way we categories
refugees and strangers in society. The narration offers
an opportunity to form a conception of life as various
attempts to create positive and meaningful relation to
the social environment. 
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The film production office was created in one of the unused rooms, the sing
‘Selam selam’ is Tigrynia form ‘Hello hello’. 2017. Jamboy.

Passing a neighboring house, Jamboy 2017.

Test screening and discussion of selected scenes. Jamboy, 2017.

Filming everyday situations. Jamboy, 2017.

The temporary home of the Eritrean community Hannebjerg, seen from the
street. The out-of-use retirement home has been utilized as a temporary
municipal refugee housing form 2 years until August 2017. It is now in proces
of being redeveloped for new residential plots. Jamboy, 2017.

Parts of the structure was unused and unmaintained. Plants us surrounding
the back of Hannebjerg. The deterioration of the place contributes in differ-
entiating the temporary home from the normality of the Neighborhood. Jam-
boy, 2017.
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Screenshot from the When Strangers Move In, Cooking. Jamboy, 2017.

Screenshot from the When Strangers Move In, Wedding. Jamboy, 2017.

Screenshot from the When Strangers Move In, Measurement of the plot for
future development, Jamboy, 2017.
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TOOLS AND CHALLENGES: 
ARTIST’S REFLECTION ON THE IMPLEMENTATION AND ExECUTION 
OF MASS-PARTICIPATION PROJECTS IN RESIDENTIAL COMMUNITIES

CarlySchmitt
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Abstract

In this essay artist Carly Schmitt reflects upon two
Mass-Participation-Art-Projects that were created in
two different residential communities in Minnesota.
Mass-Participation-Art-Projects are the working title
that Schmitt has developed to describe community
artworks, or projects, that invite the participation of
many thousands of people over an extended period
of time.  These projects work to create a collective
human experience that encourages participants to
think beyond their individual mindset. 
Written as an artist’s reflection , this essay focuses on
two main projects; MakeY[O]urMark (2011) and One
Tile,OneRosemount(2015).  Both of these projects
engaged entire communities in the creation of a com-
munityportrait.  In these projects thousands of differ-
ent participants personalized one-inch-wooden-tiles
which were later combined to composed mosaic mu-
rals.  Using these two participatory projects as a back-
drop, Schmitt reflects in depth about her process, the
effectiveness of that process, and lays out clearly
stated toolsandmethods for creating works of a sim-
ilar nature.  She illustrates these tips with specific ex-
amples from her two mass-participation artworks and
addresses areas such as; project structures, event
planning, youth engagement, advertising, and aes-
thetics.  In the second chapter titled, BarrierstoPar-
ticipation,Schmitt focuses in on three major pitfalls
in the areas of; project aesthetics, personal barriers
and accessibility, that can lead to decreased project
participation. 

This essay is particularly attractive for scholars inter-
ested in artistic works that strive to encourage ex-
tremely high levels of participation. Moreover, these
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Mass-Participation Artworks are extreme examples of
participatory artworks that provide valuable incite for
all artists interested in working in a similar manner,
regardless of project size or scope.  In the end Schmitt
makes that case that in addition to posing the ques-
tion “who is your audience,” artists working in partic-
ipation also need to be asking; “where can we find that
audience?” and “how can we move them to action?”
This essay gives specific examples of how one artist
addressed these questions, and lays out a foundation
for participation upon which other artists can build.  

Keywords:Mass-Participation, Project Execution, PA Tools, Project
Planning, Community involvement

Tools and Challenges: Artist’s Reflection on the Imple-
mentation and Execution of Mass-Participation Pro-
jects in Residential Communities

In the summer of 2011 I posed a challenge to the city
of Vadnais Heights.  My goal was to create an artwork
that asked for, solicited, and even demanded the par-
ticipation of an entire residential community.  I de-
signed a community mosaic that was composed of
11,424 individual one-inch-square tiles.  The popula-
tion of Vadnais Heights was at the time 12,335,  and
it was my intention to try and conduct an artwork
where nearly every person living in the community
would participate.  More important to me than the sim-
ple act of creating a collaborative community mosaic
was the outrageous challenge of trying to get 100%
community participation.  Two years later I was in-
vited by another community to conduct an extremely
similar project.  By having the good fortune of being
able to create a mass-participation-project like this
again I was able to greatly broaden my understanding

for the process and acquire an even broader depth of
knowledge when working in this manner.  
In this essay I will reflect upon two similar Mass-Par-
ticipation-Art-Projects that were created in two differ-
ent residential communities in Minnesota.
Mass-Participation-Art-Projects are the working title
that I have developed to describe community art-
works, or projects, that invite the participation of
many thousands of people over an extended period
of time. These projects were intended to create, in ad-
dition to a community mosaic, a collective human ex-
perience that encouraged participants to think
beyond their individual mind-set and actively partic-
ipate in a common activity.  This essay provides an in-
depth reflection about my process, the effectiveness
of that process, and provides tips for other artists in-
terested in creating similar mass-participation art-
works.  I will touch briefly upon the historical context
of these works and provide an account for how these
works progressed over time, with the majority of the
article dedicated specifically to sections entitled Bar-
rierstoParticipationand ToolsandMethodsforIn-
creasedParticipation.

Context and Process

In this essay I focus mainly on the MakeY[O]urMark ,
(MYM)  and OneTile,OneRosemount,(OTOR), both of
which engaged entire communities in the creation of
a “community portrait.”  In these projects thousands
of different participants personalized one-inch-
wooden-tiles which were later combined into mosaic
murals.  The concept mirrors the idea of an individ-
ual’s place in a community, and that the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts; in the work itself,
one can observe the individual contributions close-
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up, but from a distance the individual details fade as
a larger image of a community landscape emerges.
These mosaics also document a unique time in these
communities when many people worked together to-
ward a common goal. 

With both projects I was tasked with the challenge of
creating a community mural that would hang in newly
built community structure. My aim was to create
works that involved the entire community and helped
to nurture a sense of ownership and belonging for the

two structures. Encouraging these feelings of owner-
ship and belonging are often listed as main goals in
nearly all the Mass-Participation-Art-Projects that I
have encountered1.  
As communities grow, are fractured, and continue to
be divided and subdivided within a larger city context,
we feel we have fewer common experiences.  Where
once town events such as barn raisings, crop-har-
vests, and town festivals served to renew the bonds
of community through participation in a common
event, today it is more often in cases of a tragedy such
as a terrorist attack or natural disaster that these
bonds of community are renewed. These projects
were designed to create an artwork that felt like a
modern-day-barn-raising and left behind a community
mosaic as documentation of a time when so many
people did something together. 
While the end result may look very similar, the project
structures of the MYM and OTOR projects were very
different. For the MYM I worked closely in collabora-
tion with the mayor to get the project off the ground.
Together we raised the money, fought for City Council
approval, scheduled participatory events, conducted
participatory events, maintained a web presence, con-
ducted public relations, numbered and organized all
the tiles, created a database, assembled, and installed
and documented the final artwork. While accomplish-
ing our goal, taking on all of these project responsi-
bilities was at times overwhelming.

The second time around I wised up. For the OTOR Pro-
ject I relied heavily on the resources of the Rosemount
Area Arts Council and acted more as a consultant and
project designer.  I concentrated mainly on developing
a framework for the arts council to follow, a series of
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“best practice” guidelines that would encourage very
high community participation, and was responsible for
all of the visual arts elements. Like in the MYM Project,
I created the original painting upon which the com-
munity mosaic was built, pixelated the image and re-
duced the mosaic down to 40 different colour tiles,
hand mixed the 40 different paint colours used to
base-coat the tiles as well as the 40 different colours
used to personalize the tiles at events, and provided
them with exact number of different colour tiles they
needed to complete the image. It was the Arts Coun-
cil’s job to pre-paint the tiles, organize participatory
events, staff participatory events, keep track of who
personalized each tile with a reference number, and
build a database so that participants would be able to
easily find their tile in the final piece. This project ap-
proach was, from a professional standpoint, much
more successful. It asked that the Rosemount Area
community become more involved in the process and
allowed me, as an artist-outsider, to piggyback on
their already established reputation and network to
create a successful mass-participation work in a city
to which I previously had little connection.  Below are

the main insights I gained by conducting this same
project in two different communities and working to-
gether with different project partners.

Tools and Methods for Increased Participation

1.WorkinCollaborationwithaProjectAdvisoryBoard

For both the MYM and OTOR projects I worked very
closely with an arts advisory board.   If the community
does not already have an Arts Council, it is a good idea
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to assemble one for your project.  If the community
does already have an arts council, but you would
rather assemble one of your own, be sure that you
reach out and try to involve at least two of the mem-
bers of that other arts organization in your project,
particularly those members who might later be oppo-
sitional to your work.  This is an easy preventative
step to encourage involvement and open participation.
I have found that a failure to do so may lead to unex-
pected barriers in the future simply because people
felt like they were being excluded. This is an espe-
cially sensitive area in small communities, though arts
communities within a larger city context also benefit
from this approach. 

2.InviteMembersofYourProjectAdvisoryBoardCare-
fullyandIntentionally

The members of this board will be your main support-
ers, collaborators, and promoters, so it is helpful to
seek out people who are highly visible and particularly
active in the community.  For example, in the MYM
project, one of our board members was the CEO of
Merrick Inc., a local non-for-profit that specializes in
helping adults with disabilities find employment.  Our
project paid for all of the wooden tiles that were used
in the final mosaic to be primed and base-painted by
Merrick Inc. clients in their workshops.  We later
specifically staged a tile signing event in their break
room over the lunch hour in which we were able to en-
gage the participation of over 200 people.  Our collab-
oration with Merrick Inc. was extremely fruitful and
ended up being very important in ensuring the suc-
cess of our project.  Their CEO was an active member
in various community clubs and invited me to present
our project to multiple audiences, expanding our net-

work even further.  As the project progressed, employ-
ees who felt a strong connection to the project went
on to host tile-signing-parties in their neighbour-
hoods, and we were able to piggy-back on their net-
work to attract thousands of participants. All this was
made possible simply by inviting the CEO to join our
project early in the process. 

3. BringtheParticipatoryEventtothePeople/DoNot
ExpectThemtoCometoYou

With both versions of this project it was much easier
to encourage participation if we took the event to var-
ious groups as opposed to waiting for them to stop by
one of our “official events.”  For example, with the
MYM project I packed up my tiles and conducted par-
ticipatory events at high schools, pancake breakfasts,
the local food shelf, restaurants, reunions, fund-rais-
ing events, club meetings, church gatherings, English-
as-a-Second-Language classes, and even private
birthday parties.   On National Night Out, a nation-wide
event that encourages Americans to get out of their
houses and meet other people in their neighbourhood
at local block parties, we organized seven different
volunteers to go to 15 different block parties and se-
cured the participation of over two thousand people
in just a few hours. A good first step when undertaking
a project like this is to scope out the places and
events in the community that already draw a large
amount of people and take advantage of those. At all
these events, especially the large ones, I would always
ask to be included in the official program, and in pro-
motional ads, and to have the chance to briefly speak
in person about why I was at the event.  This small
personal touch always helped to add legitimacy to the
participatory action and encourage people to partake. 
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4. TakeAdvantageofLocalSchoolsandEngageStu-
dentAmbassadors

The local public school system is a tremendous re-
source and great way to inform thousands of families
about your project.  For both the MYM and OTOR pro-
ject we worked very closely with schools.  We con-
ducted tile-signing-events with all the students in the
school district, which for Vadnais Heights and Rose-
mount was between 6000 and 9000 students.  We also
send an informational flyer home with each student
and conducted guest lectures in many different class-
room settings to familiarize the students with our pro-
ject in the hope that they too would become
ambassadors.  In the high school we also worked very
closely with a couple of their clubs and organized spe-
cific students who acted as liaisons between our pro-
ject and their group.  This was especially useful in
getting our message out and organizing volunteers to
help staff participatory events and organize tiles. 

5. ReachouttobothNon-profitandFor-profitInstitu-
tions

It always surprises me how eager and excited insti-
tutions are when asked to be included in a community
art project of this nature.  It seems to me that so many
of these groups are looking specifically for opportu-
nities in which they can renew bonds with, or demon-
strate their commitment to, the local community.  With
both projects we reached out to banks, retail shops,
restaurants, supermarkets, fire departments, and
churches and they were all eager to not only host but
also advertise these events. 

6.  ShopLocalandBeaJobCreator

Projects of this nature can positively impact the local
economy.  I generally regard it to be a best practice to
try a purchase most of your supplies and provisions
at local shops.  It might take a little more effort and
communication, but you will also get you a lot more
community support.  The same is true with food. You
would be amazed at the kind of return you get on a
three dollar cup of coffee in the context of these mass
participation projects.  So much communication and
community exchange takes place at local cafes, and
it is a great place to meet potential advocates and es-
tablish a strong presence in the community.  These
small signs of support and inclusion in the local com-
munity do wonders to support the overall success of
projects like these. Due to the fact that these projects
are so large and multifaceted it is also often very help-
ful, and economically advantageous, to temporarily
hire a few people from the community to support your
effort.  For the MYM project we hired a very talented
Merrik Inc. client to do all of our data entry.  She was
thrilled to have a temporary job that fit particularly
well with her interests and skill sets, and we were ex-
cited to have someone with great attention to detail
doing all our project data entry.  From an economic
standpoint, it made much more sense to outsource
this work as opposed to doing it myself on top of all
the other things I had going on.  Moreover, this is a
good thing to keep in mind when drafting a project
budget; often, outsourcing certain steps in the project
to other community members can reduce both project
costs and timeline, and community members will be
thrilled to take on a more intimate role in the commu-
nity art project and will become even stronger advo-
cates for your work. 
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7. NotesonAdvertising,BrandingandSocialMedia

In marketing people often talk about “the rule of
seven,” which means generally someone needs to see
an ad seven times before they will take action.  While
I was surprised the first time I heard these, my expe-
rience has shown this to be true. In the MYM project I
had the extreme good fortune of being able to work
with two well experienced public relations profession-
als and learned a great amount in the process.  The
general rule of thumb was that you can never have too
much exposure.  Here is a brief listing of all the ways
in which we advertised for these projects:
Highway billboards / weekly newspaper ads, including
commissioning a large-scale colour insert in the local
newspaper that gave people more information about
the project and how to get involved / signs in people’s
front yards / stickers / postcards / buttons / city-
wide-mailings / local and regional television coverage
/ radio interviews / digital signage (we often asked
partner organizations to put something about our pro-
ject on their running digital information signs/ Face-
book / Project Blog/ instagram/) sidewalk chalk/
walking in community parades / sign dancers / table-
tents (table-top-advertising at local restaurants) / in-
clusion in various organizations newsletters. 

8. WordofMouth

The most effective form of advertising is almost al-
ways word-of-mouth.  This is specifically why we
spent so much time talking about our project to local
clubs, organizations, schools and with individual
members of the community.  The persuasive power of
having your neighbour ask you “have you personal-
ized your tile yet?” is much more effective and mem-

orable than any sort of traditional ad.   Some projects
such as HowtoWalkTogether by Catherine Grau and
Zoe Kreye, a community project the culminated with
a mass- procession of people and boats moving to-
gether along the canals of Groote Waal in  Holland,
was exclusively organized by word of mouth, some-
thing that they considered to be an important part of
their process. 

9. EstablishaPhysicalPresenceintheCommunity/a
Workshop

Both projects were assembled in a workspace within
the community that was intentionally centrally lo-
cated and open to the public.  At these workshops
community members were invited to stop by, chat, see
our progress, and witness the assembly of these com-
munity mosaics first hand.  I always warned people
that if they stick around too long I would have to put
them to work, and occasionally visitors took me up on
this offer.  It was essential that these projects had a
home base and visual presence in the community in
terms of accessibility, legitimacy, and supporting our
advertising campaigns. I think it is especially impor-
tant in projects like this where the participatory event
is very mobile that there is one place that acts as a
storefront or face for the larger project. 

10. AestheticsareImportant

The role of the artist in most participatory art works
is to set a stage and curate a framework for interac-
tion.  My particular approach is to make it fun, unex-
pected, and extraordinary.  This is an area where you
can underline the fact that you are both an art project
and a community development project. In the MYM
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and OTOR projects I curated a participatory experi-
ence that was always based around a table and
evoked memories of shared meals and conversations.
At tile signing events I would “set tables” where the
tile-signing-events would take place.  To set these ta-
bles I used tablecloths, teacups, placemats and nap-
kins that I collected from members of the community.
I purposely placed very limited jars of paint on the
table so that participants would be forced to ask their
neighbour and come into conversation with other peo-
ple in order to participate. By the end of the summer
the table-settings were all mismatched, and covered
in paint drops.  This table setting idea was a nice and
easy solution to the challenge that the project had to
be easily transportable, divisible, consistent, and still
give participants the feeling that they are sharing in
an “arts experience” or something beyond their typi-
cal daily routine. 

Barriers to Participation

As important as it is to attract participants to your
project, it is equally important to consider any possi-
ble barriers to participation in your planning process.
The first time I created a project of this nature I was
blind-sided by the long list of reasons people will give
you for why they are not willing to participate.  I ini-
tially thought, “it is such a simply meaningful act, why
would anyone choose not to participate?” but of
course people are individuals and you will inevitably
find people who are not going to budge.  These are ex-
treme cases, but to prevent many possible partici-
pants from falling into this trap here are a few things
to consider in your planning process: 

1.BeCarefulthatYourProjectDoesNotLookTooCom-
mercial

There is a fine line between a project looking profes-
sional and too commercial. I think it is a way to boost
a project’s legitimacy and brand recognition by cre-
ating things like a logo and project colour schemes
and wearing name tags or uniforms at participatory
events. However, if it is an art project, people also
want to see a little bit of creativity and a bit of quirk-
iness.  Experience has taught me that if a project
looks too commercial, or is presented in a traditionally
commercial space, potential participants are more
likely to dismiss you immediately thinking that “you
are just trying to sell them something.” Here is a list
of places where we tried to conduct participatory
events, but with very little success because people
thought we were trying to make a sale: The grocery
store and other retail stores/at large events next to
concession stands or other set-ups where people are
making monetary transactions/on the street in a com-
mercial part of town.  By comparison, we had much
more success engaging people at a playground, where
in contrast to the above settings, people are used to
being curious and playful, more open to new experi-
ences, are generally not under strict time restraints,
and are more open to an interaction, thus making it a
much better choice for this type of participatory pro-
ject. 

2. ArtCanBeIntimidating

Not everyone enjoys arts and crafts.  In fact, I have
discovered that many people are incredibly intimi-
dated and become very anxious when asked to per-
form a creative task or even handle art objects such
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as a paintbrush.  Many people will immediately say;
“I’m not creative,” or “I can’t draw,” and when this hap-
pens it is your job to help them overcome this personal
barrier.  One easy way to do this is to offer suggestions
for how they could participate or give examples of
simple motifs that other participants used.  I found
that many people encourage others by saying, “come
on, you will then be part of history.” Many people also
asked if they could do an extra tile in memory of a
baby’s birth, a deceased family member, or a beloved
pet.  This seems to confirm that participatory projects
that help “secure your place in history” are particularly
well received and a good counter argument to poten-
tial participants who are intimidated by the arts. 

3. BeMindfulofAccessibilityProblemsandVarying
Abilities

An important part of your initial brainstorm about the
places in a community where you can find many peo-
ple is to ask where are the marginalized groups of
people in this community, and how can we make this
project accessible to them? It is important to think
about the various physical limitations that may hinder
participation and see if you can make the project more
accommodating for people with these challenges.  For
the MYM project we conducted tile-signing-events at
the local food shelf, at low-income-housing develop-
ments, at living communities for disabled adults, and
at nursing homes.  At this last location we specifically
came in with a group of artist-volunteers who took
the time to listen and paint a tile for that elderly per-
son based on their story.  We came up with this solu-
tion because we noticed that most residents had
difficulty seeing and holding a paintbrush steady.
Generally, when you reach out to engage these

marginalized communities the people there are in-
credibly thankful and very open to engagement, thus
making these locations ideal places for participatory
events. 

In Closing

In Mass-Participation Artworks every person, every
event, no matter how big or small, really counts.  Over
time you come to see each event as a building block,
and as you fit them into place each one brings you
closer to your ultimate goal of mass-community par-
ticipation.  The MYM and OTOR projects that I describe
in this essay are extreme examples.  Most projects do
not intend to attract as many participants, nor do they
have the luxury of taking place over such a long pe-
riod of time. However, the things I learned from these
projects have very clear applications to other projects
of varying sizes.  I find the question, “who is your au-
dience,” to be essential in the development of all cre-
ative projects, but in relation to participatory art
projects we also need to start asking “where can we
find that audience?” and “how can we move them to
action?” I hope that this essay has provided some new
ideas and a loose framework for how we can begin to
address these additional questions. 
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QUESTIONS I CAN’T ANSWER

FrançoisMatarasso
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When I was a young community arts worker, some-
body asked me ‘Do poor people need social workers
or do social workers need poor people?’ It was an un-
settling question. It exposed assumptions in how I
imagined social relations and the value of my own
work. I’ve been thinking about its implications for
nearly 40 years and I still don’t have a good answer. I
wonder about artists who work with people. Whose
needs are being met?
Participatory art has become much more established
since then, as social, economic and political condi-
tions have changed. A practice that set out to chal-
lenge the art world’s authority and its failures is now
accepted, perhaps absorbed by it. Participation is the
new black—cool, ubiquitous and beyond reproach. Cel-
ebrated artists make participatory work. Orchestras,
theatres and galleries offer participatory programmes.
They want to involve ‘hard-to-reach’ communities. And
all this is to be welcomed, of course. Cultural institu-
tions should be open to all citizens; barriers to access
should be recognised and removed. 
But who really benefits from this change? Is it the peo-
ple once ignored by the art world, or the art world it-
self? Certainly, people often enjoy and benefit from
the experiences in which they are invited to engage.
But the underlying reasons for their absence in the art
world are not changed by this participation. The art
world, on the other hand, gains new customers, dem-
ocratic legitimacy and creative resources. It is always
hungry for new material, ideas, drama and unheard
stories. In opening itself to participatory art, in care-
fully controlled conditions, it defuses a challenge to
its authority and shows a willingness to contribute to
society. It emerges from the encounter strengthened.

It is difficult to raise these issues without seeming, or
becoming, self-righteous. That is not my intention. I’ve
spent my life in community art because I believe that
it, and art in general, has profound and unique things
to offer. I know first-hand and from research that par-
ticipatory art can be a transformative experience. I
know that it can empower people who are margin-
alised and advance social justice. I know that it can
be a political act. But all that depends on those of us
who work in this field testing our own assumptions,
probing our self-serving stories and facing up to the
complexity of our motives. Lives might change as a
result of our work, but the causes and consequences
of that change are not within our control. All we can
give is our time, care and creative attention, accepting
that they may not be wanted.  
This is a restless art because it depends on uncom-
fortable tensions. There is no easy place to stand, just
a continual need to shift my weight to redress the bal-
ance. But in that restlessness lies creative energy. It
makes participatory art an exciting place to be. It’s
messy, difficult, compromised—but at its best commu-
nity art is joyously emancipatory. It shows us that we
will only find pathways to a better place if we work
together. We need each other. And we need to keep
asking questions we can’t answer. 
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DOES THE IMPACT OF PARTICIPATORY ARTS 
ENDURE OVER TIME?
LONGITUDINAL RESEARCH AND STRENGTHENING THE 
CASE FOR PARTICIPATORY ARTS AND MEDIA

TiffanyFairey
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Abstract

In a funding environment that prioritises short-term
demonstrable results, the majority of participatory
arts and media evaluation happens during and just
after a project has taken place.  There is little incen-
tive to build a picture of the long-term impact of ini-
tiatives and a dearth of research that considers how
the effects of participatory arts and media projects
play out over time.  Our failure to engage in longitudi-
nal and follow up evaluation undermines the case for
participatory arts and media and impedes critical
learning around the contribution of participatory arts
and media to social change processes.  

This chapter discusses research into the long-term
impact of LosTalleresdeFotografiaSocial (TAFOS), a
pioneering social photography project that ran over
12 years (1986-98) during Peru’s bloody internal con-
flict and involved over 270 photographers from com-
munity organisations, youth groups and trade unions
all over the country.  The findings of a research film,
ThesePhotosWereMyLife, conducted with former
TAFOS photographers reflecting on the significance of
the project in their lives, 15-20 years after their initial
involvement, demonstrates the enduring long-term
impact that community led participatory arts and
media projects can have on the critical consciousness
of participants (Fairey 2015, 2017).    Whilst impact as-
sessment can be frustrating for practitioners it argues
that evaluation, as an exercise in critical learning con-
ducted over time, provides invaluable insight into the
less tangible but significant contribution of participa-
tory arts and media project on social change.

Keywords: participatory photography; participatory arts; 
evaluation; impact; longitudinal research
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Does the impact of participatory arts endure over
time?

While evaluation of participatory arts projects certi-
fies to the ‘empowering’ and transformative self-de-
velopmental benefits projects can bring for
participants (eg. Matarosso 1997, Reeves 2002,
Jermyn 2004) commentators highlight various short-
comings in current research.  These include a ten-
dency to over-state the benefits; the failure of
theoretical models and evaluation methods to ade-
quately capture the impact of participatory arts; and
the weak base of the existing evidence (Merli 2002,
Belfiore 2002, Belfiore & Bennett 2007).  In addition
there is a dearth of research that identifies long term
impact with most evaluation happening during or just
after the activity has taken place (Belfiore 2002).  

In a funding environment that prioritises short-term
demonstrable results, there is little incentive to build
a picture of the long-term impact of participatory arts.
The failure to do so impedes the case for participatory
arts.  The lack of longitudinal research prevents the
building of a robust and multi-layered picture of the
contribution of participatory arts to social change
processes.  In a field dominated by short-term evalu-
ations and snapshot project descriptions, there is a
pressing need for longitudinal research that captures
learning around the psychosocial, political and sub-
jective impact of projects and how they play out over
time.

LosTalleresdeFotografiaSocial (TAFOS) was a pio-
neering social photography project that ran over 12
years (1986-98) during Peru’s bloody internal conflict
and involved over 270 photographers from community

organisations, youth groups and trade unions all over
the country1 (TAFOS 2006).  TAFOS sought to enable
ordinary Peruvians struggling in the middle of violent
internal conflict and economic hardship, to reclaim
their image and worked closely within the grassroots
popular movement arming people with cameras and
disseminating their pictures nationally and interna-
tionally. My doctorial research sought to explore the
long-term significance and relevance of the project
for some of its participants, 15-20 years after their ini-
tial involvement.  

I was interested in exploring whether the short term
‘empowering’ benefits, often a key part of the impact
narrative around participatory endeavours endured.
Had the experience been valuable?  If it had how was
it still important?  If it was not, why not?  Existing
evaluation models into community empowerment seek
to establish a direct relationship between the partic-
ipatory experience and evidence of ‘getting to action’
or how people became agents of change as a result
of the intervention (Catalani & Minkler 2010).  What
evidence of ‘action’ would I find in people’s stories?

The findings were captured in a non-linear research
film, ThesePhotosWereMyLife(Fairey 2015b)2, and
attest to the enduring impact that community led par-
ticipatory photography and media projects can have
on participants (Fairey 2015, 2017).   What emerged

1 TAFOS website:
http://facultad.pucp.edu.pe/comunicaciones/tafos/about_us.htm
2 ThesePhotosWereMyLife is available to view online: http://the-
sephotos.korsakow.tv/

http://thesephotos.korsakow.tv/
http://thesephotos.korsakow.tv/
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was a plural picture of how impact plays out over time
and what impact looks like.  There are the more obvi-
ous cases of people who gained skills that translated
directly into careers and employment opportunities;
those who became photographers or who worked in
communications.  There are those whose work as
community activists was greatly enhanced.  And there
are other stories; Willy spoke of how his experience
with TAFOS gave him a vital outlet that as a youth di-
verted him from pursuing other more violent routes,
such was his frustration as a young man growing up
in Peru’s ‘lost decade’ (Stern et al 2005).  Gloria, who
is now a mother and housewife, spoke of how her
TAFOS experience had shaped how she had raised her
children.  Raul highlighted how the network of friends
that he had made at TAFOS had seen him through
some of the hardest moments of his life.  Susana de-
scribed how photography made her more active, how
it sent her out onto the streets and pushed her to en-
gage with the world around her.

Nearly everyone I interviewed described how TAFOS
had made an enduring impact on their lives but in
ways that would not be easily captured in traditional
modes of impact assessment.  They spoke about how
TAFOS had touched different parts of their lives: their
careers, parenting, political outlook, their community
engagement and spirituality.  They all suggest that
TAFOS had influenced their way of thinking, engen-
dering in them a critical outlook and crystallising a
sense of social justice and purpose.   Willy describes
how photography allowed him to ‘theorise’; Justo ex-
plained how it had helped him ‘understand things he
did not understand’ and had ‘re-enforced his princi-
ples’.   While Susana talked about it as a ‘lifestyle’, a
critical and engaged way of looking at the world, that

has stayed with her forever.  Much of what they de-
scribe evokes Pablo Freire’s notion of critical con-
sciousness which describes a process by which an
individual becomes conscious of their reality and then
tries to change it (1970).  However the way this man-
ifest itself for people was very different as each par-
ticipant’s experience was rooted in their own personal
history and circumstances.

