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is composed of simple gestures and actions that may b::
perceived as symbolic, For exa mple, Paul Ramimz—]unas.. 5
work Key to the City (z010) revolved around a syr‘nhﬂlzc
act—giving a person a key as a symbol of t*t:m EII.}".IT?I
although Ramirez-Jonas’s contains sg,-mlmlu:_ act, it is
not symbolic practice bt rather -.'-:ununnni.run!:rc action
{or “actual” practice)—that is, the symbolic act is part of
a meaningful conceptual gesture.” .

The difference between symbolic and actual practice
is not hierarchical; rather, its importance lies in allowing
a certain distinction to be made: it would be important,
for example, to understand and identify the d‘l.ﬂ'-ﬁ:rﬂ.'l.tl:
between a project in which 1 establish a health campaign
for children in a war-torn country and a project in whfch
I imagine a health campaign and fabricate Lim.'um:nra.fmn
of it in Photoshop. Such a fabrication might result in a
fascinating work, but it would be a symbalic action, r-u:'!:.--
ing on literary and public relations mechanisms to attain
verisimilitede and credibility.

To summarize: social interaction occupies central and
inextricable part of any socially engaged artwork. SEA is
a hybrid, multi-disciplinary activity that exists somewhere
between art and non-art, and its state may be '|H:r|nanr.nd}r
unresolved. SEA depends on actual—not imagined or

ypothetical—social action.
: What will concern us next is how SEA can bring
together, engage, and even critique a particular group of
people.

* Paul Ramirez Jonas's project, produced by Creative Time, took place
in Mew York City in the Summer of 2010.

I 1
Community

In this section I will consider some of the defining ele-
ments around group relationships created through SEA.
They include, A: The construction of a community or
temporary social group through a collective experience;
B: The construction of multi-layered participatory struc-
tures; C: The role of social media in the construction of

community; I The role of time; E: Assumptions about
audience.

A.The Construction of a Community

*Community” is 2 word commonly associated with SEA.
Not only does each SEA project depend on a community
for its existence, but such projects are, most people agree,
community-building mechanisms. But what kind of com-
munity does SEA aspire to create? The relationships that
artists establish with the communities they work with



10 = A Materials and Technigues Hasfiook

can vary widely; SEA projects may have nearly nothing

i .

) ;1':::::“ Jackson compares and contrasts SEA Pfuj_
ects in her study Social Horks: Pfr;farming::fﬂ, rﬁ‘upﬁr’ﬂﬂg

Publics, juxtaposing the community art project Ff-uchahlc

Stories (begun 1996), by Shannon I:Liurtcry..wh1ch u:::l.:s-
to help “individual communities define T!!ll'.'l!’ OWN voice,

the artist says, and the work of Santiago Sierra, who pays
workers from disadvantaged and marginalized groups to

do demeaning tasks.* These projects arc both accepted as

SEA, yet they could not be more different. )

The typical community art -|1rnjv_:cl {for instance, a
children’s mural project) is able to fulfill its purpose of
strengthening a community’s sense of Imll' by lessening
or suspending criticality regarding the form am."l' -:-m}-:_nt
of the product and, often, promoting “feel-good” positive
social values.! Sierras work, at the opposite end ¢f1.-.h¢
spectrum, exploits individuals with the goal of denouncing
exploitation—a powerful conceptual gesture tlmf openly
embraces the ethical contradiction of :I-:uml.mm_rq‘g that
which one perpetrates. Sierra’s community of participants
is financially contracted; they participate in order to get
paid, not out of interest or for their love for art.

* Shanmon Jackson, Sevial Werks: Performing Art, Supporting Peblic
: Roatledge, 2001, p. 43. . .
‘r"l:l!-hﬂ:?fnnu maﬂgm be a critique of community art, which, like all
forms of art, exists in more and less successful itcrations, Mar 1s it
a critique of Sierra’s practice. The examiples are presented merely 10
Hluserate the spectrum along which collaboration and confrontation

QpPETETE.
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To further complicate matters, let’s say that SEA is
successful inasmuch as it builds community bonds. By this
logic, Sierra’s work would not be a successful one but the
children’s mural project would hold tagether, as it helps
build community, This thinking would not held true to
art world standards, which consider Sierra's conceptual
gestures—if objectionable—as more sophisticated and
relevant to the debates around performance and art than
the average community mural. Furthermore, is it still suc-
cessful SEA if the community fostered by an art work is a
racist hate group? This points to a larger, unresolved issue:
Does SEA, by definition, have particular goals when it
comes to engaging a community?

All art invites social interaction; vet in the case of SEA

it is the process itself—the fabrication of the work—thar
is social. Furthermore, SEA is often characterized by the
activation of members of the public in roles beyond that
of passive receptor. While many artworks made over the
last four decades have encouraged the participation of the
viewer (Fluxus scores and instructions, installations by
Felix Gonzalez-Torres, and most works associated with
relational aesthetics, such as Rirkrit Tiravanija’s shared
meals), this participation mostly involves the execution
of an idea (following a Fluxus instruction, for example)
or the free partaking of the work in a open-ended social
environment (such as sharing a meal).

SEA, as it is manifested today, continues in the spirit

of these practices but often expands the depth of the
social relationship, at times promoting ideas such as
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empowerment, criticality, and sustainability among the
participants. Like the political and activist art inspired
by 1g7os teminism and identity politics, SEA usually has
an overt agenda, but its emphasis is less on the act of
protest than on becoming a platform or a network for the
participation of others, so that the effects of the project
may outlast its ephemeral presentation.

Sierra’s performance and the children’s mural project
exemplify the extremes of SEA because they adopt so-
cial interaction strategies of total confrontation and total
harmony, respectively. Neither of these extremes leads
casily to, or is the result of, a critically self-reflexive dia-
logue with an engaged community, which is, as 1 will try
to argue, a key pursuit for the majority of works within
this practice,

Omne factor of SEA that must be considered is its expan-
sion to include participants from outside the regular circles
of art and the art world. Most historical participatory art
(thinking from the avant-gardes 1o the present) has been
staged within the confines of an art environment, be it a
gallery, museum, or event to which visitors arrive predis-
posed to have an art experience or already belonging to a
set of values and interests that connect them to art, While
many SEA projects still follow this more conservative or
traditional approach, the more ambitious and risk-taking
projects directly engage with the public realm—with the

street, the open social space, the non-art community—a
task that presents so many variables that only few artists
can undertake it successfully.
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Currently, perhaps the most accepted description of
the community SEA creates is “em ancipated”; that is, to
use Jacques Rancitre’s oft-quoted words, “a -mmmunir]: of
rarrators and translators.™ This means thag it participants
willingly engage in a dialogue from which they extract
cm:-lugh eritical and experiential wealth o walk away
feeling enriched, perhaps even claiming some ownershi
of the experience or ability to reproduce it with others ’
_ To understand whar this dialogue may consist of it lis
important to understand what we mean by interaction.
Like the division between insider and outsider art and
the definition of community, there is no general, agreed-
upon understanding of participation, engagement, or

collaboration. As mentioned above, in some mncr&p;uﬂl
art, r}u:. role of the participant is nominal; he or she may
be an instrument for the completion of the work (for
I':.-inn:n.-l Duchamp, for example) or a direcred performer
(i s Fluxus piece). There are as many kinds of partici-
pation as there are participatory projects, but nominal or
symbolic interaction cannot be equated with an in-depth

]?