The interviews also revealed limitations around the
sustainability of impact.  Maria didn’t have a camera
and could not carry on using photography in her com-
munity work.  German says the reality of having to
earn a living meant he had to prioritise other things.
He spoke of the TAFOS experience with great warmth
but life had ‘absorbed’ him.   This research interviewed
10 out of 270 and does not assume that the reported
experiences of enduring impact where felt by all par-
ticipants.  Existing research into participatory pho-
tography establishes a direct relationship between
the quality of participation experienced, project du-
rations and project outcomes and demonstrates that
projects involving high levels of ‘empowerment’ re-
sulted in some participants becoming ‘agents of
change’ (Catalani & Minkler 2010).  ThesePhotosWere
My Life demonstrates that the participants inter-
viewed, who had been active members of TAFOS over
a period of years, continue to feel the benefits of their
experience many years after the project end however
it is important not to presume that this applies to all
who were involved in TAFOS.  Thomas Muller, TAFOS’s
founder was unconvinced about the long-term impact
and relevance for many participants.

A campesino is not a photography afi-
cionado.Ifitisnolongerusefultothem
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thentheywillstopusingit.Itisasimple
thing.AtthetimeofTAFOSitwasveryuse-
ful–toexplain,totransmit,tobelistened
toandsothattheycouldlisten.Butwhen
themomentpassedtheyputthecamera
down.’(T.Müller,TAFOSfounder2011,inter-
view,3rd June).

With this caveat, this ‘follow-up’ study (McLeod &
Thompson 2009) into TAFOS’s impact demonstrates
that evidence of the enduring long-term significance
of participatory arts and media projects on people’s
lives exists.  However, to effectively capture and com-
municate it we need to expand our notion of what
counts as impact and the criteria and indicators we
use to demonstrate it.  These former TAFOS partici-
pants assign the experience as having had significant
long-term influence in their lives but not necessarily
in ways that are easily measurable beyond their ac-
counts. Impact is not always observable in quantifi-
able units; it is not always objective or conscious, but
does that make it any less relevant?

In my own research, the Korsakow3, non-linear film for-
mat allowed for the communication of these diverse
experiences and for them to presented together with-
out the imposition of a definitive narrative that sim-
plified the enduring long-term influence of TAFOS on
its participants.  Its multi-vocality meant that context
and complexity do not get stripped away.  The differ-
ent stories illuminate on the question of long-term
significance while also revealing how the intricate in-

terplay of political and social conditions and context,
subjective and individual agency and the experience
of their participation in TAFOS all feeds into and
shapes the legacy of these projects.

This research contributes to a wider push that seeks
to re-imagine how we define, capture and attribute the
value of socially engaged, participatory arts and
media (Bishop 2012, Shaw 2012, Kester 1997).   This
shift requires that we move beyond mechanistic, qual-
itative approaches based on linear theories of change
and grapple with complexity, context and outcomes
as they emerge and are embodied through practice.
It encourages us to think about impact not in defini-
tive terms with the objective of producing concrete
evidence but rather as an exploration of subjective
lived experience in context and over time.   In this way
we connect narratives around individual impact to a
wider complex politics of voice, community and social
change.   

Evaluation can be a frustrating experience for re-
source and time poor practitioners.  It can feel more
like a ticking boxes exercise for generating feel-good
narratives to satisfy and secure funding rather than
an opportunity to engage in critical thinking and
learning.  Longitudinal research is not always possible
but building up a picture of impact over time, docu-
menting the experience of projects and participants
over the course of years and re-visiting initiatives can
provide an invaluable insight into the dynamics and
value of participatory arts.  It adds an important di-
mension to debates around their social impact and po-
tential contribution to social change. It is a layer to
the case for the impact of participatory arts that often
goes untold.

3 Korsakow is a software for creating browser-based dynamic docu-
mentaries.  It allows users to create and interact with non-linear or
database-driven narratives: http://korsakow.com/
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AN ATTEMPT TO DELINEATE 
SHEELAGH COLCLOUGH IN CONVERSATION WITH ARTISTS CHARLOTTE
BOSANQUET AND SALLY YOUNG, BELFAST, 2018

SheelaghColclough
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I am currently undertaking doctoral research into par-
ticipatory arts practices in civic contexts in Northern
Ireland at Belfast School of Art, having spent the last
seventeen years working in that field. Here in Northern
Ireland due to the differences in their emergence, evo-
lution, networks and spheres of interest and influence,
organisations and artists from the community and
contemporary arts sectors respectively, can often op-
erate in isolation even whilst delivering arts pro-
grammes in the same communities and competing for
the same funding.  In many cases the models, framing,
criticism and understanding of this type of work can
be insular or indeed absent. Ethical issues concerning
participants' lack of status, agency and autonomous
critical ownership of the creative labour they are
being engaged in, the typically heterogeneous demo-
graphics of those involved, coupled with Northern
Irish specific sensitivities around a proliferation of
(single) cultural identity work, 'artwashing' or at-
tempted (de)politicisation of communities through
participation in these programmes are rarely publi-
cally acknowledged within the professional arts com-
munity here, but are present in both sectors.

With this in mind I wanted to begin to explore some
of these issues in conversation with two fellow prac-
titioners, one from a community arts background and
the other from a contemporary art one. During our
conversation we covered a lot of ground and the ac-
companying artwork is more an attempt to map some
of the topography that we brought into being rather
than try to document the entirety of our journey. This
submission is an edited representation of the verbal
and an attempt at an overall visual delineation of it. 
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Before we met I asked my colleagues to reflect on this
quote, from academic and practitioner Sophie Hope,
tracing the roots of socially engaged art in England
from its beginnings to the present day: 

Whilethevisionoftheartistparachuting
intosavethedaymightbereplacedbya
morecomplexunderstandingofthepro-
cessofartbeingharmful,unhelpful,and
perpetuatingproblemsratherthanover-
comingthem,thedominantpublic-facing
narrativeoffundedcommissionsisoften
oneofpositivity,celebration,andplentyof
happyfaces.

I posed these questions in relation to it; to what extent
do you think this view is shared in Northern Ireland?
Do you think project; design, structure, outcome or
evaluation is thought of with ethics or accountability
in mind? What are your criteria for success or value,
beyond the public-facing or funding-facing narrative?
Here follows an excerpt, covering our collective at-
tempts to consider some of these issues and formu-
late answers based on our own experiences and
observations.

Sheelagh Colclough: Always my misgivings with all of
those projects where you’re specifically funded to
work with ‘marginalised disadvantaged communities’
is I’ve always worried about to what extent I am rein-
forcing their ‘otherness’ and all the societal divisions
we have here… Sally and I have talked for years about
different projects and how they have limitations and
that we are uneasy about this, that and the other but
we generally come to the conclusion that at the end
of the day we're not drug dealing, we’re not doing

something fundamentally bad, but then I found this
Sophie Hope quote… I think over the years I’ve become
more negative about the more institutional, instru-
mental types of participatory arts programmes I've
been involved in because I can see more clearly how I
may be reinforcing negative stereotypes or short term
thinking and not helping tackle or address the struc-
tural inequalities, so much of that kind of arts work
here tends to be about changing individual attitudes,
and not touching the systems that perpetuate them…
Do think you about that kind of stuff? 

Sally Young: I suppose a lot of the times you don’t want
to bite the hand that feeds you, so yes, you do go
along with funded projects knowing that they are pile
of shite* and you kind of make the best out of them
that you can and I’ve done that before and probably
now that I’ve got a wee bit more grumpy, and a wee
bit older and also not so afraid, I suppose I’m just at
the point in my career, where I really can’t be bothered
with all that stuff… One of the projects that I was
working on, that the Sophie Hope quote made me
think about, that whole idea of being able to be critical
of what’s working and what’s not working, was with
a group who are mostly older people who are all
painters of different levels. Their group is meant to be
an opportunity for them to get together to paint in
company and occasionally to get somebody to come
in work with them… anyway long story short, I did a
Frida Kahlo project with them that did involve them
learning new skills, but the output was a predeter-
mined artwork that they did have some input into but
obviously not in coming up with the scope or output
of the project, anyway all the way through this five
week project they were like 'ooh yes this is lovely'
until the very end when they didn’t like what they had
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made. I had to laugh at myself coming in like 'Lady
Bountiful', 'Oh here’s all the lovely paints, let’s make
this lovely piece, we’ll all learn about Frida Kahlo!' I
should have known better. The group were going
along great and they loved it until it got to the end and
they thought no we don’t actually like what we’ve
made… it think looked ok, but I know what they were
saying, they were slightly out of their comfort zone
and I think they didn’t want these pieces of work
being shown to be connected with them…in the end it
was resolved by giving them more time to get the work
to a stage that they were happy with… I just thought
this is a wee lesson about why and how participatory
projects should and shouldn't work. 

Charlotte Bosanquet: It's like what we were talking
about before, that idea of box ticking and funders
wanting you to be some kind of visible sticking plaster
for 'the deprived' or 'the marginal' in society, a clunky
kind of sticking plaster at that, because they don’t see
the value of you just going and being somebody dif-
ferent, somebody that might introduce and inspire,
they want to see…

SY: They want to see improvement, over five or six
weeks they want…

SC: Measureable outcomes!

CB: And the measureable outcomes, even that term,
does not allow for a process to be a measureable out-
come. So although you took those five weeks and you
taught them loads of skills, there had to be a painting
at the end of that point, but why did there, could there
not just have been a person standing saying 'We did
a project for five weeks and we did this and that and

we painted like Frida Kahlo, which I wasn’t happy with,
and actually I’ve decided I’m no longer going to trim
my eyebrows.'  …I think as an artist I see myself more
as having a set of values and beliefs than having a
medium or a system which I’m running towards, and
the more I realise that about my own practice and the
older I get, and the more I realise it’s to do with my in-
herent self then I think it’s ok to take on these projects
that are like the local government funded community
building project I’m working on at the moment, be-
cause they are learning for me as much as they are
learning for anyone else.  

SC: I think I have overcome an awful lot of bullshit*
from this place doing this job because I, as a citizen,
a sometimes ambivalent citizen, would have never
been to any of these 'marginalised or deprived' com-
munities, I would have felt really unsafe and I would
have never had the reason or the allowed space to talk
to people, whether they wanted to talk to me or not,
and I feel that has improved me immeasurably as a
person…

CB: So maybe it’s less about me working with these
deprived communities and more about the deprived
communities working with me. It’s all about me! 
[laughter]

SC: I think we need to mention cultural democracy ver-
sus democratisation of culture which we haven’t
talked about yet, as it ties in with the Sophie Hope
quote. The debate wasn’t really had in Northern Ire-
land so much because we had different problems, but
these ideas are coming round again because we seem
to be living in this cyclical world where we’re in the
new 1960s. So in community arts in England there was
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a sort of fracturing in the 1960s and 1970s around the
ideas of what participatory arts was actually for; one
idea was about democratisation of culture which is
very much the outreach model, so access to these
high art forms, anyone can participate and it’s very
much an education based exposure idea. The other
idea, cultural democracy was about literally giving or-
dinary citizens the means of production to make their
own culture, so that’s much more like the theatre of
the oppressed and those ideas seem to be stronger in
community theatre here. When I've talked to commu-
nity theatre practitioners with experience of working
in Northern Ireland reflecting back on their work, some
have expressed frustration, sort of saying that 'Ok, so
if what we’ve been doing is helping people self actu-
alise, and to realise that Protestants aren’t scary peo-
ple, they’re just like us, or Catholics, or whoever it
maybe that is seen as the 'other', how to integrate and
empathise, why are we still doing the same kind of
work, of introducing people to the ‘other’?'… Do you
see the work that you have been doing for the last ten
to twenty years here, is similar in terms of the ideas
or the attitudes you encounter or the kinds of things
you’re doing… do you feel like you’re stuck in a kind of
a loop?

SY: I think for a start, as you work with a section of
the community who then grow up and they have their
own kids, there is still a wave of kids coming behind
who are in a segregated society because they are not
educated together, they go to different swimming
pools, leisure centres, clubs, stay in their section of
the city, so that handicap is there, the thing that is
holding people back is still there, so you’re getting the
younger generation coming up in the same situation…
ok kids now are more aware, but they are still coming

up through the system, it hasn't changed... it’s the
same at the top and the bottom, the funding is still
coming down to try and sort it out, the system is still
pushing them through the mincer, and we, as artists,
are somewhere in the middle…so I feel like everything
has changed and nothing has changed.

CB: I feel like Northern Irish culture, in the 10 years
that I’ve been here, or who I have been working with
in the 10 years, it has changed. I think that more arts
organisations see the value, in things becoming more
process based. I do feel like it’s moving forward, but
it’s so slow, you know, and like I feel that comes from
the top down, I wish we could change the system so
that it’s not being fed down but that comes down to
the funding and also the will…

SC: I think that weirdly what’s so interesting about
this society in general is that we are still so divided…
I also find it fascinating how divided and separate par-
ticipatory arts is here, between community, contem-
porary or socially engaged arts or whatever the right
labels are now… part of the research I'm doing at the
moment is to work out what is participatory arts here,
how does it work, what and where are all the ideas
from and put it all together and try and re formulate
it…

SY:  I think there is a big divide between the people
who are just talking and intellectualising about art
and the people who are actually out doing stuff…
There needs to be more engagement… I know I need
to engage and understand, just by being open to talk-
ing to people and likewise people who are intellectu-
alising are never going to understand where I’m
coming from unless they come and experience what
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it's like to deal with the kind of ongoing, day in day
out, type of arts programmes that I'm involved with.

SC: I can only speak for myself as a facilitator that
comes from a community arts background, but I think
that there has been a real lack of engagement with
ideas, theory and reflection within the community arts
tradition here and I think a lot of community artists
do tend to check out critically in a way and are a bit
too self congratulatory about the 'wonderful work'
they are doing.

CB: I do feel like the arts scene here is really messy…
and there’s scope for everything, but I think that what
we’re saying is it feels like it would be beneficial for
everybody involved if there were more conversations
happening across different kind of practices… 

SC: Ok so final question, why do you do it?

SY: For me it’s encouraging people to be creative, help-
ing people grow and develop, and especially young
people and I do get real job satisfaction in seeing peo-
ple develop in their confidence and their creativity.
But the thing I get a real kick out of, is bringing people
together, getting people to network with each other
because I really get annoyed when funding and op-
portunities are so restrictive or competitive, that peo-
ple don’t work together…  I get a real kick helping
people connect and seeing them help each other out.

CB: I have chosen to make sacrifices in my life that
allow me to earn small amounts of money and still be
able to survive, that includes not being a mother, that
includes not travelling all the time… that includes all
sorts of other things because I don’t want my life to

be about constantly chasing the money, although it is
sometimes. So what I would like to say is to this is, I
do this because I’m really curious about how other
people live, and I just want to get to know other people
and doing artworks are a really good way of being
super nosey and nobody really noticing! 

[Laughter]
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SENSORIAL THEATRE SENZORIUM: 
PARTICIPATION AS INTERACTION WITH AUDIENCE

BarbaraPiaJenič
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Abstract

Senzorium Theatre is the pioneer in creation of sen-
sorial theatre in Slovenia. It stems from and follows
the principles of Teatro de los Sentidos, which was
founded by Enrique Vargas, the creator of sensorial
theatre language. The sensorial theatre language in-
cludes features such as public interaction, multisen-
sorial perception and internationally and
interculturally understandable content. Interactivity
in this sense does not mean the technological manner
of interaction, but a direct, non-interventional com-
munication between the audience and performers,
taking place live with reciprocal connections between
all parties involved. Tools of sensorial communication
include the senses of smell, taste and touch, thus en-
abling the audience to fully immerse in the experi-
ence. The elements of sensorial theatre language have
been developing for two centuries through experi-
ments and manifests of important artists and groups
from the last millennium like Wagner, Schechner,
Bauhaus, Reinhardt, Nitsch, Grotowski, Marinetti,
Hlebnikov. Sensorial theatre tools are not only fea-
tured by use of all the senses; there are important
items like emptiness, silence, darkness, wu wei, game,
synchronicity, collective unconsciousness, mythology,
symbols, archetypes. To fully immerse in the experi-
ence, site specific events and interactivity with public
are main approaches.  In recent years, Senzorium The-
atre in Senzorium has been transmitting sensorial
tools of immersive effects onto stage and thus open-
ing up new possibilities of communication within
classical theatre. 

Keywords: senses, perception, participation, interaction, 
experience  
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The interactive relationship between the audience
and the performers can be traced back to the time of
mystery cults and rituals, such as Eleusinian, Orphic
and other mysteries (1600–1100 BC). Interest in the de-
velopment of interactivity has been growing since the
beginning of the last century. Interactivity has be-
come the main preoccupation of the 21st century. We
often associate interactivity with technology and new
applications that are deeply ingrained in our everyday
life. However, the term interactivity is used broadly: it
also refers to a direct and indirect live communication,
where there are reciprocal connections between all
participants. 

The first, original form of interaction is inspired by the
Eleusinian mysteries, the original ritual forms, where
only invited people could participate. The Eleusinian
mysteries were intended to consecrate the chosen
ones and perform the initiation into the cult of Perse-
phone and Demeter. The experience of the initiates
deepened their understanding of life, death and their
mission. 

Interactivity in the sensorial theatre is an organic and
direct communication with participants. It is also emo-
tional, intellectual and physical for every individual.
Only special environments and implementation con-
cepts enable this type of personal interactions.

The original forms of the sensorial theatre language
came from the need to enter the unknown and have
an individual experience that gives a person a deeper
insight into the selected content. A form that enables
the participant to have an individual deeper experi-
ence are labyrinths made from fabric. Participants
travel individually, they enter every few minutes and

move from space to space or rather from scene to
scene in a certain order. Between individual scenes or
spaces there are longer or shorter corridors, dark tun-
nels that let the participants enjoy their journey in
seclusion, silence and darkness. Sounds, textures and
fragrances come to life in these corridors. Perform-
ers/inhabitants of the labyrinths are in individual
spaces, where they live in their own scenes and co-
create them with participants. 

One of the most distinguished performances of Sen-
zorium theatre carried out in the labyrinth form is in-
spired by the work of Erich Fromm entitled “To Be or
To Have”.

The second form of interaction are indoor or outdoor
open playing areas. Visitors enter at the same time
and the performance can accommodate up to 120 vis-
itors. They find themselves in the middle of numerous
scenes that can be either individual or carried out in
small groups. Small theatre cities/villages are created,
invisible communities, where participants can decide
for themselves how much they want to be integrated
into different parts of the story that are performed.

http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=8
http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=8
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One of the examples is the international project Be-
tween Us, a co-production of several sensorial
groups/authors under the artistic direction of Enrique
Vargas founder of Teatro de los sentidos. The Slove-
nian national television has also filmed a documentary
film about the process of young people in this perfor-
mance, titled Lost Bonds. 

The third form of interactivity is carried out as an ex-
perience for smaller groups of visitors, namely up to
30 per hour, who are exploring the open venue in small

groups with blindfolds. Senzorium started to organize
this type of performances in 2005, because they en-
abled a greater overview of participants and a less de-
manding scenography. The first performance was
based on the motives from the novel by M. Bulgakov
“The Master and Margarita”, entitled “The Midnight
Margarita”. 

Unveilings in 2006 were inspired completely by Eleu-
sian mysteries. 

2012 BETWEEN US, The Generosity experience 

2005 MIDNIGHT MARGARITA 

2006 UNVEILLINGS  

http://senzorium.com/o_predstavi.php?predstava=22,
http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=9,
http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=11
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The City of Sighs in 2008 was also performed
throughout the Ljubljana castle area in Ljubljana, it
was site specific performance, promoting diversity of 
culture and cultural heritage. 

The performance Emona Fragrances got great recog-
nition in a relatively short period of time. It brought
us back to Roman times in Ljubljana, named Emona at
the time.

From 1996 to 2014 I have had an individual interaction
with more than 25,000 visitors as a performer/actress
in Senzorium and Teatro de los sentidos. Interaction
with the audience in the sensorial theater has to be
safe, pleasant, playful, carefully guided and soft. The
most important thing is that the participants do not
feel like they are exposed to judgments, that they
have enough room for their free will and that their
share of cooperation is easy, playful and voluntary. In
order to achieve this unobtrusive cooperation of the
audience that is required in the performance so that
the contents can be successfully perceived, I/we use
different tools.
When establishing the interaction with the audience,
several principles are important:
⁕ Active listening means that the performers are alert
and vigilant regarding the audience
⁕ Curiosity is the foundation, the driving force that
motivates the participants to discover and explore.
The inhabitant/performer/actor does not only lead the
participants but stimulates their curiosity and their
wish to explore using his actions or clues.
⁕ Playfulness and lightness are the tools to invoke
trust as the participant can participate more easily if
he knows and understands that we are playing. The
game can thus become serious, but it is still a game.
⁕ Trust is the fundamental bridge for communication
between the performer and the visitor. It is gained
through active listening, attention, touch, voice tone
and clear non-verbal communication.
⁕ The sensorial theatre language does not intend to
shock or aggressively provoke the audience but al-
lows the spectators to experience the prepared con-
tents in a deeper and holistic way through their
interaction with the performers and all (or as many)
senses as possible.

2008 CITY OF SIGHS    

2014 EMONA FRAGRANCES 

http://www.senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=13
http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=30
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⁕ Taking into account the rhythm of the whole per-
formance, the actor has to perceive and understand
the rhythm of the participant’s perception and reac-
tion and include him in the task (transition from point
A to point B) while also anticipating the rhythm until
the end of the scene.
⁕ Staying in the role means that the actor lives the
imaginary reality of his role, which is also conditioned
by the unpredictable reactions from the audience. The
actor has to always respond according to the nature
of the role he embodies.
⁕ Experience is the most important rule of interaction.
The interaction in the sensorial theatre is not an in-
tellectual or technological one. It is a real organic in-
teraction, an experience of the visitor.

Interaction with the audience in a sensorial environ-
ment is not based solely on the multisensorial com-
munication, but also on philosophical, anthropological
and psychological theories. The methodology, taught
by Enrique Vargas for the fourth decade, is largely
based on the theoretical findings of the following au-
thors: Carl Gustav Jung, Gaston Bachelard, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Richard Wagner, Friedrich Wilhelm Ni-
etzsche, Edmund Husserl, Maurice Maeterlinck,
Joseph Campbell and others.

Senzorium Theatre in Slovenia explores interaction
with the audience also through other forms of coop-
eration. In 2014 we made an installation at the Inter-
national Centre of Graphic Arts MGLC, where visitors
explored the sensory synesthesia and its effects on
the visual experience in the project Sensorial land-
scapes.

We also tried a more intellectual approach in the per-
formance Cafe Fatal, where we used the Live Action
Role-Playing method. Participants were assigned in-
dividual roles from literature or films and had to per-
form different tasks during the evening while
interacting with the actors and other participants.

In my 20 years of researching the interactivity regard-
ing the audience, I have discovered that for me, the
most authentic interaction is the organic one; senso-
rial, with few words, as little text as possible and with-
out the pressure of the mind. When a person stops
thinking, he can start playing, he becomes Homo ludi-
cus and returns to his original state of playfulness and
lightness.

You are invited to follow us on our website www.sen-
zorium.com or on social networks.

2014 SENSORIAL LANDSCAPES  

http://senzorium.com/oPredstavi.php?predstava=31.
http://www.senzorium.com/
http://www.senzorium.com/
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UN-DOING THE WAR VIA PARTICIPATORY PRACTICE

NelaMilic
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The birth of the Un-War
What are landscapes of memory? How do reconstruc-
tions remember memory? What kind of art is produced
in conversation with ruins and remains? What is their
relation to the communities that live with them? How
citizens interact with their environment in conflict and
post conflict?

Our project will be concentrating on Sarajevo as a
case study with the goal to answer the above ques-
tions. Taking its war experience through the qualita-
tive research methods the project considers the
contemporary status of not only what ruins or remains
are and how they are construed, but also the ways
that post-conflict societies remember through recon-
structions (material—such as renovations, human—like
bodily reclaims or theoretical and artistic as re-enact-
ments can be).

Under the title “Un-war” (http://unwarspace.bk.tudelft.nl)
we established a multidisciplinary research initiative,
aiming to explore the spatial practices and represen-
tations made by the citizens who were and are still
engaged in the processes of undoing war both spa-
tially and culturally in contemporary war and post-war
landscapes. This project originated in the Architecture
and the Built Environment department of Delft Univer-
sity, headed by Dr. Armina Pilav and spread to London
College of Communication (LCC) at the University of
the Arts, London under the leadership of its Reader in
the Media School, Dr. Paul Lowe. 

The project draws on frameworks for interpretation
of the urban environment (Adams & Ward, 1982) as
well as on the concepts of memory spaces (Butler, T.,
2014) and secondary witnessing and post-memory
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(Hirsch, 2012). It examines the military violence be-
tween 1992-1996, lived experience of the citizens and
their non-violent spatial response to it, and the influ-
ence of war’s spatial transformations on the post-war
city. The project consists of a hybrid virtual and phys-
ical studio run over 10 weeks with project partici-
pants. The studio conducts research in design and
produces an interactive digital map as a representa-
tion of the lived experience in central Sarajevo.

The methodology mixes participatory arts practice,
community of practice approach (Wenger 2002, 2009)
and the formation of public facing, collaborative co-
research that considers the student cohort as co-re-
searchers in a real world (Wesch, 2009). Academics
provide guidance and advice to determine the param-
eters of the research, and then co-curate the results,
but the actual primary source research and secondary
analysis is carried out by the students and Sarajevo
citisens themselves. The project is informed by cur-
rent innovations in Teaching and Learning in Creative
Education (Brewer & Hogarth (Eds.) (2014)). 

The concept is that the members of the team “in situ”,
who remain at their education institution whilst oth-
ers are in the field in Sarajevo will co-ordinate and di-
rect the researchers on site, interpreting their data
and findings in a ‘live’ research environment and cre-
ating the interactive digital map in real time. The re-
searchers will be hosted by the Historical Museum of
Sarajevo, a well-known modernist architecture mon-
ument situated on a former front line in the centre of
the city. The students, city residents and academics
will research the physical and psychological history
of Sarajevo, crossing the front lines from the war and
running through the museum site. 

Towards participatory workshops

In his book The Texture of Memory James E. Young
claims that public art can often be static and is “seem-
ingly frozen face in the landscape” (1994: x). In our
project, we will try to provide flexible, uncertain and
interactive artwork for staging physical, psychic and
philosophical notions of memory in order to contribute
to a more empirical knowledge of it. We will ask how
potent is memory as a social, political, or aesthetic
tool and how might public institutions (museums and
other heritage organisations) deal with the past when
using participatory methods? 

The engagement with the community in Sarajevo has
already started through the regular contact that Paul
and Armina have with the residents there as they live
in the city half of their time during the academic year.
They both have families in Sarajevo and when able,
they develop projects there. This project is partially
one of those initiatives, accelerated after the last
year’s “Art and Reconciliation” conference in the cap-
ital of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The workshops begin with postgraduate students in
Architecture at Delft University and Masters students
in Photojournalism and Graphic Media Design (GMD)
at University of the Arts (UAL), London. Paul is intro-
ducing photography to students in Delft, Armina is in-
troducing architecture to UAL students. Dr. Corrine
Silva and I - Dr. Nela Milic from UAL are marrying the
two disciplines in Sarajevo for all the students in May
2018 when they will be working with local residents
too, looking to devise an art map of their city. This ac-
tivity came out of Corrine’s and my desire not to focus
on the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 90s and



202

Armina’s concern with the lack of support for arts and
invisibility of it in public. 

Corrine, who has worked in Israel and Palestine, Ire-
land and Turkey had enough experience in conflict
zones to conclude that her contribution to the project
must come from her field – arts and I have been aware
of the saturation of projects that are focused around
the war, fixing it to all actions taken by the regular
people who are our research contributors and all the
information they choose to share.

In order to avoid further pathologising and stigmati-
zation of Sarajevo residents, we have agreed to initi-
ate an arts map, celebrating artistic practice and
creative endeavor, even if its subject is the war. We
will not seek for nor inspire that topic in the conver-
sations we intend to have with our project partici-
pants, but we would not actively avoid it either.
Instead, our attention will be on art and the city. We
are hoping to instigate the interest for reflecting on
and recording the current artistic outputs in this
urban environment, rendering its everyday experience
equal to any other European capital. 

As we have already noted the activities by organiza-
tions like Crvena and Museum of Revolution and his-
torically prominent music scene that captured the
whole of Yugoslavia, visual artists from Zvono collec-
tive etc., we are expecting a vibrant interactive arts
map. 

Our methods for gathering this data will be archival
practice, oral history and photo elicitation. Corrine will
teach workshop participants how to take photographs
for the project and I will work on storytelling and map-

ping. We will hold public artist talks when we arrive
to Sarajevo, so the citizens are informed about our
work and the invitation to take part in this project. 

We are aiming to generate interest of the artists too
as they would need to continue updating the map
once we set it up. We are conscious of the voluntary
engagement by the citisens who might find our pro-
ject unsuitable for them due to a variety of reasons
from simple timing to the more complex agenda
brought by the sheer engagement of the two women
from the West. 

In my case, this rationale could be even more charged
considering that I was born and bread in Serbia, which
my accent reveals. The knowledge of the language
might give us the access to the community, but it
might skew it in the same way. Furthermore, my inter-
pretations of data from the research participants
might spring out of the anxious interaction with the
community members that have lost too much in the
war if their enemies were Serbs. 

After the fieldwork

The digital mapping aspect of the collaborative learn-
ing project will be presented at Why Remember? in-
ternational conference on media and memory in
Sarajevo to be held in June 2018. Why Remember?
Memory and Forgetting in Times of War and Its After-
math was the first in series of conferences planned in
Sarajevo as part of Arts and Humanities Research
Council (AHRC) funded “Art and Reconciliation” pro-
ject. This year, the conference will be held under the
title: Why Remember? Ruins, Remains and Reconstruc-
tions and the speakers will include photographer Don-
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ald Weber, Professor John Lennon, philosopher and
artist Marina Gržinić and artist Tom Young. The con-
ference is part of the WARM festival, which takes
place in Sarajevo each summer, and is dedicated to
reporting, art and memory of war. 

The conference will explore the context of post-war
societies, post-conflict reconciliation and conflict pre-
vention and ask how could and should (consciously
and unconsciously) memory processes shape the pre-
sent and future. To what extent do we remember the
past? How do we choose what to remember? Why we
remember? 

The event is sponsored by: London College of Commu-
nication, University of the Arts London; Salem State
University Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies,
USA; De Montfort University, Leicester UK; Durham
University Anthropology Department, UK; WARM Fes-
tival, Sarajevo, Bosnia & Herzegovina; Manhattan Col-
lege Holocaust, Genocide, and Interfaith Education
Center, USA
http://www.warmfoundation.org
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PARTICIPATORY ARTS AND PEACEBUILDING: 
EMBODYING AND CHALLENGING RECONCILIATION

TiffanyFairey
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Art and arts-based projects are gaining increasing at-
tention as an alternative to traditional peace-building
mechanisms and the last decade has seen a more de-
liberate application of the arts into peace-building
work.  Focusing on the restorative and transformative
potential of community rooted arts to support con-
flict-affected communities to engage in dialogue, to
heal the past and to re-build a future, this essay ex-
plores the role of participatory arts in peace and rec-
onciliation processes.  Within the emerging field of
‘strategic arts-based peacebuilding’ (Shank and
Schirch 2008), how do community artists and arts or-
ganisers conceptualise and define their work and its
relation to wider reconciliation and peace efforts?

This essay draws on work undertaken as part of Art
andReconciliation:Conflict,CultureandCommunity,
a multidisciplinary AHRC funded research initiative
exploring the relationship between the arts and rec-
onciliation1.  It discusses two long-term participatory
arts initiatives in Bosnia and Herzegovina with com-
munities affected and divided by atrocity and conflict.
Listening to the perspectives of the practitioners be-
hind MostMira and SrebrenicaChildren’sMusicThe-
atrewith OperaCircusUKthis research explores how
they frame their contribution to peace and reconcili-
ation processes.   In communities who are distrustful
of politicised discourses around reconciliation how
do participatory arts projects challenge what it is that
is imagined as ‘reconciliation’? 

1 ArtandReconciliationbrings together 3 universities: Kings College,
University of the Arts, London and the London School of Economics
and is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council.  For fur-
ther information see: https://artreconciliation.org/
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Focusing on the emergent, open-ended and adaptive
capacity of participatory arts to respond to commu-
nities and act as a vehicle for community driven rec-
onciliation, this article explores how participatory arts
projects supports the social healing of communities
affected by violence and conflict.  While much com-
missioned arts work is memory focused, community
arts work focuses on re-building relations in the pre-
sent and engaging with the past in order to re-imagine
a future.  In this way participatory arts engage with
possibility and looks to create something that does
not yet exist, much as the process of peace-building
itself (Hunter and Page 2014).  In trying to create
something new, its outcomes cannot be predefined
and thus its value is hard to determine or definitively
prove.

In a funding environment where participatory arts
projects are undervalued and under-resourced, it is
argued that their potential contribution to peace-
building, and in supporting communities to define and
build reconciliation on their own terms, has yet to be
fully realised.   A key barrier is the disjuncture be-
tween how arts practitioners define their work and
how programmatic and funding imperatives requires
them to frame their activities, imposing a notion of
reconciliation that is often at odds with the values
that drive participatory arts practice.  While program-
matic thinking makes the reconciliation agenda ex-
plicit, participatory artists understand it to be implicit
to a wider set of values and a process that need to be
embodied by the community and allowed to emerge
over time and on its own terms.   Long-term participa-
tory arts work supports community driven reconcilia-
tion but short-termism undermines and impedes its
potential as a peace-building tool.

Context: Art, peacebuilding and reconciliation

Historically, the first examples of arts projects that
strategically sought to support peace and reconcilia-
tion processes happened in Northern Ireland, where
after the Good Friday Agreement in 1988 a consider-
able amount was invested into community theatre
projects and mural paintings amongst other initiatives
(Jennings & Baldmin 2010), and in South Africa, where
numerous artistic projects took place alongside and
after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission estab-
lished in 1996.   In the subsequent three decades the
arts have increasingly gained attention as a ‘soft
power’ strategy for peace-building and conflict trans-
formation and have been purposefully harnessed
within post conflict peace and reconciliation pro-
cesses throughout Latin America, Africa, Asia and Eu-
rope and the Middle East.  

Advocates, such as the influential peace activist and
scholar Jean Paul Lederach, argue that the orientation
towards professionalization, technique and manage-
ment in the field of conflict resolution has overshad-
owed, underestimated and often forgotten, the art of
the creative process that is crucial to responding to
deep-rooted conflict and building social change
(2005). The growing recognition of the central impor-
tance of identity politics and the need for an inter-
disciplinary approach has paved the way for
psychosocial, artistic and cultural perspectives to
complement mainstream institutional, political, legal
and structural approaches to peace-building.  There
is a call for arts and culture to be ‘mainstreamed’ into
peace-building activities2. 
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While the arts for peace-building is often spoken
about in generic terms a survey of the field of demon-
strates the expansive and plural nature of existing
practice.  Arts work that seeks to record and remem-
ber the stories of the victims of violence is different
to arts work that seeks to ease inter-ethnic tension
and conflict.  A children’s music workshop is different
to a professional theatre production.  An arts initiative
commissioned by a government led reconciliation
commission is different to a community driven arts
project.  Taking the specific example of transitional
justice settings, the arts can be used to contribute to-
wards transitional justice initiatives such as Truth and
Reconciliation Commissions and they can also play a
role in providing a critique of the denialism and ide-
ology of transitional justice in specific national pro-
jects (Rush & Simic 2014).  As such the arts can both
complement or challenge official, national or localised
narratives.  

Shane & Schirch (2008) define a mode of ‘strategic
arts-based peace-building’ that is the focus of this
paper.  This is artistic activity that pushes beyond
one-off attempts to use the arts to address conflict
and is undertaken with a clear intention to support
peace building and reconciliation.  Primarily realised
through participatory or community engaged arts, it
is grounded in a commitment to listening to commu-
nities and enabling community-driven change; and is
linked to conceptual frameworks with long-term per-
spectives on participatory methods, social change and
the role of the arts within those processes.   

youth participatory arts in Bosnia-Herzegovina

In the Balkans, art has played an important role in fos-
tering interaction and helping to facilitate reconcilia-
tion in a region where extreme nationalist discourse
has fuelled recent conflicts and entrenched division
and fear of the other .  Zelizer, in his survey of arts
and peace-building in the Balkans, highlights a ‘pro-
liferation of youth and arts based programs through-
out the country’ (2003:69).  He notes that while some
arts activities are undertaken with the specific intent
of bringing people together (such as inter-ethnic and
inter-faith choirs) much of the surveyed arts projects
categorise their work as a creative activity to support
and positively occupy youth rather than peace-build-
ing and reconciliation.  This question of intention and
how explicitly youth participatory arts projects do or
don’t align themselves to reconciliation processes
provides a useful lens through which to consider the
contribution the arts play in bolstering community led
reconciliation. 

MostMira (Bridge of Peace) was founded in 2008 ‘to
build a better, more peaceful future’ for the young
people of Prijedor and its surrounding areas in north
west Bosnia; one of the regions most severely affected
by the recent conflict and home to three of Bosnia’s
most fatal concentration camps.  MostMira brings
young people together ‘to make friends across ethnic-
ities and celebrate diversity’3 through youth arts fes-
tivals, arts and peace-building workshops, visits and

2 See report from CultureandConflicts:TheCaseofUkraine, a 2014
seminar held by Salzburg Global, More Europe and  the European Ex-
ternal Action Service: http://www.salzburgglobal.org/topics/arti-
cle/culture-and-conflicts-the-case-of-ukraine.html
3 Quotes taken from the website: http://www.mostmiraproject.org/

https://www.salzburgglobal.org/news/latest-news/article/culture-and-conflicts-the-case-of-ukraine.html
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tours.  
Initially the project approached 2 villages, about 15
miles apart between which there had been no com-
munication since the war when members of one vil-
lage had been involved in attacking and destroying
the other village.  They met much resistance but with
the support of two teachers they managed to co-or-
dinate a week-long arts festival.  It ran for 3 years in-
volving 300-450 children, aged 7-14, from all ethnic
backgrounds from 4 segregated schools and 2 youth
groups in the area.  The festival was co-ordinated and
run by a large group of local and international volun-
teers and artists who ran participatory workshops in
art, drama, dance, music, circus skills, photography
and media.  

Since 2012, they have worked with school children
aged 10 -14 years old on drama projects lasting 6-9
months that culminate in performances in the local
theatre and in each other’s schools.  In the last couple
of years, leadership and democracy workshops and
training have also been run for young people in Prei-
jedor.  MostMira have been invited to establish a per-
manent Peace Centre in Kevljani and an architecture
workshop resulted in a design that received planning
approval in March 2016.  Funds are now being raised
to build the Centre.

Kemal Pervanic, one of Most Mira’s founding trustees,
was born in Preijedor and was himself a survivor of
the notorious Omarska concentration camp.  He be-
lieves that the new generations of Bosnians who have
nothing to do with the war are its greatest victims be-
cause their parents, teachers and community leaders
are transferring the legacy of previous wars to them,
teaching them to fear each other.  He was motivated

to start the organisation because he wanted to do
something to help young people to escape from the
cycle of conflict, distrust and hate (K.Pervanic, 2017,
interview).   

Although not from an arts background himself, Per-
vanic saw that the arts provided a safe, common and
neutral space for people from all sides to come to-
gether, to push boundaries and create something new
and unrelated to conflict.  In his mind art is the perfect
tool for building reconciliation (K.Pervanic, 2017, in-
terview).  He describes how when he started the pro-
ject community leaders and parents questioned its
motivations and had to be convinced to allow their
children to participate.   Using the arts they were able
to gain people’s trust.  Disassociated from political ac-
tivity, the arts opened up a new space where people
could come together.  After the first 3-4 years when
trust had been built then they could start to talk more
explicitly about the past and building a different kind
of future (K.Pervanic, 2017, interview).  

Participatory approaches and learning are central to
MostMira’s approach and stand in direct contrast to
the rigid, traditional education models used in most
Bosnian classrooms.  International volunteers (many
from the UK) have also been important.  Contrary to
the critique against international artists being
parachuted it, MostMira have found that international
volunteers bring new ideas and energy and crucially
they are not restricted or burdened by local politics.
They point out many community members participate
because of the novelty of the international volunteers.
They draw people in who might otherwise have stayed
at home and push them beyond their comfort zone and
to try something new (Most Mira 2013).  
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In Srebrenica, the town that suffered the devastating
massacre of more than 8000 Bosniaks, mainly men
and boys, during the Bosnian war, a group of Serb,
Croat and Bosniak young people, having participated
in a music workshop, came together to form the Sre-
brenica Children’s Music Theatre, leading workshops
and creating performances with and for children in
the town.   While touring a professional opera through
Bosnia in 2007, the UK arts charity, Opera Circus UK,
was invited to come and meet with the young people
of Srebrenica. They wanted more training and expe-
rience in choreography, drama, music and stage and
lighting skills and they wanted good news to come out
of Srebrenica.

This led to an ongoing relationship with Opera Circus
UK responding to the evident desire of the young peo-
ple to use artistic and cultural practice to create op-
portunities for young people in their town.  Various
different projects and initiatives have taken place
over the years.  These included performance pro-
grammes and youth and school exchanges between
Srebrenica and the UK, youth centre job sharing pro-
grammes, dance courses, festivals, support for Univer-
sity and college scholarships, mentoring, ongoing
workshops with have included Parkour, Forum The-
atre, the uses of Music for those with physical or emo-
tional concerns and live performance4.  Currently their
work is mainly focused on The Complete Freedom of
Truth5 project, an international youth-led project
aimed at building global youth citizenship through
arts and culture and the Four Towns Youth Initiative
that brings together young people from four towns in

BiH.
Tina Ellen Lee, director of Opera Circus UK, argues that
the arts are effective in settings like Srebrenica be-
cause they are the ultimate form of communication
enabling people to share without words and on a dif-
ferent level acting as a catalyst to tolerance and un-
derstanding: “It is a form of communication that goes
to the brain and to the heart at the same time.  Too
often the heart is left out of the equation” (T.E.Lee, in-
terview, 2017).  A young participant in Srebrenica ex-
plains that it is not just about doing art to be artists
but instead about building core human values.

“We are not doing this work because we
want children to be actors or dancers.  We
are doing it so that children become good
people and in the future good parents.”
(Srebrenica Children’s Music Theatre par-
ticipant6)

Resisiting and challenging reconciliation

Interest in reconciliation has exploded in recent
decades but what the term has gained in terms of
popular usage it seems to have lost in definitional
value (Lederach & Lederach 2010).  Reconciliation has
increasingly emerged as a political category and buz-
zword, adopted by politicians, absorbed into institu-
tional discourse and circulated by the media.

4 http://www.operacircusuk.com/bosnia-and-herzegovina—-children-
and-young-people—-arts-and-culture.html 
5 Quote taken from an interview with a young participant of Srebrenica
Children’s Music Theatre in the film Candles 
6 Against the Night (Davos special edit 2011), directed by Robert
Golden.  Available here: https://vimeo.com/38859759

https://www.salzburgglobal.org/news/latest-news/article/culture-and-conflicts-the-case-of-ukraine.html
https://vimeo.com/38859759
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However, despite its ubiquity there is little shared un-
derstanding of what it means and consists of.  Crocker
refers to various meanings that range from ‘thicker’ to
‘thinner’ conceptions of the term (1999).  In its most
basic reiteration, reconciliation involves a form of co-
existence where former enemies comply with the law
and learn to live together without violating each other
and in its more ambitious forms a way that people not
only live alongside each other but also respect and en-
gage with each other as fellow citizens.  Recent years
have seen a burgeoning of programs and initiatives
that purport to pursue and deliver reconciliation, to
the point that it has become one of the top four inter-
national funding categories (Smith 2004). However,
the wide-ranging application and political manipula-
tion of the term means that many initiatives that claim
to be about reconciliation are only loosely tied to ‘thin-
ner’ notions of the term.  

While arts practitioners often have to define their
work in terms of how it enables and achieves recon-
ciliation to secure funding, at a community and prac-
tice level, reconciliation discourse is deeply
problematic and contested.  The arts practitioners in-
terviewed for this research actively avoided using the
term with communities whom resist, reject and chal-
lenge the term.  Community level suspicion has made
reconciliation discourse redundant for community
based arts practitioners who seek to define their other
frameworks and values.

Pervanic’s support from teachers was crucial to get-
ting Most Mira off the ground.  ‘I never said (to them)
it was about reconciliation but they both understood
that it was’ (K.Pervanic, 2017, interview).  He purpose-
fully steered away from using the term which is a highly

politicised in the communities where Most Mira works.
“Itwastoosensitivetotalkaboutmaking
peace and reconciling.  People were so
badlyconditionedthat theyfeltsafer in
theirowngroup. Trying to reachout to
peoplefromanothergroupinvolvedalotof
hostility.Hostilitiesendedin1995butthe
warhasactuallyneverended…Peopleare
afraidofmakingpeace”(K.Pervanic,2017,
interview)

In this precarious environment Most Mira make sure
that their activities are dissociated from politics.  If
they used the language of reconciliation community
members would assume Most Mira was a political or-
ganisation and they would alienate themselves from
the very people they are looking to engage and build
trust with.  Pervanic says even now Most Mira is es-
tablished in the community, they rarely use the term
but he has realised that he can talk about it using
other words. “You can start this process (of reconcil-
iation) and you can run it successfully without talking
about it” (K.Pervanic, 2017, interview).  

In Srebenica, people are also cynical and distrustful
of the discourse of reconciliation.  Lee describes a sit-
uation where people in the community feel that pro-
jects, and by association ‘reconciliation’, have been
imposed on them by large international organisations
who have failed to find out or listen to what they want
or need (T.E.Lee, interview, 2017).  The community feel
condescended to and are resentful of initiatives that
seek to impose imported versions of what reconcilia-
tion does and does not consist of.  The assumption un-
derpinning these top-down projects are that local
people are not capable of driving their own reconcil-
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iation; that they are not worth listening to.  
Lee says there is a generation of young people who
refuse to engage with peace and reconciliation pro-
jects or funding offers.  These young people say they
“do not need to be told how to make peace” (T.E.Lee,
interview, 2017).    They want to define projects on
their own terms.  They want to do arts projects that
are not overly focused on ethnicity and religion but
that think about difference in a more expansive way.
They want to do projects that are inclusive of every-
body, that work not only with all ethnic groups but
also with minorities and disabled groups.

There is a standardised post-conflict arts for recon-
ciliation model that designates projects must consist
of equal numbers of people from the different con-
flicted groups coming together to deliver some kind
of collaborative cultural production.  Thompson labels
a disease suffered by such arts projects as ‘Romeo and
Juliet-ism’; where they take the narrative of Romeo
and Juliet and seek to create a happy ending for the
two warring parties (Thompson 2013).  However this
repeated narrative can serve to re-confirm and main-
tain existing community divisions at the same time as
ignoring other important divisions that need explor-
ing.  The young people in Srebrenica seem to recog-
nise this.  They have sought to define their work not
through the singular lens of reconciling ethnic divi-
sion but are looking to tackle inclusion in a broader
sense by inviting disabled young people to also par-
ticipate.  Lee describes how when arts work models
the inclusive society in which people would like to live
then the issue around ethnic difference, around who
is Serb and who is Bosniack, actually disappear
(T.E.Lee, interview, 2017). 

Reconciliation as implicit not explicit

Both Lee and Pervanic describe reconciliation as an
implicit rather than explicit outcome of the arts. When
reconciliation is understood as a process by which
people exchange ideas, engage in dialogue and build
relations then participatory arts is its obvious bedfel-
low.  Lee argues that the arts provide a structure and
a space that you invite people into and that from these
encounters things start to emerge naturally, if people
are interested and engaged (T.E.Lee, interview, 2017).
In community settings where the rhetoric of reconcil-
iation is not trusted, an explicit agenda around rec-
onciliation only serves to alienate people and
undermine the potential impact of the arts.  From this
perspective reconciliation is a by-product of the arts,
not a given or definitive outcome but a distinct possi-
bility.  When reconciliation is made explicit as an
agenda with communities suspicious of a project’s in-
tentions, it only serves to undermine its actuality.

Despite the wide-ranging interpretations and litera-
ture on the concept of reconciliation there appear to
be two broad points of consensus: that reconciliation
‘begins from and solidifies around a relational focus’
encapsulated in the metaphor of an encounter where
people meet and exchange and that reconciliation is
a process (Lederach & Lederach 2010:5).  Within the
arts different artistic approaches place emphasis on
distinct aspects of either the artistic process or artis-
tic end product.  Participatory arts with it primary
focus on the quality of the artistic process and the di-
alogical and relational aspects of that process shares
key qualities with the concept of reconciliation.  Lee
is clear that their work with the young people of Sre-
brenica is about the learning and conversations that
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happens between each other as part of the creative
process rather than about the final artistic output.
This is work that is emergent, reconciliation can be
the implied intention but it cannot be explicitly as-
sumed.  Doing so denies the agency of a community
to define their own version of reconciliation.

Arts practitioner’s descriptions echo ideas of elicitive
approaches to peace-building in which community
participants are valued as key resources not recipi-
ents and their cultural knowledge is viewed as the
foundation upon which peace-building is grounded
(Lederach 1995).  Here the peace practitioner is
viewed as a facilitator and catalyst rather than expert,
responsive to the culture in which they are working
they provide a participatory, dialogical process for re-
lationship building and decision-making.  It is an en-
vironment where ‘everyone teaches and learns;
learners experiences and concerns are valued; there
is a high level of interactive participation; people co-
create knowledge and engage in critical reflection’
(Shank & Schirch 2008:11).  Elicitive approaches are
contrasted with prescriptive approaches that gener-
ally assume universal models of peacebuilding and
conflict resolution that are then applied or adapted to
particular cultural situations (Young 1998).   Partici-
patory arts practitioners whose work is embedded in
emergent processes often find themselves at odds
with prescriptive ways of working in which content
and outcomes are largely pre-defined and explicit.

Reconciliation as long-term engagement

Both projects, in their various iterations, have been
running a decade and the central importance of this
long-term engagement cannot be understated.  Lee re-

alised early on that in order to be trusted by a post
traumatised community you have to keep coming
back.  The people of Srebrenica have watched organ-
isations come and go, witnessed ill-thought out pro-
jects falter and experts parachute in.  The director of
a youth centre warned Lee when they first started
working in the town that they could not do a project,
then leave and expect to have any kind of credibility
within the community, “if you keep coming back then
we know that you care and we need to know that peo-
ple care about us” (T.E.Lee, interview, 2017).  Only a
small handful of people keep coming back to Sre-
brenica.

Pervanic argues “it takes a long time to change peo-
ple’s mentality” (K.Pervanic, 2017, interview).   After 10
years they have seen significant changes, previously
different members of the community never would
have come together to watch a theatre performance
for example, but he emphasises how uncertain their
work is.  Outcomes are not a given, success cannot be
guaranteed.  The international community in their
rush to find and achieve reconciliation, often fund pro-
jects too early, before people are ready (Thompson
2013) and do not consider the importance of working
slowly over time.

With funding cycles and calls primarily structured
around short-term projects that can demonstrate im-
mediate outcomes Pervanic believes funders fail to
understand Most Mira’s approach and values.  “If they
(funders) ask me, ‘How do you know that you’ll make
any kind of difference?’  I say, ‘I don’t know.  I will
know in 10 or 15 years time.  Most funders are not pa-
tient enough to wait for 10 or 15 years.” (K.Pervanic,
2017, interview).  Having to quantify their achieve-
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ments in terms of quantifiable short-term results not
only misconstrues and misrepresents the whole pur-
pose of this form of long-term participatory arts work
but serves to impede its potential affects. 

In recent years Most Mira have found a funder who
understand that their work takes time and who say
that they are not interested in numbers.  Opera Circus
UK have become adept at navigating funding oppor-
tunities and packing a considerable amount into the
project funding they receive.  Fighting against the
tendency to define the arts in terms of singular inter-
ventions, both projects demonstrate that the contri-
bution of the arts to reconciliation is not finite and
temporal but rather one element in of an undertaking
that can only succeed over time.  Lee explains, 

“theartsareaboutaprocess,notthefinal
production–thefinalactisimportant,it
buildsconfidence,itelatesandcelebrates
butthatwasn’ttheworkthatwasjustthe
finale.Itistheprocessthatneedstobe
commissioned–nottheproduct” (T.E.Lee,
interview, 2017).  

Both Pervanic and Lee, after 10 years, have noticed the
ripple effects of their work within the respective com-
munities.  Young people going on to work in and study
the arts at university, other arts and youth-led initia-
tives springing up in the form of theatre groups, arts
workshops for disabled children and cultural festivals.
Driven by young people who have participated in the
activities of Most Mira and Srebrenica Children’s The-
atre the arts have made a deep impression and are
now part of their lives of the participants and their
communities 

Conclusion

Funding for participatory arts is unstable and rarely
long-term and such an environment places consider-
able limits on its potential as a tool for peace-building
and reconciliation.   There needs to be a considerable
shift in how participatory arts are valued and under-
stood.  When the focus is on the relational and dialog-
ical process that the arts enables over time and on the
values underpinning and implicit to the participatory
artistic process rather than on an explicit reconcilia-
tion agenda then the contribution that community arts
can make to peace-building comes into clearer focus.
For many communities who have lived with conflict
and war the term ‘reconciliation’ is deeply problematic
or over-used and corrupted to point that it is no longer
trusted.  As such it has become redundant as a frame-
work around which to define and frame projects. 

Lederach and Lederach urge that the discussion of
reconciliation is narrowed to a focal point that takes
seriously the lived experience of local communities
and their inevitable need to survive, to locate individ-
ual and collective voice and to make and negotiate
meaning in contexts of violence (2010).  Participatory
arts can create opportunities for this form of commu-
nity driven and embodied reconciliation, supporting
them to create possibilities and negotiate their own
definitions and parameters for what reconciliation
means in their localised contents and histories.  Dis-
tinct from arts that facilitates ‘thin’ or politically ex-
pedient notions of reconciliation, this form of arts
work is crucial to building long-term peace.
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Socially engaged and participatory art projects have
for the last twenty years transformed themselves to
new manifestations at the art-scene and within local
identity all over the world (Birchall.2017). Participation
is based on people contributing as a key creative ele-
ment to the realization of an art project or workshop.
This can happen in the planning, design, execution
and/or exhibition stage.
These projects allow artists to enter a variety of
groups with the support from local and national gov-
ernments initiatives as a means of creating social har-
mony in problematic areas’ (Owen ;1984)
When combining artists with participants from any
kind of community in a creative shared space, a
process of co-creation and shared knowledge can
occur. This shared reflections often comes in a fragile
state due to different perspectives. How does the role
of the artists unfold itself within a directly collabora-
tive project and afterwards incorporate this into a lan-
guage?

In this essay I will discuss the role of the artist and
the participatory engagement within the development
of a social practice project (PA). I want to ague the im-
portance of the use of artists in multiple functions and
the meeting of artist versus participants within a so-
cial practice project.
Further, I point out the tenuous creation of a safe
space for all within an experimenting agenda that has
a result-oriented process.
My insight is built upon a connection from a range of
PA contexts from the perspective of an artist and as
a practitioner of social practice, working within PAIC.
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Artists working with PA continuously shift roles from
artist ownership to someone whose speciality in-
cludes working with society in a professional capac-
ity, trying to understand the social process with
research- based experience. By ceding some or all of
authorial control over the production process for the
sake of its co- creators towards a collective produc-
tion of meanings, the artist is also challenged by the
shifting formats of the workshops, and the challenge
of the project not unfolding as anticipated/partici-
pated.
As artists we work differently within our own practise,
versus outside in the workshop of participation. A tra-
ditional artistic practice is based on work in the com-
fort of his/her studio with well-developed tools and
artistic reflections, often isolated from society. When
working with PA, the artist works within collective ex-
perience, group relationship and workshop where the
artist ‘removes’ themselves from own practice.

Lacy describes some of the strategies or focus points
using artists as mediators within public art projects
and I would argue that some of them could be used in
relation to the workshop of PA.
Within the PA workshop, the artist works as artist,
teacher, leader, artistic director, social worker, care-
giver and translator. The artist must within this cross
over disciplines facilitate the collaborative environ-
ment understanding the issues concerning a specific
group of people.

”….. [….] How to collaborate …to cross over with other
disciplines, [ ]……how to clarify visual and process
symbolism for people who are not educated in art?”
(Lacy:1995,176)

So, what kind of language arises when the artists cre-
ate a workshop for participants not currently used to
expressing then selves within art? Or have non-exis-
tent relationship with art? How does the documenta-
tion/result of PA community project differ in its
structure, when the group dynamic and often unstable
outcome defines itself from project to project?
Artists are educated to understand their artistic work
as a driving force behind wider processes, and most
artists have the ability to work behind the creation of
a preconceived artistic product. With the experience
of working the ‘participatory way’ their aims are often
to make mechanisms of power and exclusions trans-
parent, and thereby make participants aware of their
potential conflicts/local identity challenges. The
methodologies for the artists within the concept of
the workshop, will often begin with a space for trust
and empathy towards the participants. “Meeting the
participants for the first time, I decided to become
their friends before telling them what I wanted with
the project” (Valerie Wolfgang.2018)1

The workshop also functions as a place of artistic re-
search, in which the artists load the ‘matters of fact’
with ‘matters of concern’ (Trienekend.2015,4) and cre-
ate the stage for vital alliances between knowledge
and expertise. Thus, the added value of their partici-

1 Wolfgang, Valerie, Artist from Slovenia, working within a PAIC 
workshop at Vis, Kroatia 2018
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patory art practice lies within the creation of new
connections.

I would like to point out two of PAIC’s workshops, both
of which had live performance as its primarily out-
come, where a ‘fragile inner co-creation process’
turned into open language of local identity.

Case 1: At the Art Museum in Sorø, the two artists Jette
Elgaard and Anna Dot worked with a group of young
people dealing with social, physical and / or psycho-
logical problems. Within this setting the artist shifted
between the roles of the pedagogue, the observer, the
experiencer towards the planner of the result of the
workshop. Dealing with fragile people within a work-
shop gives a fragile structure where the pedagogical
function offers an alternative methodological possi-
bility within the responsibility. The artists worked to-
wards building a space of trust, along the fragile
situation of being the ‘outsider’ and ‘observer’ of the
group. One of their methodologies was talking and
walking in small groups. They let the participants
guide the artists around town, describing their
favourite places and paused for shadow drawings of
the chosen place. By doing so, the artists first took the
role as caregiver and social worker or even a listening
friend, collecting thoughts and memories to build trust
within the group. Then they transferred the role as so-
cial worker towards the role as artist and helped them
draw with pen and paper in public places.
The artist prepared for a live performance at the mu-
seum at the opening, not sure if the vulnerable girls
would show up due to social phobia and anxiety.
“The meeting often comes with a specific fragile

structure due to the fact, that we as artists work with

real people and their personal development in a short
period of time, without knowing anything about the
future structure of the workshops impact” (Ell-
gaard.2018)2

Case 2: PAIC workshop at AC VIC in Spain had a chal-
lenging form, mostly to do with language, but also the
social engagement of the group of African women.
The women came from the Red Cross Programme,
some of them not used to be in open social contexts
with other women and some of then from abusive
backgrounds.

The artists Jordi Lafon and Sonja Vuk worked method-
ically towards building a space of trust within the is-
sues related to the women suffering from reduced
social visibility. The workshop focused on reflections
from home to workshop, bringing things from private
to public, both handcrafts works and ingredients for
a cooking workshop. Using well-known objects and
combining them within a social context, both with fel-

2 Jette Ellgaard, Artist for PAIC, Sorø workshop, 2018
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low participants and artists presented a very positive
outcome e.g a live cooking performance with partici-
patory approaches.
‘Art should serve community somehow, and be capa-

ble of developing what is missing in the community
for instance creativity, so art can transfer methods to
develop their personality as core competences’
(Vuc.2017).3

The process of creating art or working together within
a creative setting might even change the social cohe-
sion and confidence in local communities. As the study
of Matarasso’s (1997) showed that engagement with
the arts can make people more inclined to participate
with non-artistic modes of engagement such as work-
shops and different local projects.

But the collaboration and communication between the
hosting institution, the local community and the au-
dience also play a mayor role. When the outcome of a
participatory art project isn’t per definition result ori-
ented but rather process-oriented, the viewer needs
to be well informed through other sets of conditions
to perceive and understand an outcome that might not
be ‘beautiful’ nor ‘art’.
The most successful participatory art projects will be,
when the role of the artist is clearly defined and the
co-creation process of shared authorship is in place.
Then the project might lead to bridge building be-
tween all involved and the unheard voices within com-
munity become more visible and accessible.
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Abstract

Background: Belong is a creative project that brings
Danish, international and refugee children together
through a collaborative art and making experience to
explore their ideas of identity and belonging.

Introduction: Between May and June 2017 Culture
Shift brought together 35 children, (aged 9 to 12) and
6 teachers from the Red Cross Asylum Centre Jelling
(a reception centre for recently arrived asylum seek-
ers) and Jelling Friskole (an independent private
school) in a series of art workshops.  The workshops
were held at Remida, a creative recycling centre es-
tablished upon the principles of the Reggio Emilia
method of education, once a week for 7 weeks.

Objectives: The Red Cross Centre and Jelling Friskole
are located close together in the small town of Jelling.
We wanted to bring the children in these diverse in-
stitutions together to allow them to see the others’
perspectives and to facilitate community cooperation.

Creativity - Art workshops, with the child at the cen-
tre, would give our young artists the chance to ex-
plore, through art, what it is that helps them to belong
to this small community.

Inquiry - We wanted to explore what would happen if
we allowed the young artists a voice in their learning:
how would they develop their own creative style and
what impact would it have on the dynamics of the
group?

Methods: We began the creative process with a bed;
a safe, transitional space to explore from.  The bed



222

changed as the workshops progressed - it was a bed,
a picnic blanket, a map, a dream space...and more!  The
first 3 of the 7 sessions were planned by the adults in-
volved in the project and the remaining 4 were not.
We followed a scaffolded inquiry-based approach to
allow the children a say in the workshops.  The input
of the adults lessened as the workshops progressed
until the young artists were responsible for creating
a vision of ‘Our Jelling’.

Results: Over 200 community members attended the
celebration event to mark the end of the project.   It
provided the catalyst for a series of collaborations be-
tween the two schools. The project resulted in greater
community cohesion, with individuals from both
schools recognising and acknowledging each other in
town and at local events. 

Conclusion: In the words of one of our Jelling teach-
ers: ‘The artistic, the pedagogical, the organisational
approach combined is the perfect example of a suc-
cessful multidisciplinary project and is THE way to
go!’   

Keywords: children, integration, transitional space, belonging, 
design

Background

Belong is a creative project, organised and run by Cul-
ture Shift of Denmark.  The organisation consists of
three English women who have made their homes in
Denmark: Lucy Read who is an Artist, Rachel Faulkner,
a Project Manager with a background in participatory
arts management and Amanda John, a primary years
Educator.  

For seven weeks in the Spring of 2017, Culture Shift
brought together mixed groups of Danish, interna-
tional and refugee children in the small town of
Jelling, in the Region of Southern Denmark.  Jelling
has a population of 3,500 and is an old and historically
significant town in the history of Denmark. The town
is often referred to as ‘Denmark’s Birthplace’ and is
famous for the Jelling Runestones which, along with
Jelling Church, are part of a UNESCO World Heritage
Site.  The Runestones are said to mark the beginnings
of Christianity in Denmark and are sometimes referred
to as Denmark’s ‘Birth Certificate’.  

Objectives

At Jelling, Culture Shift brought together 35 children
(aged 9 to 16) and 6 teachers drawn from the Red
Cross Asylum Centre (a reception centre for recently
arrived asylum seekers) and Jelling Friskole (a private
independent school) in a series of workshops aimed
at exploring the concepts of children’s identity and
belonging through participatory, collaborative art and
making. The group was divided by age: the younger
children (aged 9 to 12) took part in art workshops and
the older children (aged 12 to 16) took part in music
workshops.  The main objectives of the project were
as follows:

Collaboration - The Red Cross Centre and Jelling
Friskole are physically located very close together in
the small town of Jelling, and are very diverse in terms
of the social and cultural backgrounds of the children
they both serve. We wanted to bring these seemingly
different institutions together to allow them to see the
others’ perspectives and to facilitate community co-
operation.
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Creativity – We were keen to offer a series of art and
making and music workshops, with the children’s
ideas and creative input at the heart of our project,
which would give our young artists the chance to ex-
plore what it is that helps them to feel like they belong
to this small community.  

Inquiry - We wanted to explore what would happen if
we allowed the young artists a voice in their learning:
how would they develop their own creative style and
what impact would it have on the dynamics of the
group?

Methods

Drawing upon D.W. Winnicott’s concept of the ‘Tran-
sitional Space’, it was decided that the art workshops
should be held in a cosy and welcoming space which
had the potential for creativity, and in a space which
was neutral to both school groups. 

Winnicott, a British Psychoanalyst explains that the
“Transitional space is the space of play and creativity
- where our culture is created, where love can grow,
where teaching and learning take place, where art is
made, where culture is created.”  He defines the tran-
sitional realm as “potential space” where fantasy and
reality meet and as a place which is critical for cre-
ative involvement with others and with culture.  This
space also offers potential for self-development, indi-
vidual creativity and for cultural experience (Elliott,
2002 p.3).

The Remida center in Jelling served as the art group’s
home for the duration of the seven weeks of the pro-
ject. Its locality was fundamental to our decision to

hold the workshops there: it was within easy walking
distance of both schools, and we thought it would also
be a neutral space where both groups could be invited
in, as opposed to having one or other of the schools
hosting the events.  We felt that this could come later,
once both groups were comfortable with each other.

Remida was a great choice for our groups! It is housed
in an old barn, and is part of but separate to, a small
kindergarten on the outskirts of Jelling.  It was
founded upon the principles of the Regio Emilia
method of education, which places great emphasis on
the space and physical environment around the child
and refers to it as the “third teacher”.  In this method
the environment serves to inform and engage the child
and inspire creative and reflective action and this cer-
tainly worked in our workshops! At Remida, a central
workspace is surrounded by a myriad of collected re-
sources in every material, shape and size imaginable,
all organised by colour.  It is the maker equivalent of
a sugar addict walking into a sweet shop!

We wanted to invite the children into a cosy and
friendly space where they would immediately begin
to feel at ease. This is also the premise upon which
our workshops are built: with ‘Belong’ we begin the
creative process with a bed, a safe, transitional space
from which to explore. The bed transforms as the
workshops progress – from a bed to a dream space, a
picnic blanket, a map, and more! 

As the workshops developed and as the children found
their way from their inner creative world towards the
expression of their thoughts and ideas into their
maker projects, the level of adult involvement less-
ened. This was due, in part, to the fantastic environ-



224

ment at Remida, which allows for independent access
to resources, but also because of the way in which the
workshops were structured.  The first three of our
seven workshop sessions were jointly planned by the
(adult) workshop facilitators and teachers involved in
the project; but the final four sessions were not.  These
workshops were left deliberately unplanned to allow
for the children to have a say in how the workshops
would progress.  Following this supported inquiry-
based approach, the children became more confident
in expressing their thoughts and ideas and the input
of the adults reduced until the young artists were re-
sponsible for creating their vision of ‘Our Jelling’.  
At this point in the project our young artists and their
teachers had really started to get to know each other
and were feeling confident enough to explore the oth-
ers’ school environments. ‘Behind the scenes’ a music
group composed of children and teachers from both
schools had been busy putting together a program of
both traditional and modern music for a final exhibi-
tion of our young artists’ creative outputs.  They had
been meeting regularly over the course of the past
seven weeks at the Red Cross Centre, had shared
songs in Danish and Arabic and had generally had
great time exploring musical styles and jamming to-
gether!  

The young artists went over to the Red Cross to listen
to the music rehearsals and during the following
week, both groups began to make plans for the final
exhibition which was to be held at Jelling Friskole.
Gradually, the artistic team and the musical teams
moved out of their transitional creative spaces and
began to work together to create the final exhibition.  
Laura Praglin comments in her discussion of “The Na-
ture of the In-Between in D.W. Winnicott’s Concept of

Transitional Space, “In this space, one finds the most
authentic and creative aspects of our personal and
communal existence, including artistic, scientific and
religious expression.” (p.1) and this was in evidence,
in abundance, at the final exhibition of the Jelling col-
laboration.
Visually, we experienced the art exhibition of deco-
rated plates and cups and box art representing the
children’s interests and passions; giant cardboard
friends, which partners from the two schools had cre-
ated together were dotted around the room; and a
large visual map of ‘Our Jelling’ comprising the artists’
impressions of how we can make a better Jelling for
future generations, was on display for all to see.  Au-
rally, we were treated to a broad cultural repertoire of
music chosen by our young musicians and the audi-
ence was drawn in by their enthusiasm and ‘cool
vibes’!  

Conclusions

35 children of over ten nationalities took part in the
Belong project in Jelling and over 200 community
members attended the celebration event to mark the
end of the project.  Through the dedication of the
headteachers, teachers and school supporters in
Jelling, and the support of Remida, our young artists
had the opportunity to take part in a series of personal
and relevant workshops which helped them to explore
their inner thoughts, feelings and ideas and provided
them with the opportunity to express their creative
processes in a welcoming and nurturing environment.  
The provision of a transitional, third space in this pro-
ject meant that the children were able to settle into
the workshops quickly and, within three weeks of the
initial ‘getting to know you’ activities, were working
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collaboratively on paired and group design projects.
The space provided neutrality: a place which neither
belonged to ‘them’ or ‘us’ but a common place to meet
where both the local Danish children and the interna-
tional incomers were welcome.
From the moment that we (Culture Shift) visited
Remida to work out if it would be suitable for our
needs, we felt comfortable that this space would be a
welcoming and safe environment for our young artists.
The Danes would describe it as a ‘hyggeligt’ place,
where one immediately feels warm and cosy and at
home and our initial feelings of comfort were borne
out in our workshops.  From day one it seemed that
the children felt at ease and able to be open about the
processes they employed in their art and express their
feelings to the teachers and each other. 
The space itself, founded on Reggio Emilia principles,
contained an abundance of found and collected re-
sources and afforded open-access to our young
artists. Nothing was off-limits.  This helped the chil-
dren to feel that they could take what they needed for
their art without having to ask first. They did this in a
respectful way, and many helped others to find what
they needed too.  Due to the fact that the materials
were carefully ordered and colour co-ordinated by the
Remida team, things which were not needed were dili-
gently returned to their rightful places at the end of
each session.
Whilst everything in the room was ordered and care-
fully placed, the events which took place within the
room were sometimes unexpected. For example, on
the first day, the group from the host country Den-
mark, were unable to attend the session, so we started
the Belong Project in Jelling with just a small group
of international children from the Red Cross Asylum
centre.  During this session, they became familiar with

their surroundings, the resources and the new work-
shop leaders.  In week two, our young refugees were
able to welcome in the Danish children and invite
them to get to know this new place and processes.
Here, having the neutral space was so important and
crucial to what could have been a difficult first meet-
ing between the two groups of children. It enabled the
refugee children to meet the others on their own
terms and with a confidence that they already be-
longed to this place and could welcome others to it. 
Over the course of the next seven weeks in Jelling, we
moved from our transitional space into the places be-
longing to these two groups of children – for activities
at the Red Cross and at the Friskole.  Then, as we ap-
proached our final exhibition at the Friskole, we be-
came aware that our transitional space at Remida had
become redundant to us.  Our young artists had left
its warm walls to explore new places.  In this way, our
participatory art project, held in a transitional space,
had provided a springboard for gaining confidence to
go out and explore the local area and meet new people
with similar interests within it.  It became clear to us,
especially when we looked at the collaborative art-
work that had been produced by our young artists,
that these participants were of course children from
very different backgrounds and experiences, but also
children with similar interests, hopes and dreams for
their future.  They all wanted to meet new friends, feel
part of something fun and exciting, and of course feel
that they ‘fit in’ and belong to this small community.
As we bid an emotional farewell to our artists and their
families at the end of the project, we reflected on
‘what next?’ for Jelling.  From our ongoing evaluation
process, we were pleased to learn that the two
schools had planned to continue their collaboration
and get together in the coming months. We also
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learned that the project had resulted in greater com-
munity cohesion, with individuals from both schools
recognising and acknowledging each other in town
and at local events, with some blossoming friendships
developing amongst the students of the two schools
who had worked together on the project. One of the
teachers commented that the project had helped to
turn a situation of ‘us and them’ in the village to ‘just
us’.
Of course, the use of the transitional space was only
one part of the project – as important as it was, other
elements also came together to support these two
groups of children.  In the words of one of our Jelling
teachers: ‘The artistic, the pedagogical, the organisa-
tional approach combined is the perfect example of a
successful multidisciplinary project and is THE way
to go!’ In our opinion, with the help of our transitional
space at Remida, with the drive and dedication of the
Jelling community and with the warmth and openness
of these two groups of children, it definitely was!
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Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone.
“But which is the stone that supports the bridge?”
Kublai Khan asks.
“The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,”
Marco answers, “but by the line of the arch that they
form.”
Kublai Khan remains silent, reflecting. Then he adds:
“Why do you speak to me of the stones? It is only the
arch that matters to me.” Polo answers: “Without
stones there is no arch.” (Italo Calvino, InvisibleCities)1

Artists/Citizens Citizens/Artists
The artist brings specialized skills to the community
table. The citizen brings local knowledge to the artist’s
table.
(Susan Leibovitz Steinman, ManifestoForArtistsAs
Citizens)2

LSM (Laboratori Social Metropolità) was a project, de-
signed and coordinated by Anna Recasens, for gener-
ating a participatory cultural context.

DEFINITIONS

At LSM, we studied the idea that an open space of col-
laborative experimentation allows for the creation of
prototypes which promote action, reflection, connec-
tion, and processes of shared learning and co-cre-
ation. Considering prototypes, as a way of testing out
possible resolutions to an initial theme, affords us the
opportunity to engage in non-linear work, progressing
around different nodes of meaning, from interstitial
spaces which, with cross-connections and at different
rhythms, make it possible to raise questions and pose

1 Calvino Italo, Invisible Cities by, tr. by William Weaver, London: Vintage
Books, [1972]1997 p. 74
2 Leibovitz Steinman, Susan,  Manifesto For Artists As Citizens: Grow
Art For Survival, Editors  Anke Haarmann, Harald Lemke 2003.
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options which serve to establish a process of trans-
formation, rather than a predetermined result.

Some of the concepts on which the LSM focused were:
Permeable space/Insterstice/Social Commitment/Do-
mestic Resilience/Prototype

Permeable space:
There are various definitions of a permeable space in
disciplines such as architecture or urban planning,
such as, for example, ‘[a] space [which is] flexible to
... change of appearance and function’ or ‘space in
which one can move and perform a variety of activi-
ties’. Referring to spaces of relationship between art
and community, the LSM found a correct definition
which considers the permeable space as “that which
can be crossed, connected, or ready for use (use that
can change). An open space, universal, where an ex-
change is performed. It is a continent, which allows
access and movement’3.
The dynamics which may be described in a permeable
space (and which are also the starting point for the
development of such a space) start as a movement of
the accidental, the unresolved, or whatever disrupts
the norm, through the fissures or interstices of the en-
vironment in which this space is set. The permeable
space is a space for movement, mutation, connection,
a more efficient space for the development of possi-
bilities, opening up to many possible outcomes, rather
than establishing a fixed line focused on a determi-
nate purpose.
In contemporary arts, we find examples of these
processes of permeation/connection, which, redefin-
ing artistic practice through the construction of
spaces of relationship, and through emerging forms
of social commitment, propose innovative approaches,

and interrogate the notion of limits.
Understanding mobility and mutability as necessary
conditions, the aim of the LSM was to create spaces
which could work autonomously, but which could also
share a more institutional environment. In this last
case, the permeable space acted as a dynamic and
empowering element, based on a simple principle of
“transitability” and based on a different set of proto-
cols from those of the hosting space.

Interstices:
The interstice, ‘small slit, small empty space, between
two bodies or between the parts of a body’, according
to the dictionary, or ‘the space of human relations,
which suggests possibilities of exchange’, in the
thought of Karl Marx, was the ideal entry point for an
evolution towards critical, autonomous and commonly
empowered positions within closed and diffused sys-
tems. That is to say, the interstice allowed us to de-
velop a fringe, common, emancipatory culture, a space
of dissent towards the cultural industry, or at least,
for as long as it was not absorbed and the fissure
closed, at which time another space must be found. “I
also think that the interstice represents an essential
dimension, because it allows one to single in on a
space that is precisely an “in-between”, which de-
mands that one confront the problem of different lan-
guages and the link between them, or that of a power
relation (the biopolitical exploitation of life) and force
(the resistance that is expressed in the experimental
practice of an interstitial space). This is almost an
artistic problem.”4

Social Commitment
A broad field of artistic practice is linked to other dis-
ciplines and, based upon political and social activism,
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promotes projects which are involved in everyday en-
vironments, rejecting categorisation and even author-
ship. Projects such as recovering abandoned or
neglected space, collaborative design, research of a
collective imaginary, cartographic practice, historical
revision, or the creation of prototypes, become fun-
damental in generating educational situations, con-
flict resolution, community demands, and a plethora
of other social goods, apart from serving to test out a
variety of formats and, beyond participation and col-
laboration, seeking provocation, negotiation or immer-
sive experience, in order to initiate a common debate
and reflection among the various social and cultural
agents who take part.
The Laboratory as a context for action was based
upon the idea of establishing a “bottom-up” meeting
point where analysis and synthesis, activities, and the
generation of ideas and reflections could be initiated
in order to promote cooperative models impacting
upon the social culture of the city. From promoting mi-
crosolutions to everyday conflicts, to promoting
changes in social and cultural policies, to experiment-
ing with artistic practices and social creativity; these,
and many other activities of the Laboratory, were vital
elements in a general rethinking of the city as a living
space, and a better understanding of complex urban
interactions.

Domestic Resilience:
“What is fundamental is the passage from the idea of
constructing countercultural spaces to the idea of ac-
tive resistance “5

Plant and cultivate an allotment, re-use abandoned
land, create a garden, restore memory, recycle mate-
rials, conduct a discussio, distribute books, open up a
space for dialogue, collaborate in citizen actions, ex-

change, explore, take a tour of the periphery, build
critical imaginaries, encourage collective creativity,
cook for a group, and as a group; these actions, among
others, are common in art and in everyday life.
On the basis of action, artistic practices activate and
collect microresistences necessary to fight in specific
situations. They are a key element in the development
of spaces of dissidence, while seeking creative solu-
tions for and with the community, in relation to con-
flicts and common questions. They are, ultimately, an
agent of change.

Prototype:
A model implemented, with the intention of learning
from mistakes and successes.
If a laboratory space, considered as a possible device
for constructing a city from a centre of artistic pro-
duction, is activated through the connection and in-
teraction between different social and cultural agents,
then the experimental processes between these
agents may become prototypes for transformation,
tools for the communication of citizens commitment
to the urban environment.

IN PRACTICE LSM

Work room, laboratory of ideas, meeting space, open
activities, micro-residencies programme; local ex-
change network, actions for urban ecology; proposals
by artists and social platforms; experimental and col-
laborative garden; open pedagogical activities, ex-

3 Various definitions from online dictionaries.
4 Eurozine. Articles What makes a biopolitical space? A discussion with
Toni Negri, París, 17 September 2007.
5 Eurozine. Articles What makes a biopolitical space? A discussion with
Toni Negri, París, 17 September 2007.
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change of knowledge; social coffee gatherings, mi-
cropublications; shared tools, digital platforms, social
networks. The LSM was all of the above, from 2012 to
2017, a hybrid space for creative action and research,
a permeable space for work and relationship-building
between artistic and social, local and extra-local cul-
tural proposals.

LSM was an artistic project, resident at the Centre for
Artistic Production L’Estruch in Sabadell, which
sought to establish a link between the community and
the centre and its users, becoming a node from which
to rethink the urban environment by experimenting
with connections between art, activism, contemporary
thinking and social commitment, in a search for com-
mon ground for joint dynamics and tactics in order to
recover spaces of social and cultural action-relation-
ship.

LSM was a space for exploring ideas and possible sce-
narios, encouraging creative processes and proposing
new expressive tools. Empowering spaces of imagi-
nation and domestic resistance, crossing formats in
order to foster dialogues, networks and interactions
from critical and proactive positions, and with
processes of continuity, becoming autonomous and
self-sustaining beyond the end of project. LSM, in
short, was a space for developing concepts, a space
for negotiation and mediation, a space for expression
and for testing new and different ways of expressing
culture.

THIS IS AN ART PROJECT, BUT...

In recent years, the collective of artists has adopted
roles outside of that of the producer of objects, to

present themselves as communicators, facilitators, or
mediators of culture, which, making use of an ex-
panded repertoire, defines its artistic production
based on objectives located in the cultural, social,
economic, or political sphere. Social, educational,
health, environmental justice issues are a matter of
reflection, based on critical and open processes which
bring the artist into a more intimate relationship and
connection with a specific context. The artist be-
comes actively involved with a specific place or situ-
ations in order to become an agent for social change,
adopting the role of a “host” , a role which is always
connected with others ( audience, visitors, interested
parties, members of the public), which is flexible, and
which may infiltrate different places or situations, ob-
serving, proposing, and/or actively participating, in
order to advance the transformation of these “others”,
from a passive to an active role.

This role as host, as a provocative agent, leads the
artist to become curator, cultural manager, educator,
mediator, companion, connector, encouraging situa-
tions of exchange, eliciting critical responses, in the
emergence of autonomous projects to be resolved
based upon participative and collaborative creative
processes in specific contexts.

LSM made use of this idea of the artist as a host, who,
beyond being a producer, a maker, or a translator of
space, may become what Latham would term “an in-
cidental person”6 in the sense that, from outside of
the negotiation between artist and public, this host-
figure would, for public benefit, connect users to the
context, creating conditions for encounter and dia-
logue, finding common ground in a conflicted situa-
tion. The statement “Context is half of the work” by
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Artist Placement Group (APG)7 seems more than ade-
quate to define the space of art in a participatory en-
vironment which goes beyond individual study, makes
a jump from object-oriented artwork, to a site-specific
artwork, based on research, and above all, on a knowl-
edge and promotion of social relations.

Taking this into account, from the field of the arts, new
models of spatial occupation have been put to exper-
iment, models which present the necessary conditions
to develop and share a variety of different projects in
a horizontal relationship. Spaces of experimentation,
and at the same time of connection, of reflection and,
as G. Deleuze suggests, “of action, theoretical and
practical, that will sustain networks, at a time when
representation no longer exists”8. In this sense, LSM
has occupied a space in an institutional setting by
building a dynamic and self-managed space, along the
lines of a self-institution9, in order to develop a critical
creative practice, alternative, collaborative, a position
from which to bring together collective projects, as
well as to implement new tools for the recognition and
dissemination of artistic practice. Projects which,
based on the development of relational, creative, and
innovative skills, promote the active participation of
the audience. Tools to investigate the concepts in use
in the artistic and social fields, from which to express
new artistic behaviours, their social involvement, their
various audiences, the agents of social dynamism, and
the spaces that welcome them.

OCCUPY YOUR INSTITUTION

LSM, as a distinct space within the Centre for Artistic
Production L’Estruch in Sabadell, resulted not from a
conflict, but rather from the observation of a reality,

unfortunately common, in many current artistic cen-
tres, which is the lack of relationship with their most
immediate context, whether with the surrounding dis-
trict, or with the city itself. In a previous research
(How to Collectivise Culture in Sabadell, Acció Cultural
Metropolitana)10, there was observed a lack of chan-
nels of communication and recognition among differ-
ent active cultural agents, and a superficial vision of
what a centre of artistic production is, seen as an elit-
ist space by some, invisible by others. It was also ob-
served that there was a tendency among many local
cultural agents to demand that the art centre should
act more like a civic venue, rather than as a space for
reflection, thought and contemporary creation.

With this situation, it seemed necessary in 2012 to
launch an activity, in order to, if not change, then at
least to stir up this state of affairs, provoking a re-
thinking of how to experience and share the institu-
tion. This idea was made possible thanks to a
residency granted by the L’Estruch, which gave space
and time to test to the project. From the outset, two
important elements were:

6 John Latham (1921–2006) coined this concept which has been re-
visited in the Apexart (London) Exhibition and seminar entitled The
Incidental Person, curated by Antony Hudek in 2010.
7 Artist Placement Group (APG)
http://en.contextishalfthework.net/about-apg/artist-placement-
group/
8 G. Deleuze and M. Foucault, “Intellectuals and power”, a D.
Bouchard (Ed.) Language, Counter- memory, Practice: Selected 
Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault, (pàg. 205-217). Ithaca:
Cornell University Press 1977.
9 Jacob Jacobsen. Notes on institutions, anti-institutions and self-
institutions. Text based on a presentation at the Control Seminar,
London. August 16th February 2003.
10 Acció Cultural Metropolitana (Anna Recasens & Joan Vila-Puig) 
Research and action arts collective, exploring issues related to
urban contexts and social engagement in Sabadell (2007-2014)
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Negotiation:
Given that the institution in general moves in its own
good time, at a slow pace and with a large number of
bureaucratic procedures to follow, then, a free space,
where protocols with the institution were negotiated
through a single intermediary, was the key to adopt-
ing new content and to promote activities, without the
creator or user having to follow through a complex
procedure in order to access the space.

Dialogue:
Intermediation with peers and organizations, consti-
tuting an element of order to involve the widest pos-
sible citizenship in all forms of art, in making art, and
in viewing art. This is rarely achieved through exhi-
bitions, as most do not involve people in any creative
processes by which to raise awareness or understand-
ing of artistic production.

OPENING A BACK DOOR:

Any space may become an ideal space to work, and in
this case, the room occupied by LSM during its resi-
dence, was a wide, empty room, essential for develop-
ing the project. A few elements; a table and a

computer for daily work, shelves to organize books
and materials, and the usual furniture of the centre
(tables and chairs) to convert the room into a class-
room, or conference room, adding the shared re-
sources of the centre (for example, a camera, a
projector, and other audio-visual equipment) and oc-
casionally the use of other rooms to carry out specific
activities. What was the dynamic engine of this
space? In the case of LSM, literally it was to open a
back door, one of the two access doors to the room,
which until the time of the project was considered
secondary, a service door, and which opened out onto
a residual space, part of an old courtyard. While the
main entrance door to the room opened onto a corridor
of artists’ workshops, and to the exhibition space, this
door, opened to a disused space, but it connected the
room to the outside of the centre, and therefore to the
city.
Opening this door, therefore, offered the necessary
perspective to promote the project, turning the room
into a hinge between the interior (art residences and
centre) and the exterior (street, city). Once this resid-
ual space was cleaned up, the huge possibilities of
the courtyard were obvious. It was called the Pati dels
Til.lers (in honour of the original trees on the site), and
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became a resting place for residents and non-resi-
dents, changing a waste space to a new space of tran-
sit, of meeting, and of activity, with the continuous
presence and participation of the centre’s users and
residents, as well as of people and organisations of
the local context.
Later on, in this space, an area for an allotment was
created, which served, not only to extend the area of
leisure and cementing relationships between resi-
dents and non-residents, but also to activate projects
from various agents involved in the centre and from
outside, becoming a stage for various creative and ed-
ucational activities, with special attention to children
and groups of different abilities.

While in this case, the backdoor was a real, physical
door, any space may be opened up to new possibili-
ties, and may become an action node.

AND LETTING PEOPLE IN...

The involvement with the context was derived from
the daily experience of the place, the processes which
took place there, the relationships which were estab-
lished with the natural environment, the real time ob-

servation, practicing, questioning, finding out needs
and drawing up new strategies to reconnect people to
their surrounding environment by establishing posi-
tive and critical relationships.

Participatory art practices are characterised by pro-
moting integration between groups of various kinds
and interests; by claiming common spaces; by expand-
ing the scope of art through collaboration with other
artists, disciplines and communities; by generating
networks, strategies, educational situations and an
exchange knowledge; and by encouraging transfor-
mations (concrete actions in real time).
In these contexts, the value of artistic practices is ev-
ident in the proposal of new ways of investigating,
registering, mobilising resources, etc. It is about ac-
tivities which encourage experimental works which
go far beyond reproducing the familiar and the previ-
ously rehearsed works, or works which follow on from
legitimised references; works which operate based
upon exciting new relationships with other disci-
plines, and a fresh sense of connection to the commu-
nities in which the works are based, in order to
influence the specific context.
In the case of the LSM, workshops, exhibitions, doc-
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umentary works, art presentations, networking events,
spaces for reflection, and a myriad of other activities,
were carried out in the course of five years, through
joint work between artists and citizens, mainly on the
premises of L’Estruch, though external events were
also organised as and when required. A bond was cre-
ated with the Neighbourhood Association and other
grassroots organisations, increasing local involve-
ment, and helping to promote social creativity, mutual
support and communication. Artists, cultural agents,
and educators joined through the years to promote
new experiences, dialogues, and several projects
which encouraged interaction, joint creativity and the
projection of local culture. From the LSM, collective
initiatives arose, such as a local exchange network
(xIS) or a collective advocating for urban nature
(Sabadell Verd), which have continued their work in-
dependently after the LSM project ended. A collective
document on how to improve local culture was published,
as a legacy of the LSM, and as an open communication
channel between cultural agents and the municipality,
taking stock of the LSM’s five years of experience.

CREATING TOOLS AND THINKING BEYOND...

In the LSM’s programme of activities, prominent
among its objectives were; to investigate creative
strategies for creating collective content; to generate
timely micro-solutions to augment citizen potential;
to build common ground; and to restore, in the social
imaginary, the possibility of transformation.

In this context, less concerned by the purely aesthetic,
and beyond the limits of an established system, LSM
became a hybrid territory where art, society and com-
munity coexisted, generating a flow of knowledge

among them. This experience between art and the
grassroots movement involved creating tools for ex-
pressing needs and goals, as a means of promoting
social transformation. Part of this experience is ex-
pressed as a glossary, which continues to grow as an
ongoing autonomous project, another legacy of the
LSM, an excerpt from which forms the section of Defi-
nitions at the start of this document.

Bibliography
Acció Cultural Metropolitana (Anna Recasens & Joan
Vila-Puig) Research and action arts collective, explor-
ing issues related to urban contexts and social en-
gagement in Sabadell (2007-2014)
Artist Placement Group (APG) http://en.contextishalfthe-
work.net/about-apg/artist-placement- group/
Calvino, Italo.InvisibleCitiesby, tr. by William Weaver,
London: Vintage Books, [1972]1997 Deleuze, G and M.
Foucault, “Intellectuals and power”, a D. Bouchard (Ed.)
Language, Counter-
memory, Practice: SelectedEssaysandInterviewsby
MichelFoucault,(pàg. 205-217). Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press 1977.
Eurozine. Articles Whatmakesabiopoliticalspace?A
discussion with Toni Negri, París, 17 September 2007.
Jacob Jacobsen. Notesoninstitutions,anti-institu-
tionsandself-institutions.Text based on a presenta-
tion at the Control Seminar, London. August 16th
February 2003.
John Latham (1921–2006) coined this concept which
has been revisited in the Apexart (London) Exhibition
and seminar entitled The Incidental Person, curated
by Antony Hudek in 2010.
Leibovitz Steinman, Susan. ManifestoForArtistsAs
Citizens:GrowArtForSurvival,Editors Anke Haar-
mann, Harald Lemke 2003.

https://en.contextishalfthework.net/about-apg/artist-placement-group/
https://en.contextishalfthework.net/about-apg/artist-placement-group/


236

GIVE YOUNGSTERS A VOICE: 
TOOLS AND METHODS IN PARTICIPATORY ART PRACTICES

BálintKomencziandBalázsRózsa



237

The young resonate to music, they are interested in it.
Music can make it easier to start a two-way commu-
nication and to process different topics. Give Young-
sters a Voice is a series of community music events
where the young participants create their own con-
tents in the course of collective work.

BEGINNINGS

In order to make our initial motivation clear we first
introduce ourselves. We are a team of a sociologist
and an andragogist, both experienced in the activities
of civil organisations and both musicians at the same
time. In combining our twofold activities, we got the
first impulse from the program officer of Autonomia
Foundation, which deals with Roma communities. The
proposition was: what if we tried to activate the youth
in a segregated Hungarian settlement where a com-
munity development program had just been launched
for the locals. The village is called Szúcs, consisting
of two parts: Szúcs Village Centre and 2.5 km further
a separate settlement, where miners used to live. At
present 168 persons live in the segregate of the vil-
lage, the majority of them Roma. There is no place for
communal activities other than the village community
centre – no pub, no school, no shop. In this environ-
ment the young have considerably less chances than
their mates living in areas with better infrastructure.

SITUATION, EXTERNAL CIRCUMSTANCES

The example of Szúcs is not an exceptional case;
there are a lot of settlements in the country in the
same situation. Structural changes would be neces-
sary to come over these disadvantages: in education,
in settlement development policy and in the labour

http://autonomia.hu/en/programok/eltav-megnyilik-a-banya/
http://autonomia.hu/en/programok/eltav-megnyilik-a-banya/
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market, just to mention the most important issues. The
circumstances prevailing in these areas significantly
restrict the social mobility of the youth living in the
small villages, the negative consequences of which
strongly affect the young people we are working with.
Unfortunately, after the end of communist era the
governments chose to avoid facing these problems in-
stead of introducing long term, well-constructed re-
forms. In this situation the civil organisations react to
the deficiencies of the governmental system, and they
give help for the vulnerable communities defenceless
in the unequal circumstances. GiveYoungstersaVoice
performs its activities with the help of civil organisa-
tions in the civil sector; its main profile is to reduce
the disadvantages of the communities living in a seg-
regated environment.
Coming back to our first community music group, we
mainly wanted to help the children and the young to
find their own voices. One must be aware of the fact
that owing to their descent and social situation Roma
children usually get less attention at school than their
mates in majority, provided they can learn in an inte-
grated class/school at all. This has a sad tradition in
Hungary; for instance, in the socialist system the
Roma children usually used to sit in the back row be-
hind the children in majority even if there were lines
of empty desks further up between them. With refined
methods this practice was continued later on as well.
Now in public education it is existing practice that
Roma children are approached with resignation from
the very beginning, which projects their future fail-
ures as a self-fulfilling prophecy. This atmosphere is
demoralizing, it negatively influences the children’s
self-esteem and motivation, and in many cases, they
silently surrender to the situation. As one of them put
it: “We are not the ones who speak”. This is what we

would like to change. We think active communication
is the precondition for cooperation and community life
as is self-esteem to progress. Activity, creativity, self-
knowledge, communication and cooperation all drive
into one direction, which is the autonomous person
responsible for themselves and the community, ac-
tively asserting their own interests.

ABOUT THE SESSIONS

We call them community music sessions, but contrary
to the name they are not about unleashing the musical
talents of the participants. Irrespective of any previ-
ous experience of musical education anybody is most
welcome to join our music sessions - anyone who
would like to develop themselves in a group and to
create something new. In our first community music
group we still put more emphasis on the role of music,
so for instance we tried to develop their rhythmic
skills, but later we realized that we can spend our time
together in a more interesting and useful way. The ac-
tivities aiming at expressing one’s own opinion and
developing one’s creativity got more and more into the
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focus. Music is still a central element of the sessions,
but it is important to do exercises and activities which
do not need any previous knowledge of music. There-
fore, music is a tool and not a goal in our methodol-
ogy.
Although our experiences come from work with Roma
youth, this method can be applied in any community
irrespective of parentage or social status. The empha-
sis is laid on verbalism, self-expression, the develop-
ment of individual and social skills, and on building
community. If we had to describe the essence of our
methods used in the sessions, first we would rather
quote our goals we want to achieve to make it easier
to understand the methodology applied for it.

OUR GOALS

Community development

We believe that ideally our individual interests are the
same as those of the closer or wider community
around us. However, we can formulate these interests
only within a community, together with our partners.
Nevertheless, in our world today’s communities are
rare even in places where we would expect that the
similar living conditions and physical nearness would
bring people together. Luckily, we can state that com-
mon goals and common activities can bring people to-
gether who would otherwise not link with each-other.
Therefore, building a community is always centred on
and around doing common activities. Our number one
goal is consequently to provide a platform for children,
the young, where there is a chance to cooperate, so
that the participants can get closer to each-other.

To show alternatives, i.e. the democratisation of art

Our target group, the teenagers are usually passive
consumers of popular music representing primarily
dance music and rap. By and large the Roma youth are
aware of the origins of the music of Romani culture
and they often listen to contemporary Romani music
as well as to rap. Occasionally they sing together,
mainly modern songs, or sometimes they improvise
their own shorter lyrics. This is a very good basis for
creating music where the lyrics are written by them
and they can even participate in the creation of the
musical tracks. It is important for them to see that it
is not only the musicians they listen to who can make
music, but they themselves are also able to create
their own messages/contents and in this way, they
can also become heroes; persons who can express
themselves in an authentic way about their actual and
personal topics. The participants of the sessions in-
dividually write sentence pairs, parts of texts on a
topic previously agreed upon, and then together we
assemble the lyrics. (Picture1) This method results in
the fact that the quality of the texts created is some-
what uneven, however, it is democratic. Regarding the
topicality and importance of the lyrics created they
are not inferior to most of the songs they listen to.

Developing individual skills, boosting self-esteem

Just the fact that I am able to create a thing I have not
been aware of so far – it is a splendid feeling. To be
part of a creative process is a positive experience, and
during systematic work the participants learn that
creation is a complicated activity where individual efforts
are just as important as cooperation with the group.
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The text as the verbal form of self-expression plays
an important role during the work. We would like to
encourage the young to formulate their thoughts - this
is naturally not so obvious for them, as usually nobody
asks for their opinion. With creative text writing we
develop their abstraction skills and we try to point out
that writing can be fun, therapy, self-awareness;
through writing one can rearrange their earlier expe-
riences, thoughts and gain new ones.

Of course, the sessions do not only involve work:
games (team-building, communication, movement,
drama games for tension-relief) are inserted to loosen
up the style of the learning situation. The games ac-
tivate the youngsters, develop their self-knowledge
together with their insight into character and set their
creativity free.

Development of citizenship awareness and activity

During our work we often experience that middle-
aged people say they have never been asked about
their opinion and when we ask them, they just don’t

understand what we want.
They have never been involved in any decision-mak-
ing process. We would like to change this situation for
the young people working with us, to develop these
skills in them so that they could be able to make their
own decisions and formulate their own opinion about
the world. We are interested in developing persons
who are able to fend for themselves and their own
communities, to stand out for their own ideas and in-
terests. Therefore, this is actually a group working on
democratic foundations, where the intervals for talk-
ing, the voting play an important role, and during the
whole working process participation in decision mak-
ing is very important. The democratic process is also
substantial as the concepts of political field and the
role of the individual and the community within this
field are easier to understand. This experience may
come in handy later in life.

During the working process we, as the group facilita-
tors, treat the participants as equal partners. The com-
mon rules jointly established in our first session are
equally relevant for everyone. On several occasions
we have received feedback from the children stating
that they enjoyed this informal, friendly atmosphere
of partnership, which inspired them. 

what we do not aim at

We would not like to enhance stereotypes concerning
the Roma – e.g. they would all make first and foremost
good musicians. Nothing supports this prejudice. We
have held sessions in ten settlements so far and we
can declare that the musical education of the Roma
youth varies on a broad scale and is quite different.
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Methods

After describing how our sessions are embedded and
what effects we would like to achieve, let us say some
words about what a series of sessions look like, what
kind of tools we use during our common process of
creation.

Common rules

After getting familiar with the background, goals and
possibilities of the sessions the young people get in-
volved in our shared (hi)story by creating common
rules. The rules collected by us are based on the prin-
ciples of consensus decision making, by which a
group can work towards a common goal quite effi-
ciently. Usually it is quite easy for us to agree on these
bottom-line criteria as in most of the cases the ideas
of the young are also similar to this pattern. Listening
to each-other’s opinion and observing them, initiating
situations for debates and democratic decisions are
the most important cornerstones for our joint work.

Keeping contacts

Keeping in touch with the group is usually through the
local contact person: he/she is the one who can ar-
range the practical things and facilities for holding
the sessions and is in daily contact with the young
participants. As we are speaking of young people,
most of them can be contacted online, so we use the
social networking sites to follow up, to communicate,
to post materials and to ask questions from each-
other. Beyond work it is also important to spend time
together, therefore each time we also try to keep up
personal relationships and if we have the funding we

go out with the participants for excursions where we
can be together in an environment different from the
usual.

Regularity

We usually meet our groups every second week and
so far, our blocks of sessions have lasted approxi-
mately for 6-12 months. Occasionally we work inten-
sively in blocks: for several consecutive days, usually
at long weekends when the youth have more time.
With our present group, after the first 6 months of 12
convenient blocks - the tangible, or rather audible re-
sult of which is a jointly produced song - we are now
trying to launch another series of sessions, where we
decide together what the core theme of the next pro-
ject should be. Regularity is important in many ways,
and as our sessions are extra-curricular activities, the
week-end sessions are the most fruitful, when the
participants are not tired of performing the weekday
obligations.

Diverse activities 

After arriving at the venue of the session we first ar-
range the working environment with the participants,
i.e. we put the chairs around the room so that commu-
nication could flow just like among partners. In case
we need technical facilities (computer, sound system,
microphones, and musical instruments) these also
have to be installed with the help of the participants.
Usually we start with an informal conversation and
then we proceed talking around a given topical issue.
Depending on the actual phase of realisation we do
creative exercises inspired by drama pedagogy and
music therapy based on cooperation, improvisation
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and partly concentration. The positive influencing of
the participants’ mood and the creation of a carefree
community is a basic aim for these exercises, al-
though they can also contribute to the development
of individual concentration and cooperation. The ex-
perimental attitude is also a vital element of our ses-
sions; however, we can only gradually achieve the
level of openness which is required for this.
A key element of the program is verbal self-expres-
sion: from analysing the existing texts, through games
of filling in the gaps in the text, to the exercises of
writing lyrics we gradually arrive at the creation of

their own contents or our common ones. The results
of shared work are rhyming lines or even verses-libre
(free poems), which evolve parallel with the music
being composed to it. (Picture5)
It is important to note that the lyrics of the partici-
pants are applied in their original forms. The only in-
fluence of ours as group-leaders is confined to
suggesting topics or making remarks on content or
form, or the sequence of the created lines. In this way
the lyrics will become the valid, authentic and honest
messages of the participants. (Picture6)
As mentioned beforehand, previous experience of mu-
sical education is not a prerequisite for participation.
The program is tailored to the set-up of the group, if
we have children who play an instrument, they take
part in building up the music, if there aren’t, we use
our sound files and shape them with digital audio edit-
ing tools.
It is optional whether we want to perform the song
created together; so far we have performed our com-
position with only one group: it was at a local event
where the villagers could join our program as an au-
dience. Other creative products related to our songs
(e.g. video clips) provide additional opportunities for
further creative work.

DIFFICULTIES

Age differences

Ideally our target group consisted of teenagers up to
the age of 18, and it would be best to work with a ho-
mogenous group where the young participants are of
similar age and interests. However, in the little villages
where we work, this is nearly impossible, as locally
there are not enough young people who could build a
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homogenous group which is ideal in terms of age.
Therefore we mostly work with mixed groups with
children and youth between 7-17 years of age. We
have to accommodate ourselves to these circum-
stances and we also have to keep in mind the differ-
ences in the levels of knowledge and areas of
interests.

The paradox of discipline

Our target group is used to the frontal teaching/learn-
ing situation at school; therefore the lack of it and the
partnership have a liberating effect for them. This
partly opens up the way for creativity, therefore we
have to balance step-by-step between the positive
methods of disciplining and the laissez-faire (=you
can do as you like it) attitude. A further complication
is added when we unpack the instruments, so we have
to use a certain protocol in these cases. Fortunately,
the majority of the participants sooner or later inter-
nalise the rules of joint work.
The basis for democratic functioning is to find the
suitable local helper. In case this person is considered
by the youth to be authentic this has an influence on
the behaviour of the participants of the session. His
presence helps to establish the suitable moral, which
is a good starting point.

Letting them go

Our assignments cover a certain period, so it is in-
evitable to finish the process and let the group go. Al-
ready at the start of a process we point out that we
are going to share our time and participate in a sys-
tematic process of creation which has a closing date.
However, letting them go is not easy, as during the

sessions in many cases close and intimate relation-
ships develop among us. Finishing a common product
makes the closing down easier, and if new resources
can be included some projects can even be continued.
Beyond this we try to follow up the lives of the young
people informally after finishing the project.

Possible lines of development

In the future we would like to open up new ways in
several directions. Partly we would like to write down
and publish our method so that other people can also
have access to its know-how. On the other hand, we
would like to train new facilitators accordingly, ideally
Roma youth from the local communities, or people liv-
ing and working locally, who take over the method and
could continue the sessions in the region without our
presence. This method could ensure continuity in ad-
dition to experiencing the feeling of success only
once.
Furthermore, we envisage involving professional
helpers in our sessions: a developmental teacher and
psychologist who could occasionally provide person-
alised pedagogic advice for the leaders of the ses-
sions about the directions of development for the
participants. We would also like to exchange informa-
tion or to work together with similar initiatives, we
could even evolve a joint methodology that could go
beyond the results achieved so far.
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III. PARTICIPATION: PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATION

PLAYFUL IMAGINATION AND ARTISTIC HOSPITALITY: 
CONSTRUCTING NEW NARRATIVES FOR EMANCIPATORY LEARNING

Daniela Brasil
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Abstract

Participatory and socially engaged art can contribute 
more to learning processes within society than it is 
acknowledged. By welcoming multigenerational 
publics in non-commercial settings to explore hot 
topics of contemporaneity, social learning and 
(in)visible forms of emancipation can emerge. One of 
the keys for that is the careful preparation of playful 
and warm-hearted gathering spaces, where people 
are invited to spend qualitative time together: by 
being there, one can we become more , as Paulo 
Freire suggested. Based on these assumptions, this 
paper will discuss two projects I have co-initiated 
and co-coordinated in Austria “Aquatopia: the 
children’s research submarine” 2013, and “Narrations 
of the Arrival City/ House of Open Gates” 2016 – 
which focused specifically on the issues of environ-
mental literacy and social inclusion. As multifaceted 
platforms for creative forms of conviviality, these 
case studies will be presented as empowering 
practices. For that, imaginative playfulness 
combined with an attitude of generous hospitality 
were chosen as central strategies to reach these 
goals in various levels, from the simple act of “taking 
time for trying something new” until a “possible shift 
on worldviews”. An outline of the projects’ design – 
from planning to implementation and results – will 
highlight some strategies to reach these goals: 1) 
forms of enhancing the level of criticality and/or 
emotional involvement of participants; 2) choice/ 
involvement of participants and stakeholders to 
broaden the outreach of the project; 3) continuous 
knowledge exchange and creative togetherness 
throughout all project phases; 4) nurturing and 
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enlarging one’s repertoire of beliefs and of gestures: 
towards more inclusive and sustainable futurities, 
where new narratives and new worldviews can 
emerge.

Key words: participatory art – critical pedagogy – spatial 
practices – empowerment – inclusion – active citizenship – 
emancipatory learning

Introduction

This paper describes and analyses Playful Imagina-
tion and Artistic Hospitality as tools and methodolo-
gies used for the planning and public phase of  the 
two selected projects. Playful imagination is inserted 
in the framework of unlearning the world as given, of 
expanding the perceived world beyond its 
socio-economical and physical constraints. Artistic 
hospitality is framed by relational and dialogical 
aesthetics, situating artistic practice into a space to 
hold meaningful conversations and gestures while 
enabling unlikely encounters. 

This writing is situated in the threshold between arts 
education and artistic production. As an artist work-
ing with participation and social engagement and as 
an educator1, who works within critical pedagogies, I 
address the entanglement of the projects’ artistic 
and pedagogic intentions. The often (in)visible 
processes – or the action-research approach to the 
project development intertwines artistic investiga-
tion and art education into a hybrid practice. By 
highlighting this, I hope to extract insights and 
tactics that can become an inspiration to  be imple-
mented in different contexts. This paper aims there-
fore to enlarge the repertoire of practitioners: artists 
and cultural producers, facilitators and teachers by 

demonstrating how learning infiltrates artistic 
practice, and how artistic methodologies informs 
learning. Well-prepared moments of gathering can 
enable various forms of participation that are unusu-
al in people’s daily lives. Projects that enable diver-
gent thinking-feeling and thinking-acting to emerge 
are empowering. By offering diverse and simultane-
ous forms of engagement – they foster multiple 
intelligences and multiple becomings, opening up 
imaginaries on how our cities and societies could be 
– otherwise. 

I will navigate the case studies using similar parame-
ters, i.e., how “playful imagination” was exercised in 
the Aquatopia project mainly with forms of explor-
atory learning, and how “artistic hospitality” was 
created within the House of Open Gates project in 
order to promote empowering social learning 
processes. This is not a comparative study, but a 
complementary argument, as exercises of playful 
imagination and practices of hospitality were 
present in both cases. Aquatopia and the House of 
Open Gates created temporary spaces for non-hier-
archical forms of conviviality and collaboration, of 
dialogue and knowledge exchange, enabling short 
moments of social cohesion. Whereas the Aquatopia 
addressed children in particular, focusing on ecolog-
ical literacy and playful explorations of the urban 
space within the topics of the water cycle and 
plastic pollution, the House of Open Gates focused 
on solidarity, where inclusion, multigenerational and 
transcultural forms of conviviality were put into 

1  The presented projects were developed within my teaching practice at 
the Institute of Contemporary Art at the Architecture Faculty of the Graz 
University of Technology,  2012-16.
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practice. This wish of generating moments of social 
cohesion – through hospitality and play – is inspired 
by what bell hooks call Radical Openness: “embrac-
ing values like generosity of spirit, courage and the 
willingness to reconsider long-standing beliefs in 
relation to a biased perspective within a in a 
white-supremacist patriarchal context”2. This is 
intimately related to the need of de-naturalizing 
habits, or to unlearn and decolonize our minds. To 
reach this, the practices of radical imagination and 
critical generosity might help. Firstly because they 
are libertarian: exercising to overcome the 
“perceived impossible” just not only free our minds 
from the constraints of the neoliberal world of 
competition and scarcity and eventually the burden 
of daily life; but essentially it opens up new possibili-
ties in a playful and cheerful manner. Critical gener-
osity is employed in the sense that we become more 
sensitive to others, that we truly engage in moments 
of togetherness that enables – even if only temporar-
ily – social equality. 

The artistic and pedagogical focus are thus to enable 
people’s empowerment through warm-hearted, 
playful, cheerful practices, or by creating living 
spaces filled with curiosity, experimentation and 
straightforward humanness. For doing this, we 
always touch ethical, sensitive, political, social, 
cultural specific issues that belong to the communi-
ties addressed, as well as thematic and context the 
projects pose, surely have to be taken in account and 
extensively discussed and worked with the team. 
However, it is not necessary always to communicate 
these issues to the general public in a straightfor-
ward manner. This means that the set of activities 
and the design of the spaces should follow the 

outlined ethical principles and thematic intentions, 
but the public is not always directly confronted with 
these topics in a rational/ frontal way: i.e. we do not 
have to say “we will discuss inclusion in this particu-
lar community”, but rather we should offer conditions 
to practice inclusion, together. The methods for 
learning here are rather incidental: social learning, 
learning-by-doing, learning-by-playing, being affect-
ed by being-there, making-with. This becomes a sort 
of unspoken alliance, a shared, coalitional learning3 
process. 

In this sense, the set up of collaborative and partici-
patory frameworks involving a cross-sector and 
multi-stakeholder approach from the beginning on is 
crucial to address the problematic and sensitive 
issues comprised by the project goals. When analys-
ing the fields and contexts that the issues at stake 
might touch, the project leaders should try to involve 
relevant voices in the project development as well as 
in their public implementation, in order to diversify 
the project scope – while amplifying its outreach and 
impacts. Equally, extending the invitation to relevant 
people/groups to participate in specific activities 
can not only enlarge the project imaginative reper-
toire, but it can also make these participants more 
comfortable by belonging to the team – thus becom-
ing active co-creators rather than “mere” partici-
pants. This said, I will introduce the two case-studies 
by framing them within the idea of playful imagina-
tion and artistic hospitality as generators of coali-

2 bell hooks, Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope. 2003, pp.111
3 I have been coalitionally learning about this concept throughout the 
last years, in many contexts, especially in meaningful participation on 
reflections and activities at the Free Home University, in Lecce and the 
Swaraj University, in Udaipur.
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tional learning processes, where creative and active 
participation is strengthened and new narratives and 
worldviews emerge.

Case study 1: Aquatopia: the children’s research 
submarine.  Graz and Vienna, summer 2013.

Aquatopia was conceived as an exercise of radical 
imagination: the story of a submarine made out of a 
plastic bottle that navigated the urban waters of 
Graz and Vienna, starting on a cloud, going through 
the underground water supply into our bathtubs, 
through the grey water treatment plants chambers, 
and navigating to the Mur and Danube rivers, until it 
reaches the Black Sea. Bringing an atmosphere of 
experimental research and playfulness to the public 
space, this plot was used to create a platform where 
prepared activities, artistic props, and didactic mate-
rials enabled an activation of the city as if it would 
be another – participants were invited to dive into 
the intricate system of the water cycle and plastic 
pollution.  The project was organized in a partnership 
between the Institute of Contemporary Art and the 
Kinderbüro – an NGO that focus on children’s rights. 
It was funded by governmental agencies and private 
stakeholders on the water and garbage sectors, and 
it received support both of human and material 
resources from civil society. The submarine installa-
tion was displayed in the Karmeliterplatz, Graz and in 
the Museumsquartier in Vienna. It had free access to 
the public and the schedule of activities also includ-
ed spontaneous, self-organized activities –  as a 
“treasure hunt” initiated by the children or a “story-
telling session” held by a former diver. Everyday, the 
crew welcomed the children and guided them 
through the waters of the submarine’s imaginary 
journey.

Participatory planning and interdisciplinarity

The Kinderbüro initiated this project by inviting me 
primarily as an artist to conceive an artistic installa-
tion that addressed environmental education and 
citizen participation in a playful way. After our first 
meetings, it became a strategic decision to actively 
involve pupils and students, together with invited 
artists in the process of developing the submarine’s 
content and shape. On top of that cross-sector stake-
holders around the topics of water and plastic 
garbage in the cities of Graz and Vienna were gradu-
ally involved. Public services of garbage collection, 
water supply and sewage plants – as Saubermachen 
and Holding Graz, Hochquellen Wasser Wildalpen; 
and universities departments and research centers, 
as the Institute of Urban Water Management and 
Landscape Water Engineering at the TUGraz, 
WasserCluster Lunz and the Institute of Zoologie 
shared their expertise and welcomed the students 
and artists excursions. 

Creating a story: a imaginary submarine travels 
through the water pipelines

the installation in Graz

The first narrations to stakeholders and funding 
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agencies were made with the help of a submarine 
made out of two disposable bottles and a Playmobil 
Sailor figure, who during the meeting were suddenly 
placed on the table. This not only supported the 
visualization of the idea, but also inserted a playful 
element into a bureaucratic meeting, an artistic 
tactic to foster playful imagination of company 
managers and employees of ministries and city halls. 
Later on, a strategically substitution of the mascu-
line power figure by a woman captain in the story-
board has been made. She became the main charac-
ter of the didactic material indirectly addressing 
feminist issues in a sailors’ world and imaginary 
populated by men. This illustrated log-book was 
made by the students  out of a combination of field 
notes technical information from the research visits. 
It was an visualization of the submarine’s imaginary 
journey that displayed the Grazer and Viennese 
water cycles in a comprehensive way for children.

Participatory building

In parallel to the university students action-research 
semester classes, small workshops led by artists and 
the team of Kinderbüro were organized in primary 
and secondary schools. They focused on exploratory 
learning by inviting the children to research on the 
topics of water and related plastic pollution within 
their school environments, such as “Water: how does 
it flow in the school building?” – where pupils would 

eavesdrop the school walls searching for the hidden 
water pipes. These workshops also mobilized the 
schools to participate in the disposable-bottles 
collection, enabling the children concretely visualize 
the dimension of plastic consumption in their daily 
lives. In this way they contributed to create the 
submarine's outer skin – which was made out of 
2000 disposable plastic bottles. During spring, 
children collected their bottles and cleaned them. For 
that they received yellow containers from the 
garbage collection service, which they designed and 
decorated for the occasion. When time came, the 
filled containers were brought by feet in a sort of 
procession to the submarine’s construction site at 
the Karmeliterplatz. There they got super excited to 
use screwdrivers to perforate the bottles and hang 
them to the submarine outer shell. 

Tools for imaginary expeditions  

The interior of the submarine was furbished with 
works from the students, the children and interna-
tional artists, as for example the Bridge, designed 
and activated by artist Catherine Grau. There, various 
diving equipment and self-made upcycled props 

the yellow bottle the submarine’s journey

school children build the submarine
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could be borrowed and used for urban-aquatic 
explorations, including garbage collection and 
deep-water pressure/darkness experiences. Artist 
Eva Ursprung created a plastic aquarium with plastic 
bits and pieces collected in the city of Graz and in 
the Atlantic coast. Located in the Laboratory Space, a 
collection of images of plastic pieces found on 
shorelines by photographer Consuelo Mendez, 
various students diaries displaying their reflections 
and collections of daily plastic consumption, 
illustrated the issue in complementarity. To enter the 
submarine and becoming involved by 2000 plastic 
bottles was literally a diving experience into the 
interrelatedness of water pollution and our daily 
plastic consumption in an imaginary – but also very 
concrete way. 

One workshop developed by artist Catherine Grau 
invited participants to explore the surrounding 
urban space, as they would be underwater. The 
intentional usage of an imaginative figure was a 
playful strategy to engage participants in a deeper 
and synesthetic exploration of their living environ-
ment. Undertaking missions as searching for plastic 
garbage, participants got a real dimension of the 
project’s central topic. But perhaps they learned also 
about something completely different, as the expedi-
tion took them to a particular place or situation that 
have captivated their attention in other direction. 
One 10 year-old boy reported his finding of a lavender 
flower bed located in the public square nearby. He 
noticed how this particular flower bed attracted so 
many bees, and while discussing this finding with 
the other colleagues, they end up learning from 
each-other the problematic of bees extinction, and 
how urban apiculture and the culture of planting 
pollinator-friendly flowers in urban spaces are more 
needed nowadays.

This playful form of learning demonstrates that we 
learn better while we enjoy and are happy – than 
when we are under pressure and stressed. Findings 
that emerge out of one owns corporeal/sensorial 
experiences, within exploratory drifts can be more 
exciting than engaging with “truths” told by some-
one else. This strategy of creating an imaginative 
scenario – where space is appropriated otherwise 
through role playing – nurtures the idea that the city 
is a malleable space to be constructed plurally and 
collectively, a space of continuous discovery, co-cre-
ation and learning.

Case study 2:  House of Open Gates: Narratives from 
the Arrival City.  Graz, Autumn 2017

In the middle of the so-called migration crisis and in 
face of neoliberal politics leading to an astonishing 
rise of fascism and xenophobia worldwide, cultural 
producers and artistic communities are responding 
with an intensification of critical discourses, artistic 
strategies and spatial tactics that foster inclusion, 
social cohesion and empowerment of migrant popu-
lations towards mutual respect and acknowledgment 
of the richness of multiculturalism and diversity. 

underwater urban explorations 
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Within this context, the Steirischer Herbst Festival4 
commissioned the <rotor> center for contemporary 
art to conceive and produce one of the festival’s 
center. I was invited to be part of the think tank 
composed by rotor curators and invited artists to 
conceptually frame this space within the political 
context of the festival, of the city and beyond. 
Throughout this process, I became directly involved 
in the physical design of what we named The House 
of Open Gates. This gathering space existed for 20 
days in and around the Pavilion of the Volksgarten as 
a central venue of the festival, open to the public 
free of charge. The House of Open Gates offered a 
form of hospitality within an atmosphere of trans-
cultural Gemütlichkeit5, a space to host encounters, 
dialogues, storytelling, kindness and gift culture.

Transcultural hospitality

How to conceive an inclusive and diverse space that 
is homelike to a public of various ages, social and 
cultural backgrounds? How to foster unlikely 
encounters and unlikely dialogues to evolve? How to 
empower people that are socially stigmatized and/or 
marginalised to become part of a wider community? 
Can a space allow mutual respect to grow into a(n 
utopic) feeling of egalitarianism? These questions 
wanted to enable both an interventionist and a repre-
sentational approach to alterity: to create a space of 
radical togetherness, while stressing the urge to 
create and maintain such spaces in the long-run.
With these questions in mind, I sketched an open 
design plan, where different plug-ins – or devices for 
different needs and forms of appropriation – should 
be available to support the living atmosphere of the 
House. These were an open-access sound-system 
trolley, a mobile library, (where one could get inside

 to hide and comfortably read alone); a set of materi-
als for handicraft, board games, children toys and 
music instruments; large tea and snack trays, (that 
could be brought to the different sitting and resting 
areas by a group of old, or newly made friends). All of 
these aimed in facilitating a certain home-feeling, a 
sort of multi-functional living room. The plug-ins 
also included objects collected from different cultur-
al contexts, including textiles and lamps from all 
continents. These were either made in a participato-
ry process with local actors or explicitly borrowed 
from local organisations and private persons. 

4 An internationally renamed Austrian “avant-garde festival with 
tradition” held in the City of Graz, Province of Styria every year since 
1968 that brings together for 2-3 weeks/year Arts, Theater, 
Performance, Architecture, Music, Theory and New Media. It networks 
various cultural producers of the city during the time of the festival to 
host curatorial projects under its yearly-chosen thematic guidelines.

5 Gemütlichkeit is a German word denoting a cosy, homely feeling, 
completed by a warm-hearted feeling of belonging.

Concept sketch 
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Participatory planning and building

During the one-year project development important 
actors and stakeholders on the topic of migration in 
the city of Graz were invited and involved, including 
local cultural associations and social enterprises, 
artists, migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers, and 
again the architecture students. The spatial setup as 
thus shaped by many of these contributions, and my 
role was to orchestrate the atmosphere composition. 
The central architectonic choice were – in accor-
dance to different cultures usages of the “living 
room” to make the existing cold floor warm with 
many carpets; to create different levels to sit, lay and 
stand; to offer flexibility for smaller or bigger gather-
ings. For this, the Studio Magic architecture group 
worked with a group of youngsters from Afghani-
stan, who took the opportunity to learn new skills in 
carpentry, while learning German and cultural 
gestures – side effect learnings that emerge when 
people from very different contexts and back-
grounds work together. The plug-ins (the ones newly 
made, or the ones borrowed), reveal the strategy for 
involving different people in the creation of the 
space, where they can also literally make the space 
their own. Another particular plug-in relevant to 
mention were the lanterns – co-created and built in 
partnership with Heidenspass, a social enterprise/ 
upcycling shop that employs young migrants in the 
city center. The pavilion “old-asian flair” was 
enhanced by “chinese lanterns”. They were made out 
of diverse commercial plastic bags cut down into 
stripes and weaved into a sheet. These were shaped 
round and again cut, to become the lantern form. The 
workers assembling them should follow the basic 
design rules, but were free to choose the colors, 
sizes and shapes, thus making each piece unique. 

Equally, the space was full of unique colorful pillows 
– embroidered with words and drawings that narrat-
ed in the joyful learning moments spent together by 
a group of students and newcomers who joined on 
course “Encounters”, which I offered in the summer 
semester 2016.

Welcome culture/ Host of the day

When the House opened to the public, a small sign 
could be read in the entrance:
Welcome in the House of Open Gates
Take off your shoes
Take your time.

Taking off the shoes is a gesture of respect and to 
take it easy, to slow down and take time (and to 
recognize this space not as another exhibition to 
quickly go through). Not only because of the sign, but 
in response to the shoes previously taken off, 
barefoot visitors signified the space called “House” 
as a home, a collective one. Taking time was the 
central feature. One should allow him/herself to take 
time and to be open to what happens, to go with the 
flow. But how to design the flow? How deep can 
people get immersed in an activity and/or in a 
discussion? Do we need everybody’s attention all the 

lanterns workshop
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time? Which are the possible simultaneities? Fully 
programmed spaces, with lots of activities and a lot 
to-do, to-hear, and to-talk are certainly a must in 
cultural events, but (physical and mental) spaces left 
for spontaneity and for relaxing are equally import-
ant. So the programme included planned activities as 
well as time and space for spontaneous activities.

For giving the tone, everyday a host and/or a hostess 
of the day would welcome the guests and inviting 
them to feel at home. Gift culture was fostered, most 

of the host and hostesses would offer cakes they 
baked or soups they cooked. The big Samovar was 
warm, free tea and small snacks were always avail-
able. In a solidarity price system, the multi-ethnic bar 
– run by an equally multi-ethnic team – had beverag-
es from different locations, and the prices were 
suggested in different amounts, inviting the ones 
with more money to support the activity, thus 
enabling the ones with less money to also consume 
for an affordable price.

Incidental and coalitional learning

The House of Open Gates, open to a wide and mixed 
public, was a laboratory for knowledge exchange. 
Migrants, local NGOs and artists were invited to 
become storytellers and facilitators, sharing their 
knowledges, talents and skills. On a simple level, 
collective activities that require little or no language 
knowledge such as knitting, games, music and dance, 
printmaking, drawing and a wood-workshop, 
promote a relaxed atmosphere of togetherness, 
enabling incidental and social learning to occur. 
Without the classroom pressure of having to learn a 
skill or a language (often an issue for certain migrant 
groups), by doing activities together, learning 
becomes joyful and pleasant – intrinsic to the activi-
ty. The concept of multi-generationality enables a 
playful and vibrant atmosphere, as children are 
mostly open to engage in new activities and eventu-
ally encourage grown-ups to leave their timidity and 
join in – and vice-versa. Playfulness activates the 
exchange between participants of different ages, 
genders, cultural groups and social backgrounds. 
Through this, a new web of social relations inter-
weave, and many forms of prejudice and fear of the 
known can be overcome.

 

host of the day
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To re-imagine our social spaces, we have to enable a 
wider sense of belonging that is transversal to 
commodified and stereotyped perceptions of the 
other. To make a collective of common people: the 
Volksgarten daily dwellers, the privileged cultural 
publics that attend a renowned festival as the 
Steirischer Herbst, the various activist, cultural, 
political, educational associations that work 
throughout the neighbourhood, the ethic shops, the 
students, the “creative class”, the politicians and 
decision-makers, the friends and families of all 
those, migrants or locals, with localized/cosmopoli-
tan practices or not. I believe these spaces of inclu-
sion can be emancipatory, they can bridge the fear of 
the other into an openness to others, and bring the 
hypothetical ideas of a solidary world and freedom, 
into practiced forms of solidarity and of freedom. 
Such spaces of multiple inclusions, and explicitly not 
of integration, are extremely needed in the times we 
are living in. Within a public exercise of radical imag-
ination and generous hospitality, The House of Open 
Gates demonstrated in practice how the – rich, 
diverse, solidary, vibrant – city we dream of, can in 
fact be.

Conclusion

When participatory art enhances emotional involve-
ment of participants something happens: being in a 
safe space and being confronted with otherness and 

with ourselves and our (un)reflected choices – can 
lead to new insights, and eventually new gestures. 
Through new relationships with people and with our 
living environments, we can become more: more 
open, more critical, more imaginative, more empow-
ered to understand and construct the world in other 
terms. Paulo Freire extensively wrote about emanci-
patory education and democracy. He understood that 
deep dialogue leads to self reflection and a constant 
actualization of ourselves. Freire named this process 
of liberation, as it leads people to act, to go beyond 
their internal frontiers, in a process of becoming 
more: “the being (ser) becomes a being-more-so, or 
being-in-a-larger-way (ser mais)”6. Once we move 
further from – or emancipate ourselves from our 
previous standpoints, new perspectives emerge. This 
process is often slow and problematic, it is more 
likely that we have to go through this on and on and 
on, until we really see the other and the world in 
another way, that we feel empowered to reimagine 
and to act. It is more likely we have to revisit the 
experience, discuss it, internalize it, until it becomes 
a new set of gestures. However, to address the 
biased views and normalized daily actions and 
perceptions – by deconstructing them in the making 
– is surely more than necessary: not only decon-
structing biased views, but constructing new narra-
tives are the utmost urgency of our times. 

6 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope. New York: Continuum, 1994: 68

gift culture: Hostess of the Day Marija 
distributes rose petals cake.

coalitional learning

I cannot measure if participants truly got emancipat-
ed from particular stand-points while joining the 
above mentioned projects, nevertheless, I believe 
these projects did construct new narratives, as well 
as challenged and eventually deconstructed a few 
worldviews. When we experience the world in other 
terms as we are used to, new narratives flourish. 
Participatory art has a critical pedagogical role in 
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enlarging people’s imaginations and worldviews. 
Participation should not only involve people in doing 
what they know: when you ask what ones want, 
people wishes are mostly within known territories. 
Participatory art and critical education have the 
ethic and creative task of enlarging the participants’ 
horizons, to pose questions and equally offer experi-
ences that take them out of their comfort zones, that 
investigates their own limits, and invite them to 
re-imagine the world otherwise. Participatory art can 
become emancipatory for participants when it 
nurtures and enlarges their repertoire of beliefs and 
of gestures: towards more sustainable and inclusive 
futurities.

http://www.variant.org.uk/9texts/KesterSupplement.html
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Abstract

One could argue that learning at its best is neither iso-
lated nor decontextualized. Despite a history of dual-
ism that reaches back to the 17th century, current
thinking about cognition is growing more contextual-
ized. The Cartesian Revolution has prompted an un-
derstanding of the relationship between the mind and
body that reveals their inextricable nature. Neuro-
science has further illustrated the interconnectedness
of not just the mind and body, but also the influence
of one’s environment by documenting the import of
contextualized learning. Specifically, the human brain,
the product of an evolutionary history that prioritized
the survival of the body as part of a social group, is
very much attuned to both physical and social-emo-
tional contexts. As a result, the current model of stan-
dardized, context-independent and individualized
education may have detrimental effects on desirable
educational outcomes such as retention and transfer,
particularly for students who struggle with traditional
approaches to education. In contrast, a pedagogical
model that fully contextualizes learning by integrating
both physical and social-emotional components when
possible, might facilitate more meaningful learning.
With its capacity to engage students’ bodies and
minds in generating socially meaningful content, par-
ticipatory art might be considered a useful tactic
when designing context-driven pedagogy. The large-
scale, collaborative and embodied approach to art-
making characteristic of participatory art, inherently
incorporates both bodily and social-emotional con-
texts into learning. Utilized in the classroom, partici-
patory arts practices therefore have the potential to
reach the students who are most alienated by tradi-
tional forms of education, including students with at-
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tention deficits, sensory processing issues, learning
disabilities or those who are simply more kinetically
inclined. In sum, this research chapter builds an inter-
disciplinary case for integrating participatory arts into
pedagogy as an attempt to contextualize learning, and
as a means for reaching disenfranchised students.

Introduction

Perform a Google image search for “classroom” and it
will likely yield pictures of rooms filled with rows of
desks, neatly aligned and evenly spaced. Most feature
individual desks rather than shared work spaces and
stiff chairs instead of open, inviting rugs. There is lit-
tle room for movement or collaboration and few incen-
tives to do so. In turn, classrooms designed for still,
quiet children to work in isolation limits possibilities
for how students can interact with classmates, mate-
rials—and ultimately ideas. The design of such restric-
tive educational spaces illustrates expectations about
student thinking and learning, and by extension, in-
structional strategies. These traditional arrangements
embody the long-standing supposition that students
learn in isolated, disembodied, and decontextualized
ways. Assumptions that we can educate students’
minds in isolation, without attending to their bodies,
are further evident in the curricula we design for
these spaces. Ken Robinson famously said in a 2006
TED talk that we tend to educate students progres-
sively from the waist up, eventually focusing on the
head and slightly to one side.

Although this is not true in all classrooms, it seems to
be the case in many, particularly in public schools in
the United States where resources and support for
pedagogical innovation may be limited. Despite every-

thing we know about multimodality, most classrooms
function under two inflexible assumptions: First, that
discursive language is the most efficient means of
communication, and therefore should dominate the
methods used in the classroom; and second, that
movement is incompatible with learning (Katz 2013).
Both assumptions underlie decontextualized model of
education in which learning happens in the mind
alone, independent of the body, its social or emotional
context. 

Unfortunately, this factory model for education is not
generally supported by educational research and and
the impact is felt by students of a range of abilities.
While decontextualized learning challenges even
neuro-typical students, it does further disservice to
students with special needs. Worth noting is the
uptick in Occupational Therapy referrals and dramatic
increase in ADHD and sensory processing disorders
associated with a lessening of physical activity in
schools. It will come as no surprise that OT treatments
generally resemble the kinds of stimulation children
in the past have gotten by participatory outdoor play,
such as hanging upside down, experiencing textured
surfaces, balancing the body, and crossing the mid
line (Hanscom 2016). Such therapies suggest that the
remedy to these special needs is immersive interac-
tion with one’s environment, similar to the authentic
engagement facilitated through participatory art
practices. 

This paper ultimately seeks an antidote to that iso-
lated model of education through pedagogy that em-
braces participatory art practices and their
collaborative, large-scale and community-oriented na-
ture. The basis of this argument draws from a broad
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range of fields including educational neuroscience,
psychology, anthropology and the arts to investigate
how the participatory arts can provide physical con-
text (through embodied cognition) and social-emo-
tional context (through emotional thought). Through
this interdisciplinary lens, this chapter will briefly ex-
plore the history of decontextualized learning and the
import of physical and social-emotional context to
cognition before describing the ways in which partic-
ipatory arts practice provides those contexts to facil-
itate meaningful pedagogy.  

The Deep Roots of Decontextualized Learning

Current assumptions about the separation of mind
and body originate in some of our earliest understand-
ings of how human intelligence (and by extension,
human nature) functions, notably linked to changes in
technology (Zarkadakis 2015). Notions that the ratio-
nal mind is located in the brain and the spiritual soul
resides in the heart date back to Greek physician
Galen of Pergamus, who first localized the functions
of the body. Plato made contributions as well to this
distinction through his adamant distrust of the senses
and other forms of bodily perception, a notion that
seems to persist through current times (Eisner 1985).
The gears and springs of the 1500s eventually in-
spired Descartes to understand the human body as a
complex machine, with a dualistic nature comprised
of the material body and the immaterial mind. Carte-
sian separation of mind and body is a notion that has
persisted since the 17th century, yielding a profound
influence on education. Innovations and advance-
ments in electricity, the telegraph and eventually the
computer provided metaphors for intelligence that re-
inforced the mind and body as separate entities that

can be educated one without the other (Zarkadakis
2015). 

Our current intellectual paradigm, which relies on the
mind as a computer metaphore, fortifies a distinction
between a physical world and an intellectual one.
Zarkadakis (2015) points out, however, that the com-
puter metaphor for understanding the mind is as
flawed as previous ones. Of course our brains do not
function as computers do. Our minds may appear to
retain information and memories, but they do not store
files or process data the way a computer would. This
is most evident when we try to recall or replicate
something in detail. Instead, our minds are shaped by
experience. In other words, intelligent behavior is the
result of a direct interaction between organisms and
their world (Chemero 2011). The catch for educators is
that there is no reason to expect that any two people
experience something in the same way, a profound
complication referred to as the Uniqueness Problem.

Neuroscience and New Understandings 

Fortunately, both philosophical and empirical data are
starting to offer alternatives to the Cartesian dualism
that has characterized much of education since the
1600s. By the 1950s, cognitive psychology with its in-
terest in intelligence, memory, learning ability, percep-
tion, and emotion began to usurp behavioral
psychology, initiating the breakdown of the mind-
body divide. As a result, the Cartesian Revolution in-
troduced a more integrated understanding of the
mind-body connection and ushered in a wave of neu-
roscientific discoveries that have had dramatic impli-
cations for education.
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Among them is Antonio Damasio’s 1994 book
Descartes’Error. Using neuroscientific evidence to
support his conclusions, Damasio laid the groundwork
for the emergence of embodied cognition by recon-
necting the importance of social and emotional set-
ting to rational and logical thought. Simple scientific
knowledge reminds us that the body and brain are in-
terconnected and in constant dialogue with one an-
other through the bloodstream, nervous system and
numerous chemical connections such as hormones
and neurotransmitters. Damasio’s follow-up collabo-
ration with educational researcher Mary Helen Im-
mordino-Yang (2007), “We Feel, Therefore We Learn:
The Relevance of Affective and Social Neuroscience
to Education,” uses empirical data to argue that our
brains evolved to support and sustain our bodies in
specific contexts. Those contexts were typically so-
cial ones as our survival depended on it. Immordino-
Yang and Damasio (2007) state that “learning in the
complex sense in which it happens in schools or the
real world, is not a rational or disembodied process;
neither is it a lonely one” (4). Because little has
changed in the intervening years, the authors urge ed-
ucators to consider the social and emotional aspects
of learning, termed emotional thought. Inundated with
input, the brain depends on social and emotional im-
port to help determine what information is relevant
and worth retaining. Further, students need an emo-
tional rudder to “navigate the world’s social, moral,
and cognitive challenges as citizens” (3). The educa-
tional implication is that retention and transfer are un-
likely and application is misguided if the content is
not socially, emotionally or physically relevant to stu-
dents.

Such research has paved the way for new understand-
ings of cognition that more holistically contextualize
the brain and its physical and social-emotional set-
ting. As a result, the field of embodied cognition has
effloresced, along with obvious implications for the
arts. 

The Embodiment of Cognition

Embodied cognition, although varied in definition,
loosely refers to the notion that states of the body in-
fluence states of the mind. “Embodied cognition (in
any form) is about acknowledging the role perception,
action, and the environment can now play” (Wilson
and Golonka 2013, n.p.). They describe the two themes
that have emerged in the field of embodied cognition:
First, both body (Eerland et al. 2011) and the environ-
ment (Adam and Galinsky 2012) influence cognition.
Most educators recognize extreme differences in
learning outcomes based on students’ bodies and
their contexts. Students whose physical needs are
satisfied learn differently than students who are hun-
gry or cold or stuck inside a classroom as the first win-
ter snowflakes fall enticingly from the sky. Second,
abstract cognitive states, such as metaphor and men-
tal representations, are grounded in states of the body
and using the former affects the latter (e.g., Lakoff and
Johnson 1980, 1999; Miles et al. 2010). Students, for
example, often say “I see!” as a metaphor for their un-
derstanding. 

Many schools and teachers are increasingly aware of
the bodily needs of children as they impact their ca-
pacity to learn. Attending to the body likely has edu-
cational benefits. Educators can draw conclusions
about embodied cognition from studies such as those
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finding that children are more attentive, behave better
and perform well or better after physical activity (Jar-
rett, et.al. 1998; Sallis, et.al. 1999; Shephard 1996,
1997). On the other hand, general research on the dan-
gers of prolonged sitting (Levine, 2014) and the con-
nection between light prolonged physical activity
associated with improved health and productivity
(Carr, et. al. 2016) are also useful in supporting the ar-
gument for pedagogy that considers and incorporates
students’ bodies. Educational institutions, however,
often use palliative approaches to appease students’
need to move, providing sensory stimulation in the
form of flexible seating and sensory tools such as
stretchy bands and vibrating seats. Pediatricians
might offer hyperactive children a rainbow of medi-
cations to help them sit still in school and focus on
the tasks at hand. The struggle for these students is
often palpable and these approaches can help stu-
dents conform to the expectations of a still, quiet
classroom. In essence, they allow these invisible pop-
ulations to remain invisible in the classroom. 

Such accommodations can make decontextualized
education tolerable, but they implicitly tend to the
body as a distraction rather than an asset to learning.
They fail to do what might most easily put the wind
at teachers’ and students’ backs – that is incorporate
the body intothe learning. Findings that classroom-
based physical activity increases on-task time 8% on
average and 20% for students who were previously
least on-task (Mahar, Murphy, Rowe, Golden, Shields
and Raedeke 2006) are striking. Instead of muting the
body so students can focus on the mind, we might en-
courage “accessible and engaging educational prac-
tices where teachers and learners are literally moving
ideas, making use of perhaps the most ubiquitous yet

underutilized educational tools we have at our con-
stant disposal – our bodies.” (Katz 2013, 3).

Radical Embodied Cognition

It is one thing to recognize that context – including
the social-emotional and physical environment – in-
fluences learning. A more radical application of this
mind-body connection involves understanding the
body as one of the tools available to solve problems,
a role previously relegated to the brain alone
(Chemero 2011; Wilson and Golonka 2013). Known as
radical embodied cognition, this dramatic revision of
our understanding of cognition is undoubtedly con-
troversial, but it makes sense to educators and stu-
dents alike. Most of us can probably think of
something we know how to do with our bodies that
we can’t explain in discursive language or any other
form (walking, talking, knitting, cooking, carving, cut-
ting, dancing, singing, skating, drawing, and on and
on). The expression “It’s just like riding a bike,” alludes
to the knowledge we store in our bodies, what some
might call muscle memory. In the classroom, for ex-
ample, an art teacher can demonstrate and explain to
students how to paint, but it is not until a student
holds a paint brush in their hands that they can begin
to practice the manual skills necessary to become an
accomplished painter. The idea that we learn not in
spite of but through our bodies is finding fruition in a
number of fields, documented nicely in MovingIdeas:
Multimodalityandembodiedlearningincommunities
andschools, edited by Mira-Lisa Katz (2013). Among
the most effective examples is the treatment of pa-
tients with Parkinson’s Disease through dance classes
that aim to help patients choreograph their way to
natural, controlled movements. Incorporating the body
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into learning might benefit not just students with par-
ticular physical needs, but also neuro-typical boys
whose motor skills tend to mature more quickly than
their language skills (Gurian 2017).

Bodily and Physical Context: Embodiment and the Arts

Rather than suppressing the body and disregarding
context in the classroom, such research might encour-
age educators to embrace the role of physical and so-
cial-emotional context as well as their potential to
support equitable learning in the classroom. The arts,
which involve a variety of physical interactions, allow
participants to build, draw, sculpt, vocalize, perform
and otherwise physically manifest meaningful con-
tent, offering a natural conduit for contextualized
learning. As Ellen Dissanayake so aptly notes, “First
and foremost…the arts are things that people dowith
theirbodies” (2000, 178). Neurscience supports a bio-
logical connection between the arts and embodied
cognition through several neuroimaging studies that
found experiencing artwork alone impacts parietal
and sensorimotor systems (Vernet 2016).

Given the emerging research, we might seek out some
effective means for contextualizing content through
the arts, which inherently encompass body and envi-
ronment. Through participatory arts in particular, that
embodiment extendes beyond the individual into a
wider sphere of interaction including other particip-
ants, the environment and the community. Clements
(2011) described the widening nature of participatory
arts and the shift to more inclusive aims, stating that
their range of engagement “ultimately enables people
to shape and determine their own understanding” (19).
While providing individualized learning to students

who require differentiation, this also addresses the
Uniqueness Problem that makes a standardized ap-
proach to education problematic.

Social-Emotional Context and the Arts

In addition to incorporating physical context, the arts
can induce social-emotional contexts. Originating in
cooperative societies, the arts have historically served
to bond us socially and emotionally. Since prehistoric
times, when collaboration was paramount for survival,
artmaking has been associated with satisfying social
needs and communicating emotional content (Dewey
1934; Dissanayake 2000; Donald 2006; Dutton 2009;
Langer 1953, Plato [360 BCE]1994; Solso 2003; Tolstoy
1896/1930; Vygotsky 1971). According to Tom Anderson
and Melody Milbrandt (2002):

Humanbeingsareprogramed,biologically
and psychologically, to seek and make
meaning.Artisdecorativeorbeautifulfor
itsownsake;inaddition,oneofitsprimary
functionsinallculturesaroundtheworld
hasbeentotellourhumanstories,tohelp
usknowwhoweareandhowandwhatwe
believe(xxiii).

Recent neuroscience supports this as well, with neu-
roimaging results reveals that aesthetic experiences
activate areas of the brain associated with the reward
system, high-level cognitive processes and emotional
processing (Vernet 2016). Although these studies deal
mostly with perceiving art and they point to conclu-
sions about artmaking, there is still much to learn
about how the brain responds to producing art, par-
ticularly in a collaborative setting.
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In any case, the arts might be considered one of the
earliest forms of social cement (Carroll 2004). Partic-
ipatory art forms, those that engage people with their
surroundings and their peers through artmaking,
might therefore be useful as pedagogical tools that
make content socially and emotionally relevant. Edu-
cational giants Elliot Eisner (2002) and John Dewey
(1934) both became advocates of the arts because of
the cognitive and experiential qualities that emerged
from their communal qualities, noting that nearly all
arts originated in participatory forms. Schlemmer
(2017) describes the shift from aesthetics to social
justice evident in the trend towards community art-
work that addresses specific needs. He writes; “This
sift is significant in that the community begins to as-
sume a role in providing context as well as content”
(p. 4). That change has an influence on participants.
Krensky & Steffen (2009) assert that participation in
community art can facilitate both individual change—
in the form of increased sense of self-identity and ef-
ficacy—as well as social change in in the form of an
increased sense of community and collective identity
and efficacy. Working together over a sustained period
of time toward a shared goal can cultivate what
Wenger (1998) calls a “community of practice,” a likely
outcome of participatory art projects. As a result, in-
tegrating participatory art practices into pedagogy
might prove particularly meaningful for students who
exist outside of popular social circles and who strug-
gle to conform to school expectations for bodily con-
trol.

Conclusion

Through the participatory arts cognition is inherently
and profoundly contextualized. As a result, incorpo-
rating participatory artmaking into pedagogy offers a
valuable conduit for not just embodied, but emotion-
ally significant and socially-situated learning. One
could argue that participatory arts education repre-
sents radical embodied cognition at its purest and
provides the ultimate antidote to the antiquated fac-
tory model of decontextualized education. As such,
artist-educators as well as general classroom teac-
hers might utilize the participatory arts to reach a
greater number of students. This body of research
puts educators at the forefront of educational re-
search, enabling them to inform both students and ad-
ministrators how a participatory arts pedagogy might
benefit all students, particularly those in classrooms
where contextualized cognition is least likely to be
employed.
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Abstract

As cultural producers, we understand art as a tool for:
a) creating learning spaces; b) promoting transforma-
tions in artistic, cultural, and educational fields, by
doing social and educative artistic research. Our
focus, thus, is not centered in producing artworks, but
rather in fostering processes and spaces of creative
collective pedagogy.
The project Postgenerational gazes consisted on

processes of shared learning and creation through
arts between us as a young cultural producers and
elder people. The aim of the project was inquiring
about the increasing distance between young and
elder people in our culture through artistic methods.
Why the capitalist system takes out of the public
arena those human collectives that doesn’t enter in
its entrepreneurship logic; and what these collectives
can produce by working collaboratively and dialogu-
ing among them.

To do so, we worked with a Day Center of elder people
during three months, trying to find some common
places and discourses, and imagining other possible
worlds for us. The project splitted in two phases: the
first phase it was called “knowing-each-other
processes” and the second one “imagining and pro-
ducing other realities and worlds”. Since we under-
stand that for an ethical development of participatory
or collaborative cultural practices, we need to know
the community we are going to work with. And this
takes time. Time for knowing each other, time for cre-
ating a “new” community (elder people with us in this
case). Because if you don’t build this affective and re-
lational link, it’s quite difficult build something to-
gether.
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Once we built this “trust space” with them, we ex-
plored each one’s identity as well as imagined other
desired identities by working with images and visuals,
and performative practices. After that, we thought
about which kind of common project we would like to
carry on. That led us to prepare an amazing special
expedition to travel to the moon!
The project ended with an exhibition in ACVIC, Center
of Contemporary Arts of Vic (Catalonia). It was also so
disruptive in the sense that elderly usually doesn’t
take part in art exhibitions, nor goes to visit them.

Key words:  participatory project; elder people; young artists; arts-
based practice; rethinking subjectivities

Introduction

As cultural producers, we understand art as a tool for:
a) creating learning spaces; b) promoting transforma-
tions in artistic, cultural, and educational fields, by
doing social and educative artistic research. Our
focus, thus, is not centered in producing artworks, but
rather in fostering processes and spaces of creative
collective pedagogy.

For this publication we want to share a participatory
project called Postgenerational gazes. The theoretical
framework of the project was based on the Tiqqun’s
“Young Lady's Theory” (Teoría de la Jovencita) . Ac-
cording to them, the society of the spectacle  and the
biopower  in capitalist world has triggered that the
only individuals that matter in society are those al-
ways-young, hedonist, self-reliant and good entrepre-
neurs. Elderling, social dependence, job
precariousness and social critical position have no
place in this young lady's world. In this way, we, as

young artists, moving from unstable jobs to more un-
stable jobs, looking skeptically this neoliberal system
based on values in which we don’t believe, asked our-
selves: What if we create a dialogue between elderly
people and young artists? What transformative trig-
gers can emerge from that interaction? What cultural
productions can arise by putting to work these two
communities of outsiders? What “other” subjectivities
may it produce? 

Postgenerational gazes

Thanks to a “Sala d’Art Jove 2015” grant, with the sup-
port of ACVIC, Contemporary Arts Center (Barcelona,
Spain), the three of us worked in Postgenerational
gazes project for six months with twenty elders (80-
95 years old) at a Day Center in Torelló (Barcelona,
Spain). 
The aims of the project were:
⁕ Inquire in elder people’s realities: personal initia-
tives, needs, problems, desires, subjectivities. 
⁕ Explore which tensions and discourses emerge
when elder people meet and get involved in an artistic
project with three young artists.
⁕ Co-create with young artists and elder people a frame-
work for participatory artistic and educational inquiry,
in order to imagine new subjectivities, beyond those im-
posed by our society, our families and our beliefs. 

Our goal was to create a space in which communities
that didn’t know each other, achieved to set a rela-
tional space that allowed them to think about their re-
alities, to look at them from different perspectives and
positions, and altogether be able to propose other
gazes and positions upon our worlds. In this way, the
project was not predetermined from the beginning,
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but rather it was built with every meeting. It was an
ongoing project. A project in which each encounter
triggered the next one. To do so, we fostered dialogic
and negotiated spaces, enacting the pedagogy of lis-
tening , creating spaces of trust and confidence. In
this way, the project was developed in two phases: a
first phase of meeting and knowing-each-other, and
a second phase of producing something meaningful
for all of us. 

The project Postgenerational gazes consisted in
processes of shared learning and creation through
arts between us as a young cultural producers and
elderly. The aim of the project was inquiring about the
increasing distance between young and elderly in our
culture through artistic methods. Questioning why the
capitalist system takes out of the public arena those
human collectives that doesn’t enter in its entrepre-
neurship logic; and what these collectives can pro-
duce by working collaboratively and dialoguing
among them. 

Knowing each other 

Since we understand that for an ethical development
of participatory or collaborative cultural practices, we
need to know the community we are going to work
with. And this takes time. Time for knowing each
other, time for creating a “new” community (elderly
with three of us in this case). Because if you don’t
build this affective and relational link, it’s quite diffi-
cult build something together. 

When we started with elder people we didn't know
how long the first phase would last. The circum-
stances would tell us. The first encounter was a pres-

entation-through-object practice. Each one brought a
really meaningful object for him/her and presented
him/herself through it. This allowed us to know each
other through memories, emotions, common or very
distant experiences. 

Acalendarmyfamilymadeformybirthday...
Myweddingdayphoto...
Aphotoofmydog,luckytohavehim!...
Adollmysongavemewhenhewasinthe
military...
Myweddingdayphoto...
Acarthatremindsmeofmylatewife...
AdollthatIloveverymuch...
Aphotoofmyfamily...
Aping-pongshovel... Ireallylikeplaying
ping-pong...

During the next encounter, we talked about and
mapped the places we liked, those we used to go,
those we liked but we had to stop going, those we
knew well. 
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Theshortestwaytoreachthefountainis...
no!isnotthatone!Isthroughhere...
Ienjoyedthesewalksverymuch....nowmy
legsdon’tcarrymeanymore
Ilovelivingonthisstreet,it’sthebiggest
andthemostbeautifulstreet
Iusedtotravelalot...

We also shared our skills, and some of us brought
some object or image to show how our skills materi-
alized. There were paintings, knits, embroideries, pic-
tures, sports material, music stuff, etc. While we
shared objects, stories, memories, we were connect-
ing to one another, we were building the pedagogical
relationship all of us wanted for that project. Elders
were opening themselves to three young people but
also to their housemates in a different way they usu-
ally did before. 

At a certain point, we got aware that we knew each
other enough to start imagining which project could
be built together. In the next encounter, the three of
us encouraged them to share their desires, to imagine
their future, no matter how realistic or crazy it was. 

IwouldliketovisittheMuseumofWood
Iwishnothingchanges
IwishIwasstrongerandyounger
Iwouldliketovisitmysonwhoislivingfar
farawayfromhere
Before I turn 100, Iwant to travel to the
moon
Oh,yes!Actually,peoplefromTorellóare
called‘pescallunes’(moonfishers)

All of us agreed that the most exciting wish to accom-
plish was to prepare an expedition to the moon. It
would be a nice, funny and exciting project. We were
aware that that project meant to push our boundaries
further. It might foster going beyond our limits, our
imagination, to put ourselves at risk, and to break the
Day Center routines. 

Space mission to the moon

Becoming astronauts, imagining how we would look
like being astronauts. They prefer calling themselves
“pescallunes”. Pescallunes walking on the moon, look-
ing at the Earth from space, being a space team with
some of our housemates. Imagining and building other
relationships, other modes of being, of looking like, of
behaving. 

Ihaveshownittomysonandheisasking
mewhat rewedoing thesedays inDay
Center,hahaha...
I’mlooklikesomeoneimportant!
Welookreallygood!
I’mprettier!
Wemadeagoodteamofastronauts,didn’t
we?
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If we are the pescallunes astronauts, we are going to
need a rocket...

Thisisallherfault,whydidshehavethe
ideaoftravelingtothemoon?
Butarewereallygoingtothemoon?Idon’t
wanttogothere!
Wearedoingallthisforyou,doyouknow
that?

Last message before some of us leave the Earth to-
wards the moon...

Afteraweekofworkinghardandfourdays
oftraining,thefirsttriptothemoonfrom
theDayCenterofTorelló,isready.
Thismissionhasjuststarted,manythanks
fellowpescallunes,youcan’timaginehow
muchwehavelearntwithyou.
Thanksagain,youwillhearfromusfrom
themoon.

Startingcountdownfromten,nine...igni-
tionsequencestarts...eight,seven,six,five,
four,three,two,one...
Seeyousoon!

The exhibition

When the project ended, we prepared an exhibition in
ACVIC, Contemporary Arts Center. The three of us
wanted to share the experience with a wider audience
with an exhibition. We selected the materials and the
display. As the project was based in processes of cre-
ation and shared learning, the three of us decided to
exhibit those processes,  also including our reflec-
tions, questions and tensions throughout the project.
We didn’t want to present the experience only in a cel-
ebratory way, because it wasn’t like that. There were
several moments of uncertainty, doubts, misunder-
standings, and resistances. Because working in artis-
tic and educational projects with people always
entails negotiations, power relations, and above all,
ethics. 

In this way, we wanted to invite all the elderly partic-
ipants to visit the exhibition. For us would be a way
of thanking them for their engagement, attention and
shared learning. A way to make our return to them at
the end of the project. Talking with caretakers, organ-
izing a bus trip from Day Center to the arts center with
the elderly wasn’t an easy task. Moving the elderly
from Torelló to Vic, took around 30 minutes of trip, plus
the time to prepare and help them to get in and out of
the special bus for people with mobility problems.
Even so, when caretakers asked to elderly if they
would like to go to the exhibition, knowing the diffi-
culties of time and organization it implied, they an-
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swered immediately: “yes!!”. They really wanted to see
the whole project exposed in a wall, they wanted to
see pictures of themselves as astronauts, working to-
gether in expedition to the moon. 

For us  this was also very important and disruptive, in
the sense that usually elderly people don’t take part
in art exhibitions, nor goes to visit them. Perhaps for
the difficulties it entails, perhaps because arts places
don’t think of them as potential audiences, and care-
takers don't think in art places as a good or interesting
place for elderly. That time it worked. Elderly could
visit the exhibition and attend the public presentation
of the project. 

Final meditations

At the beginning, we imagined carrying out a collabo-
rative project, in which altogether -three of us and the
elderly- would propose ideas and practices, would de-
cide the path of the project. But the old people were
not used to it. They didn’t want to make decisions,
they didn’t want to suggest ideas. In this way, the

project became more a participatory than collabora-
tive, in which we Carlos, Àngel and Judit suggested in
every meeting what to do and how to proceed and, in
their turn, elderly decided if they wanted to take part
on it or not. The elderly’s caretakers told us that most
of elderly were rather skeptical at the beginning of
the project, because they didn’t know us and because
we were proposing a kind of “workshops” they were
not sure wanting take part. Actually, we noticed that.
During the project very contradictory feelings
emerged, and all of us had to deal with them, trying
to build relationships based on trust and confidence.
Some of the elderly felt attracted by the project but,
at the same time, they had their doubts about what
we were going to do and what the three of us would
ask them to do.  

Perhaps these tensions, doubts and mistrust are
rooted in a lack of such projects. Artistic and educa-
tional projects with elderly are not common. There are
much more projects with youth, children, and commu-
nities with some social or cultural needs (where eld-
erly are not present). And our question is: why? It is
because the discourse that elderly are useless and are
not able to learn is very rooted in western thought? It
is because the same discourse tells us that elderly are
not fancy and cool? 

Developing Postgenerational gazes project allowed us
to think about these questions, and get aware that
elderly are fascinating and complex people. They are
very aware of who they are, who they represent to so-
ciety, the discourses about them, and the criticism to-
wards them, albeit some of them end up believing
these discourses. That forced us to be so careful with
ethics. How do you position yourself in front of the
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other? How do you include it in the project? How do
you negotiate limits? What if they don't want to share
their stories, memories, emotions? How to develop
creative processes and include the conflict in them?
Sometimes we were told by them: "We are not chil-
dren”. The three of us were very aware of that, but
perhaps the way we approached the artistic practices
made them feel that we weren't treating them like
adults. Or perhaps we wanted to invite them to feel
like children, including us, but we weren’t aware that
perhaps for them it wasn’t funny. Maybe the three of
us and elderly had different notions of what being
children meant. 

Some of them told us: “You are lying to us, telling us
that we are going to the moon”. For us the moon was
a metaphor for rethinking our lives, our subjectivities,
and our ways of being in the world. A space for open-
ing, breathing, thinking and being differently. Some of
them understood. And with those, we had very nice
experiences of sharing, caring, and laughing together.
Others, understood after some tensions. Because we
were aware that we were breaking in some cases too
much their routines and ways of thinking and doing.
Others understood but didn’t want to take part in it.
They carried too many difficult experiences and mem-
ories inside, and they preferred not to open them to
us. 

At that point we encountered another focal point. How
to deal with those complex and difficult backgrounds?
How to deal with pain, frustration, yearning in this
kind of projects?

Working with old people we learnt to cross gazes, po-
sitions and subjectivities. Questioning who we are -

young and old people-, who society thinks we are or
wants us to be, and imagine who we want to be to,
from there, going on. Despite the tensions and misun-
derstandings during the project, at the end of it, at the
exhibition, we all recognized that it had been a worth-
while project that allowed us all to have very intense
and interesting experiences. 
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tionship?”, in MakingLearningVisible:ChildrenasIndividualand
GroupLearners, Project Zero and Reggio Children (Reggio Emilia,
Italy: Reggio Children, 2001). 
5 In this section and the next, the images are accompanied by reflec-
tions or phrases said at each moment by the elderly. In addition to
this, all the images appear in this paper belong to three of us au-
thorship under licence of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCom-
mercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).
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IV. PARTICIPATION AS STRATEGIC TOOL IN MUSEUMS

CONNECTING SCHOOL, MUSEUM AND GENERAL 
PUBLIC THROUGH AN ARTS-BASED PERFORMATIVE RESEARCH

JuditOnsès&AnnaMajó
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Abstract

As cultural producers, we understand art as a tool for:
a) creating learning spaces; b) promoting
transformations in artistic, cultural, and educational
fields, by doing social and educative artistic research.
Our focus, thus, is not centered in producing artworks,
but rather in fostering processes and spaces of
creative collective pedagogy.

The project Postgenerational gazes consisted on
processes of shared learning and creation through
arts between us as a young cultural producers and
elder people. The aim of the project was inquiring
about the increasing distance between young and
elder people in our culture through artistic methods.
Why the capitalist system takes out of the public
arena those human collectives that doesn’t enter in
its entrepreneurship logic; and what these collectives
can produce by working collaboratively and
dialoguing among them.

To do so, we worked with a Day Center of elder people
during three months, trying to find some common
places and discourses, and imagining other possible
worlds for us. The project splitted in two phases: the
first phase it was called “knowing-each-other
processes” and the second one “imagining and
producing other realities and worlds”. Since we
understand that for an ethical development of
participatory or collaborative cultural practices, we
need to know the community we are going to work
with. And this takes time. Time for knowing each
other, time for creating a “new” community (elder
people with us in this case). Because if you don’t build
this affective and relational link, it’s quite difficult
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build something together.

Once we built this “trust space” with them, we
explored each one’s identity as well as imagined other
desired identities by working with images and visuals,
and performative practices. After that, we thought
about which kind of common project we would like to
carry on. That led us to prepare an amazing special
expedition to travel to the moon!

The project ended with an exhibition in ACVIC, Center
of Contemporary Arts of Vic (Catalonia). It was also so
disruptive in the sense that elderly usually doesn’t
take part in art exhibitions, nor goes to visit them.

Key words: participatory project; elder people; young artists; arts-
based practice; rethinking subjectivities

The framework

The framework of the project this paper is about is
the european project PerformingtheMuseum, an ini-
tiative of four museums1 to generate new thinking and
open new practical possibilities on the future of such
institutions. The museums participating on the project
aimed at re-evaluating and rethinking their resources:
archives, collections, and working methods, in order
to develop their potentials by creating knowledge and
connecting to various types of audiences and social
concerns. To do so, they invited “different kinds of
agents associated with cultural production and mu-
seum thinking . . . (artists, curators, educators and the-
orists) . . . called ‘interpreters’”2.

One of those museums, Fundació Antoni Tàpies (FAT,
Barcelona, Spain), contacted with Experimentem amb
l’ART (EART, Barcelona, Spain), a cultural collective
which works in artistic and pedagogical projects, to
be one of those interpreters for working on its archive.
In turn, the two members of EART involved in the pro-
ject contacted with us, Judit and Anna, to collaborate
as researchers in that proposal. This is how Institu-
tionalfissuresintheconceptofopenness project was
born, an arts-based research about the concept of
openness in cultural institutions, and tensions and im-
plications it entails.

What follows is a visual article that explains the aims
of the project, their phases, the methodology and the
questions and outcomes arisen. It includes different
dialogues: a) fictional dialogues among we four decid-
ing how to going on; b) dialogues among images of
the displacements, our narrations about them and ref-
erences from authors. 

1st part of the project: Team inquiry about openness

EART was so interested in the previous projects FAT
had carried out related with opening its archive that,
for this time, they wanted to explore the notion of
openness in cultural institutions. In our first team
meeting, so many questions arose:

Whatdoesitmeanthataninstitutionisopen?
Openinwhichsense?
Howdotheyopen?
Whathappenwhenyou?
Whatdotheyopen?
Openyourinstitution?
Openforwho?



277

We realized that we needed first of all put in common
how each of us was imagining the project in order to
figure out its focus. Thus, we each decided to draw a
map about the senses of openness and what dimen-
sions we were interested to explore. After that, we

drew a map that entangled the previous four.3 Inquiring with cultural institutions

DIALOGUE #1
A: EART usually works with artistic institutions and
with educational institutions. If we are going to work
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with FAT, we would need to work with some other in-
stitution more “educational” as well.

B: I am working with a school that is in a similar posi-
tion that FAT right now: they are rethinking them-
selves (structure, organization, openness...). They are
trying to open the design of their new educational
plan to families and students.

C: It could work. Crossing gazes between two cultural
institutions. Put in dialogue two institutions (museum
and school) that usually are in relation but in a differ-
ent way. As usually schools visit museums in a official
and institutional way. And museums almost never visit
schools...

B: So, perhaps we can start interviewing each institu-
tion’s different workers about what openness mean by
them. 

FAT workers: Department of education / Archiv / Book
shop / Maintenance /Director

Dovella School’s workers: Head of school / Teachers
/ Director

Crossing interviews and overlaying them over the
first map

In the middle of the process, FAT asks us for an art-
work for the public exhibition of the 
project PerformingtheMuseum. We decide to present
our current questions in a vinyl: 
⁕ Does the institutional context condition the
openness?
⁕ How to move from participation to commitment
in transversal processes?
⁕ Which concept of community we are talking
about?
⁕ Is it possible a democratic culture?
⁕ How important are life stories in the configura-
tion of the institution?
⁕ How to move away from naturalized habits?
⁕ What risks does the will to change entail?
⁕ What tensions generate porous actions in rigid
institutions?
⁕ How do the affects affect the work culture?
⁕ Does openness respond to a political stance?

2nd part of the project: Diverting the attention

DIALOGUE #2
B: We should organize a final presentation of the pro-
ject...

D: Yes, a final presentation where the two institutions
meet each other...

A: Sure, because for now, they don’t know each other
yet... 

C: I would like that the final presentation was instead
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of an oficial static long boring presentation, a “pro-
ductive presentation”

D: A presentation like an event!

A: Yes! An encounter with the two institutions in which
they could know and dialogue with each other. 

B: Maybe a journey that FAT visit the Dovella School,
and Dovella School visit the FAT...

C: Perhaps we could introduce some displacements...
Actions and practices that foster displacements
among the participants...

D: What about: Diverting the attention: working day of
unexpected movements?

The aims for that day were: 
⁕ Organize a public meeting day in which institutions
were introduced to each other
⁕ Generate displacements (physically and metaphor-
ically) among institutions involved
⁕ Move from our concerns and reflections toward ex-
panding and enriching the debate
⁕ Invite “detonating agents” 
⁕ Crossing disciplines and gazes
We looked for a meeting day where each agent in-

volved could displace from his/her normal position,
could “become-other”, understanding that each sub-
ject is a multiplicity. We didn’t look for a meeting that
FAT workers met with Dovella School teachers and the
rest of participants are just observers.  We wanted a
meeting where every participant could be involved in
the processes and action developed, a meeting day for
experiment with relationalities among different par-
ticipants. 

Participants: FAT workers / Dovella School teachers
EART educators / General audience interested in art
and education  
Detonating agents: Sociologist / Dancer / Cultural
managers

Divertingtheattention consisted of a tour that started
at Dovella School and ended at FAT, enacting different
displacements in between:
D1. Computer room as a dining room
D2. Crossing maps and paths
D3. Meeting in movement
D4. The entrails of institution
D5. Picnic inside the museum
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Displacement 1.  Computer room as a dining room

30,40peoplefromeducationalworld,fromcultural
world,fromeducational-artistic-culturalworld,from...
squeezed in thecomputer roomofDovella school.
Laura prepares camera and tripod. Informal meal,
humus,potatoomelettewithouteggs,severalsalads
andplasticcups.Familiarfaces,unknownfaces,too
muchknownfacesBlurredhierarchies.Isitaparty?
Isitanopenhouse?Isitajoke?Wewanttocallit
“meetingday”,anafternoonofmeeting.
“earnhowtobecomeinaratheruncertainworldof
becoming,whereindividual(psychic)andsocialbe-
comingsareentwined,wheretherelationsbetween‘I’
and‘we’areconstantlybeingreconfigured4

Displacement 2.  Crossing maps and paths

30,40peoplefromdifferentworlds...arelookingfor
theschoolplayground.Abstractmaps,architectonic
maps, an old model of FAT has been lost on the
rooftop.Allofuslookatit.Whatarewelookingfor?
Whatdowewanttotalkabout?SchoolandMuseum
arelookingforcommongrounds,buildingsynergies,
lookingatthemselvesfromtheothers,thinkingabout
themselves from the others. We stand around the
model,wequestionourselves.
puncturingormodifyingestablishedpatternsofun-
derstandingandassimilatedconfigurationsofknowl-
edgeonalocallevel”

the‘vital’significanceoftheforceofartisinherently
acreativelearning/pedagogicalprocess,aprocessof
encounter,[…]thatistosayaprocessthathasthepo-
tentialtoprecipitatenewvitalrelationsthatinclude
waysof seeing, feeling, speaking, doing, […] ifwe
thinkoflearningintermsofreallearningandnotonly
itsnormativevariants5

Displacement 3.  Meeting in movement

20,30peoplefromdifferentworlds...sharingaticket
train,wemoveonpublictransport.Welosesomecol-
leagues.It’snoteasyarrangeourworkingschedules.
Weknoweachotherdifferently.Hierarchiesat the
samelevel.Learningandchattingonanequalfooting
from the difference. Crossing trajectories, experi-
ences,knowledgesandgazes.Walkingonthecity.
Streetsasarelaxedspace,neutralspace,anotherkind
ofrelationalspace.Neitherschoolnormuseum.Which
kindofdiscussionsoccur?Whichonescouldbeoc-
curred?Beinginanotherway.
TheforceofDivertingtheattention“interruptsthe
spaceofprescriptionandidentityandallowsusto
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contemplatenewpotentialsforbecoming:frompre-
scribed to contingent communities [...] a temporal
pointofinventionandinnovation,anopportunemo-
ment,wherebeingisendlesslyconstructed”6

Displacement 4.  The entrails of institution

20,30peoplefromdifferentworlds...squeezedinthe
hallofFAT.Strangesituation.Yonesexplainsussto-
riesfromhislifeinrelationwithFAT.FATishuman,is
open,isallthepeoplewhocon/trans/de/performit.
Theinstitutionalrigiditybecomesorganic.Weenter
toitsentrails.RamónParramoninvitesustoreflect
aboutcontemporaneity,culture,artandtheneedto
defineourpoliticalpositioninordertoavoidthepoliti-
cizationofculturalinstitutions.
The idea of politics and aesthetics as disruptive
forcescanbeappliedtotheprocessofreallearning
whichinvolvesadisruptionoftheonto-semanticor-
ders of a learner’sworld, her assimilatedways of
knowing,thinking,acting,toproduceareconfigured
world. Thus learning can be conceived as an aes-
thetic-politicalevent”7

Displacement 5.  Picnic inside the  FAT

20,30peoplefromdifferentworlds...basketinhand
lookingforaplaceforapicnicinsidethebuilding.
Plaidblanket,mandarinsandbreadwithchocolate.
Cushions,teaandfruitjuicenexttothearchive.Lluc
presentshisothermap.Dangers,reds,WhatsAppand
theimmediacy.Tightagendas,itstifles,andtheex-
cellencehasfallenbythewayside.Also,somevoices
hasfallenbythewayside.Thehierarchyisbeingre-
defined.Shyradicalities,leadershipsandreflections
ontheambiguousgroundofFAT.Interestingmeeting.

Some bridges and new networks have been built.
Somefissureshavebeenopenedtobreath.Breaking
comfortzones,thinkingandrethinkingtheinstitu-
tions(dowehavetocontinuecallingtheminstitu-
tions?),ourselves,ourinertias,ourhabits.Puttingin
questionthenorm,thenormalityandstandardization.
Whoestablishedit?Whoimposedit?Dowe?Theoth-
ers?Holographicreality,kaleidoscopic.Realityishow
wefeelandunderstandit.Soeasy,sodifficult.
Art“aseventopensaspaceofnon-power”8“anen-
counterwhichforcesthinking”9 abouttheinstitution,
yourpracticesandyoursubjectivityintotheinstitu-
tion.

Outcomes and reflections

Regarding to relationships: 
⁕ As a different type of encounter, participants ex-
plored and put into practice other relationships, acti-
vating both existing and new ones that emerged.
⁕ The displacements also fostered an uncomfortable
/active presence from the agents involved. This
leaded to them to talk from other position than they
were used to, opening the debate to other points of
view.
⁕ As the event maintained a democratic tone, in which
people from different social and political positions
joined in the same place (director of museum, director
of school, primary school teachers, students of Peda-
gogy degree, master, and PhD. students, cultural man-
agers, dancer, sociologist, artists, architects, etc.), it
fostered to break the usual hierarchies, making pos-
sible other relationships among non-equal condition
assistants. 
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Regarding to processes:
⁕ The event allowed to organizers learn more about
possibilities of art as event as well as explore them in
a non-stop journey.
⁕ Playing with spaces, agents and movement, seeking
a constant break with the established, meant for us a
laboratory to put artistic practices in relation to ped-
agogical and artistic theories.
⁕ Those explorations opened the debate generated
until that moment, emerging new concepts and fos-
tering new connections among the school, the mu-
seum, the public, the social, the cultural, and the
pedagogical.

1 The museums involved were: Muzej Suvremene Umjetnosti Zagreb
(MSU, Zagreb), Koroška galerija likovnih umetnosti (KGLU, Slovenia),
MzejSavre mente Umetnosti Vojvodine (MSUV, Serbia), and Fundació
Antoni Tàpies (Spain). 
2 Aleksandra Sekulić and Dušan (eds.), PerformingtheMuseum:The
Reader, Museum of Contemporary Art Vojvodina, Belgrade, 2016, pp.
7-8.
3 All the images appear in this paper belong to EART authorship
under licence of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).
4 Dennis Atkinson, “Art, Pedagogies and Becoming: The Force of Art
and the Individuation of New Worlds”, in Arts-Research-Education:
ConnectionsandDirections, ed. by Linda Knight and Alexandra
Lasczik Cutcher (Springer, 2018), p. 11, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-61560-
8. 
5 Dennis Atkinson, “Contemporary Art in Education: The New, Eman-
cipation and Truth”, TheInternationalJournalofArt&DesignEdu-
cation (IJADE), Volume 31, Issue 1, 2012, p. 9.
6 Ibid. 3, p. 13.
7 Ibid., p. 12.
8 Dennis Atkinson, The Blindness of Education to the ‘Untimeliness’
of Real Learning, n. d., p. 10, https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/depart-
ments/education/web-files2/JBurke-Symposium-/Dennis-
Atkinson.pdf 
9 Ibid. 3, p. 15.
10 Ibid. 5. 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/web-files2/JBurke-Symposium-/Dennis-Atkinson.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/web-files2/JBurke-Symposium-/Dennis-Atkinson.pdf


283

RECONSTRUCTING MNAC: 
PARTICIPATION AND ACCESSIBILITY IN THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF 
CONTEMPORARY ART OF ROMANIA
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Introduction: participation as a new paradigm in
museology

By the end of 2016 I was awarded with a grant for a
researcher in residence by the National Museum of
Contemporary Art of Romania (Muzeul Na ional de
Artă Contemporană, hereinafter MNAC) and between
April and September 2017 I adventured myself in the
city of Bucharest in Romania.1 I submitted a partici-
patory project on accessibility and inclusion that was
based on the theoretical frameworks and practical ex-
periences of two previous projects that I had worked
or collaborated within.

The first was the project AccessibilityofCulturalHer-
itage to Vulnerable Groups, financed by European
Union through European Social Fund and Ministry of
Culture of Slovenia, implemented by Slovene Ethno-
graphic Museum in collaboration with six national
museums.2 The aim of the project was to employ and
train people from so called vulnerable groups3 and to
improve the physical and social accessibility of the
museums. I conducted my work as a curator in photo-
documentation in the National Museum of Contempo-
rary History, but also introduced participatory
practices in the museum work. All the practices are
described in an extensive manual, which gives to ex-
perts and students some ideas on how to work on ac-
cessibility and participation in museums.4 In an article
we have evaluated the results of the project with em-
ployees and in short we find out that museums need
new employment profiles, because the already estab-
lished museum staff have no knowledge and no time
to work on participation and accessibility.5
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In the second interdisciplinary, international project
Eurovision:MuseumsExhibitingEurope (EMEE), fi-
nanced by EU Culture, I was invited to write a part of
the Slovene toolkit IntegratingmulticulturalEurope.
MuseumsasSocialArenas on accessibility of muse-
ums to vulnerable groups.6 I stated that accessibility
in museums could be reached through performative
and participatory practices giving to people an engag-
ing social experience and with it build a bridge be-
tween the museum and its social environment in a
responsible and sustainable bond. The collaboration
within EMEE project enriched me with theoretical
backgrounds and concepts such are Richard Handler’s
museum as socialarena or James Clifford’s museum
as contactzone,7 which in practice means that muse-
ums as public spaces are places where meanings of
cultural heritage to different social groups are nego-
tiated, contested and created. Cultural heritage in a
form of collection or edited in an exhibition is created
through a selection and curatorial process, thus never
out of ideology, hierarchically structured knowledge
and relations of social/political power.8 It is a possible
tool of political power that is at hand anytime for ex-
ploitations.9 

Museums in the 21st century deconstruct their lega-
cies of power relations through participatory inter-
ventions. One reason is that participatory practices
attract new visitors and new finances. But new muse-
ological paradigms go beyond economic value and are
more inclined toward the social relevance of muse-
ums.10 Participative practices question the power re-
lations and enable a possible construction of more
relevant and equal historical, cultural, curatorial etc.
narratives. Participation has become the core
paradigm of the museums of 21st century, likewise in-

clusion, democratization, engagement, social respon-
sibility and ethics. Peter van Mensch and Leontine
Meijer van Mensch in their book on new trends in
museology wrote that the application of this princi-
ples has moved from frontstage (i.e. exhibition and
education) to backstage (i.e. collecting, conservation
and documentation).11 A referential work on participa-
tion in museums is Nina Simon’s TheParticipatoryMu-
seum. In her book she describes different models of
participation and the new role of visitors, who are no
longer just passive receivers but active collaborators
or co-creators of museums.12 This position give to vis-
itors an active role in creating re-presentations about
themselves and to certain extent also socio-political
power. Power relations could create inequalities and
social exclusion of one social group toward other.
This is the main reason why participatory projects
should be prepared and lead with care and attention
to recognize the potential usurpation of power. There-
fore, is important the role of curators as professionals
who can recognize and demystify power relations, and
take the responsibility for production and distribution
of knowledge in the museums.13

Leontine Meijer Van Mensch writes that “participation
paradigm” is often seen as a sort of democratization
of museological tools and processes and all parties
are involved in different levels of decision making. But
in reality, there is no guarantee for equality in negoti-
ations in museums affairs, on contrary the established
relations between the museum and social groups are
frequently characterized by conflicts and contesta-
tions.14 Conflict arise during interaction of people or
groups because of disagreement, opposition or differ-
ent interests, beliefs or actions, and often involves
emotions, pride, (self)esteem. Museums as socialare-
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nas or contact zones give the space to different
groups to present their experiences and express their
interests involving some sort of struggle or conflict
that could be transferred in other social spheres.
Bernadette Lynch writes about the conflict as a claim
for political. She borrows from Chantal Mouffe, “we
mustenvisagethemuseumasavibrantpublicsphere
ofcontestationwheredifferentviewscanbeusefully
confronted,foritisthroughstrugglethatnewidenti-
tiesmaybeforged”.15 The idea is to create “vibrant
‘agonistic’publicsphereofcontestationwherediffer-
enthegemonicpoliticalprojectscanbeconfronted”.16

Therefore museums should move beyond the symbolic
acknowledgment of justice and allow people to meet,
talk, argue and become the ‘contact zone’ a place that
has long proclaimed itself to be.17 Participatory pro-
jects could be seen as agents of change in museums:
they change the relations between the visitors and
the curators and thus the museum’s way of working
and management. This change come through conflict
and negotiations, rather than consensus. 

In the following text I will describe two projects that
I have worked within MNAC and the nearest quarter
Rahova-Uranus through the lenses of participation
and conflict, and in conclusion give a reflection on par-
ticipatory projects in museums. 

MNAC and the quarter Rahova-Uranus are situated on
the South shore of the city center of Bucharest in Ro-
mania, but they do not share the same power position.
From 2004 the museum is situated in the Parliamen-
tary Palace or as it is called People’s House (Casa
Poporului), the famous Ceausescu’s project that is said
impoverished the country so much that provoked the
revolution of 1989. The establishment of the museum

in the building that carries such a heavy historical
symbolism related to controversial memories and
emotions, was debated since the beginning, starting
with an international conference and exhibition Ro-
manian Artists (and not only) love Ceauşescu’s
Palace?! (curated by Ruxandra Balaci, 2004). However,
the political decision to establish the national mu-
seum of contemporary art in the building makes
sense. The collection of the museum was founded in
2001 after the fusion of the National Documentation
and Art Exhibition Office (ONDEA), former office for the
organization of exhibitions under the Council of So-
cialist Culture and Education, and the Contemporary
Art Department of the National Museum of Art of Ro-
mania (MNAR). Few works were donated by Romanian
artists. The current director Călin Dan wrote about the
problematic museum collection as a heir of specific
cultural and political context, in which the collection
policy had no clear methodology and had been driven
by political directives and subjective inspirations, re-
sulting in a collection with few quality and significant
works, serious conservation issues etc.19 The image of
contemporary art of Romania reflected in the museum
collection is impartial and “amorphous” thus difficult
to be interpreted without discriminative notions.20 To
correct this impression the museum in its program
combine the introduction of contemporary artists, ex-
hibitions that evaluate and critically present past art-
works, but also leave space for public interpretations
of ‘politicly’ selected artworks from the past.

The museum in the Parliamentary building present
with its history (and contemporaneity) a symbol of po-
litical power. The entrance of the museum is not to-
ward the city center, but to the South of the city and
the quarter Rahova-Uranus. This was the main reason
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why the museum wanted to open toward the quarter.
But there is also a barrier toward the quarter: a wide
traffic street Calea 13 September and a wall surround-
ing the building with police controls that add a heavy
notion of social power and inaccessibility, a form of a
mental barrier difficult to overcome in the participa-
tory projects that I was (co-)organizing within MNAC
and the quarter.

The quarter of Rahova-Uranus was is the past also af-
fected by the Ceausescu project as a part of the quar-
ter was demolished. A part gave a shelter to people
without home and in few abandoned houses have set-
tled people of Roma origins. In the past the quarter
was a vivid market place with the stock exchange
(BursaMarfurilor) and the beer factory (Fabricade
bereBragadiru, later FabricadebereRahova) which
business declined in the nineties of 20th century.
Generally speaking the quarter had a bad reputation,
because of the immigration of poor and non-educated
people from rural areas in the communist period. This
image persisted during my stay: some workers of mu-
seum considered the quarter home to poor and less
educated people, who do not understand and appre-
ciate contemporary art, and a project of social out-
reach pointless. 

In contrast to bad reputation, the quarter is one of the
“hottest spots” for real estate business and in process
of gentrification. It is a mixture of block of flats and
villas with middle class and new rich people, and old
and deteriorated houses with poor, old and Roma peo-
ple. The last are concentrated in houses around the
Flower market and most of them face forced evictions
due to unregulated procedures and insufficient legis-
lation after denationalization processes after 2000.

The business in the Flower market is mostly run by
Roma women and they are the ones that control the
life around the market.21 A group of Roma women with
a group of young artists and activists formed in 2006
GenerosityOffensiveInitiative that in 2009 created
the base for LaBomba–CommunitycenterforEduca-
tionandActiveArt.22 The idea of the initiative was the
collaboration of professional artists, especially young
graduates who find difficulties to enter the art market,
and the community of Rahova-Uranus in improving
the quality of life in the quarter by critically address-
ing and actively solving the problems of inhabitants.23

During the time of my research LaBomba community
center was already closed, the initiative was in de-
cline, but a group of women prepared an interactive
performance The Subjective Museum of Living
(MuzeulSubiectivalLocuirii) that speaks about their
experiences of forced evictions.

As the community center closed the quarter remained
with no cultural or artistic place, an advantage for
MNAC to cover the lack of cultural events and educa-
tion. But the problem was that the majority of inhab-
itants of Rahova-Uranus never heard about MNAC, nor
ever passed the security walls of the Parliamentary
Palace. For this reason, the aims of my project at
MNAC were to make the museum visible in the quarter
and build a bridge between the museum and the in-
habitants of Rahova-Uranus. 

Bridging MNAC and Rahova-Uranus

The two projects that I coordinated or co-organized
could be described as inclusive,24 but also in Nina Si-
mone’s terms participatory. She describes participa-
tion in museums as an active engagement of people
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as cultural participants not just passive consumers.
She defines a participatory cultural institution a place
where visitors can create, share and connect with
each other around the content.25 She also describes
various models of participation referring to PublicPar-
ticipationinScientificResearch (Rick Bonney & the
team): contribution, collaboration, co-creation and
hosting. Each model differs according to the extent to
which the public is involved in different stages of the
project.26 According to Simon’s typology we organized
a contributoryprojectwith German artists as the par-
ticipant contributed their stories, ideas and experi-
ences, while the project with LaBomba was a hosting
project, as the word says we hosted their perfor-
mance. 

In the spring 2017 a German artists duo, Birgit Auf der
Lauer (Birgit Binder) and Caspar Pauli,27 got an ifa (In-
stitutefürAuslandsbeziehungen) support and were
invited to collaborate within the framework of my pro-
ject. The duo had a lot of experiences of participatory
work with different vulnerable groups (ex. immigrants,
people with sensory impairments). At the end of July
2017, we started a participatory project in the quar-
ter.28

The German artist’s project focused on how to make
the museum more visible in the quarter and create a
link between the museum and the people from the
quarter through a kind of exchange of ideas: what can
be bring to the museum and viceversa what the mu-
seum can bring to the quarter. We rather asked for an
active role, not a classical “whatshouldamuseumdo”,
but rather how do people see the museum and what
do they want to bring to the museum (and viceversa
what would museum workers bring to the quarter).

This freed both participants from obligations and was
transformed into something more active “Iwouldlike
todo”. 

We organized three days of excursions and free visits
from the quarter to the museum that were joined by
children, youngsters and few adults (mostly
women/mothers). The exhibitions were discovered in
a playful way, through playing games, drawing, debat-
ing about their creativity etc. The formal information
on art pieces were delivered by one of the guards of
the museums who lived in Rahova and was interested
in art. He helped to understand and come closer to
contemporary art, as one women from Rahova said:
“Youknow,heisspeakingourlanguage”. Each visit
was followed by a debate how they imagine a museum
of contemporary art to be and a drink on the terrace
of the museum with a wonderful view over Bucharest.
One evening we came back to the quarter, set on the
street, ate with women semin e (pumpkin seeds) and
exchanged ideas. After days of visits the artists con-
tinued their work in the quarter individually, doing in-
terviews and listen to people’s opinions,
photographing and drawing objects for the final event.
People did join the project through their stories and
experiences, not really engaging in artistic practices
of two artists.

The final event with presentation of artist’s work was
done on 5th August and it was quite challenging. It
was organized as a night performance from the quar-
ter (from the Flower market) to the museum with pro-
jected light drawings on the streets and in the
museum, the visitors could discover the artworks in
the dark with torches and at the end enjoy a drink on
the terrace. As the final event was meant in the dark -
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like an empty museum that could be filled with art-
works - we were not sure on how the security system
will react. One week before the event the museum
staff have declared the permission papers at the au-
thorities and the security service of the palace. An
idea was also to include the performance of women
from LaBomba, but we decided to organize a separate
event. I think that this decision creates a disappoint-
ment as nobody from LaBomba attend the final event. 

On the day of the event around 70 people from various
part of Bucharest and few children and workers from
the Flower market/Rahova-Uranus joined us. We
started the amazing and amusing light projections at
the Flower market with one hour of delay, because in
the last moment we went to know that the date of the
event on the papers was misspelled. We hoped that
the managing staff of the museum will solve the prob-
lem before we will come to the gates. Unfortunately
we were stopped by the guards at the gates and we
were not allowed to enter the palace. Half of people
left the event, blaming us on bad organization or the
rigid security system. We wait there for an hour and
followed the negotiations between the museum staff
and the security service staff. At the end the director
of MNAC, who was out of the country, called the chief
of the security and asked for permission. We proceed
and at the end the event was a great experience for
everyone. The people who stayed understood this ex-
perience as a part of artist’s performance, symboli-
cally as an act of exclusion and discrimination,
something that most of the people from Rahova ex-
perience every day because of being Roma or poor or
non-educated. For those people from Rahova, who
joined the final event, was a special night: as they
pointed out, their voices were finally heard. In the Par-

liamentary palace! Nobody related to the museum, but
to the Parliamentary palace. In a symbolic way they fi-
nally took the social and political power. 

In this case conflicts arose in different relations: be-
tween the museum staff, the artists, the community
and the authorities (security guards). Ones, who were
obvious, even they were difficult (ex. the misspelled
date) were solved with good communication and ne-
gotiation; others (ex. the passiveness of La Bomba
women) were not easy to cope with because was not
clear what exactly caused them. 

After a satisfying results of the German project, we
organized the second event, inviting women from
LaBomba to perform TheSubjectiveMuseumofLiving
(MuzeulSubiectivalLocuirii).29 This interactive per-
formance, based on the methods of the theatre of the
oppressed,30 in 6 images tells the experiences of
women from the quarter Rahova-Uranus and Vulturilor
50 who faced forced evictions between 2006-2016.31
Each act of the performance starts with protagonists
standing still like statues in the museum and we put
the performance in the exhibition MarshallingYard,
an exhibition that function as an open depo. The vis-
itors could move (or leave) during the play around the
protagonists that were surrounded with red bonds
(like art pieces in museum) and the artifacts of the
museum. The performance in MNAC was followed by
a conversation, organized by women of LaBomba and
was a mixture of past and present situations of the
quarter and was joined by different actors.

MNAC has its own program for performative arts. Even
though the performance of women from Rahova was
different from other performances, as someone of the
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visitors said, “itismoreconcreteandreal”, the curator
and the management accepted it in the will to reach
people from Rahova. The conflict arose when the man-
agement wanted the visitors to pay the entrance fee,
except people from Rahova. But on the contrary the
women of LaBomba wanted other people to see their
piece for free and took it as a tool of awareness for
their situation and a political act as the play was in
their eyes presented in a national institution under
the roof of the Parliamentary Palace. They also disap-
proved because they performed for free and all the
profit went to the museum. A week before the perfor-
mance few people from the organization team (the
performative session and the PR) at MNAC left the or-
ganization, because the promotion was taken over by
a volunteer of LaBomba, who changed the hour of the
event and cancelled the entrance fee. This caused a
disapproval by the management of the museum. All of
a sudden, the communication was done through Mes-
senger, E-mails and Messages, what made the com-
munication difficult and unconsciously each party
tried to avoid each other. The situation seemed that
the performance would be cancelled, but at the end
we made a deal, that the museum could took the en-
trance fee, but allow a guest list made by women from
Rahova. However, many people cancelled the event
because of disinformation and bad communication.
We established a meeting point in Rahova at the
Flower market, where people from the quarter would
join the performance at the museum for free. Again,
just women and children came.

The conflict in this case was interesting because it
showed the contrasting interests of the institution
and the participants related to financing - an issue
that will need to be addressed in the future events.

The museum must decide how to treat participatory
events from financial point of view. A valuable expe-
rience for both was communication in conflict situa-
tion, which was complicated by online channels.
Moreover, the conflict was meant to be solved by can-
cellation, a kind of withdrawal of one party and by im-
posing power on the other side, leaving almost no
space for evaluation, argumentation and mutual un-
derstanding of interests from both sides. In this case
weighing the arguments of both sides and finding
something else was the best we could do in given sit-
uation.        

Conclusion: evaluation and re-thinking participation

In the text I have shown two concrete cases how con-
flict arose in participatory projects and involve differ-
ent parties (museum staff, community, artists,
authorities) on different levels showing that
social/political power is something variable. I think is
important to evaluate the project as a process (not
only the results) in order to recognize the conflict and
solve it. Many times, the conflicts are solved without
evaluation, but this kind of conflicts often finish with
withdrawal, amplifying the social and political power
of the powerful. This kind of solutions are rarely pro-
ductive. Evaluation helps to recognize and analyze the
situation resulting in a better solution and collabora-
tion. Nina Simone wrote that confronting challenges,
such are also conflict situations, help the institution
to re-think its way of working: “/.../ staffcanusethem
asanopportunityforinternaldialogueaboutwhatthe
institution’sstrategicpolicyonparticipationwillbe”.32

It is too early to say how this two participatory pro-
jects and conflicts will influence on long term the way
of working in the museum. For now, is sure that the
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museum will continue with social outreach program,
but it will be more careful in organizing events with
the community. However, the museum will have to re-
think its position and come to an internal agreement
on the museum’s mission, including the strategy for
participatory engagement in the quarter of Rahova-
Uranus. In a way this will give more transparency to
the museum in relation to the community in the quar-
ter. This re-thinking of the museum position should
be done also through demystification of its power re-
lations toward the community and the authority.  

Thinking out of the box, working differently and es-
pecially challenging our position (as curators and in-
stitutions) by demystifing our social / political /
symbolical power gives a possibility to change our
way of working and being. Re-thinking participatory
practices means not only to consider the way we un-
derstand the symbolical Others, as example how par-
ticipation generate new useful experiences and
influence the life of involved people giving them po-
litical power for social change, but, is also a way to re-
think our (curatorial, institutional) work and our power
positions. Challenging our own authority and power
in relation to others or symbolical Others is a political
act with the greatest impact: the change.

1 I am infinitely grateful to MNAC management and staff for this
valuable experience. 
2 National Museum of Slovenia, National Museum of Contemporary
History, National Gallery, Natural History Museum of Slovenia, Tech-
nical Museum of Slovenia and Slovene Theatre Institute (formerly
National Theatre Museum of Slovenia.
3 The project considered this groups: people with disabilities, mem-
bers of national and ethnic communities, immigrants, young gradu-
ates - first job seekers, elderly unemployed people.

4 Tina Palaić and Urša Valič,ed. Accessibilityofculturalheritageto
vulnerablegroups:Studyontheavailabilityandprovisionoftechni-
calconditionstoprovidevulnerablegroupswithaccesstocultural
heritage (Ljubljana: Slovene Ethnographic Museum, 2015). 
5 Palaić, Tina and Urša Valič, “Projekt Dostopnost do kulturne
dediščine ranljivim skupinam in pogledi nanj z vidika zaposlenih v
sodelujočih muzejih./ The project Accessibility of cultural heritage
to vulnerable groups, and how the project is viewed by the employ-
ees of the participating museums,” Etnolog, no. 25 (2015): 21-42.
6 Širok, Kaja, ed. IntegratingmulticulturalEurope:Museumsassocial
arenas. (Wien: Edition Mono/Monochrom, 2016.) 
7 Ibid., 28-31. 
8 Cf. Pozzi, Clelia. “Museum as Agonistic Spaces’”. In Europeanmuse-
umsinthe21stcentury:Settingtheframework. Volume 1, ed. Luca
Basso Peressut, Francesca Lanz and Gennaro Postiglione, (Milan:
MeLa Books, Politecnico di Milano), 7-15. 
9 For example I would remind the colonial exhibitions or “human
zoos” in which the western societies were shown as civilised in con-
trast to colonized societies and in which the colonial occupation
found its reason for existence.
10 Van Mensch, Peter and Léontine Meijer - van Mensch, NewTrends
inMuseologyII, (Celje: Museum of Recent History Celje, 2015), 66-67.
11 Ibid., 49.
12 Nina Simon, TheParticipatoryMuseum (Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0,
2010), 1-22.
13 James Cuno, “Money, power, and the history of art. Whose money?
Whose power? Whose art history?”, in Museumsandtheircommuni-
ties, ed. Sheila Watson (London, New York: Routledge, 2007), 511-516.
14 Léontine Meijer - van Mensch, “New challenges, new priorities: an-
alyzing ethical dilemmas from a stakeholder’s perspective in the
Netherlands,” in NewDirectionsinMuseumEthics, ed. Janet Mars-
tine, Alexander A. Bauer and Chelsea Haines (London and New York:
Routledge, 2013), 44-45.
15 Bernadette Lynch, “Challenging ourselves: Uncomfortable Histo-
ries and Current Museum Practices,” in Challenginghistoryinthe
museum:InternationalPerspective, ed. Jenny Kidd, Sam Cairns, Alex
Drago, Amy Ryall and Miranda Stearn (London and New York: Rout-
ledge, 2014), 97.
16 Chantal Mouffe in Bernadette Lynch, “Disturbing the Peace: Mu-
seum, Democracy and Conflict Avoidance,” in HeritageandPeace-
building, ed. Diana Walters, Daniel Laven and Peter Davis
(Newcastle: Newcastle University / Boydell Press, 2017), 108.
17 Bernadette Lynch, DisturbingthePeace:Museum,Democracyand
ConflictAvoidance, 119.
18 Călin Dan, “The Archive as Boundary. The Collection as Archive,” in
Colecțiacaarhivă/Thecollectionasarchive (Exhibition catalogue)
(Bucharest: National Museum of Contemporary Art, 2016), 15-18. 
19 Călin Dan, “The Archive as Boundary. The Collection as Archive,” 18.
20 By the time of my research I was pregnant and this status gave
me a key to them; I connected very easily with them through shared
experiences of pregnancy and motherhood. 
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21 There are two persons to be mention as initiators: Cristina Eremia
on the side of Rahova-Uranus community and the artist Maria
Draghici.
22 More about LaBomba manifest on their internet page:
http://www.labombastudios.ro/en.html.
23 I thank the PAIC book committee for this remark. In both above
mentioned projects (EMEE and Accessibility of Cultural Heritage to
Vulnerable Groups) and the books that followed I described how
participatory and performative practices could be used for inclusion
of various (vulnerable) social groups.   
24 “Create means that visitors contribute their own ideas, objects,
and creative expression to the institution and to each other. Share
means that people discuss, take home, remix, and redistribute both
what they see and what they make during their visit. Connect means
that visitors socialize with other people—staff and visitors—who
share their particular interests. Around content means that visitors’
conversations and creations focus on the evidence, objects, and
ideas most important to the institution in question.” Nina Simon, The
ParticipatoryMuseum (Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0, 2010), ii-iii.
25 Nina Simon, TheParticipatoryMuseum (Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0,
2010), 184-188.
26 More about the artist duo on their internet page http://www.varsi-
tyofmaneuvers.org/. 
27 We were helped by LaBomba, especially Cristina Eremia, who was
an informal leader of women. As foreigners we were helped with
communication by anthropology students from the faculty of Social
Sciences and Social Work at the University of Bucharest Andreea-
Irina Manaila, Iulia Serban, Beatrice Vijoli and Bianca Ionescu, under
the supervision of dr. Claudia Câmpeanu, than Alexandra Ştef, a
master in political science and international affairs and a PhD stu-
dent of anthropology, experienced in social outreach projects, and a
volunteer of LaBomba, Ioana Răileanu, inhabitant of Rahova, who
played the role of cultural interpreter.
28 Credits. On the stage: ElenaRadu,NicoletaVishan,CorneliaIonita,
ClaudiaMoldoveanu,AlexandrinaFieraru,CristinaEremia,Gabriela
Dumitru. / Workshops & Directors Coordinators: Gabriela Teodor-
escu, Andrei Şerban. / Consultant: David Schwartz. / Working team:
IoanaRaileanu,AurelMinulescu,GabrielLeascu,MarinEremia.
29 A theatrical form elaborated by Augusto Boal under the influence
of Paulo Freire, the “founding father” of participatory methods. 
30 For those interested in the topic I suggest to see this two films: Ne
luptămcumoriledevânt(Wearefightingwiththewindmills) by
Chloé Salembier from June 2011 (French subtitles)
https://vimeo.com/32838582 and the documentary on the evictions
Rahova Uranus (English subtitles)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tomr3cyRfdk. 
31 Simon, TheParticipatoryMuseum, 275.

http://www.varsityofmaneuvers.org/
http://www.varsityofmaneuvers.org/
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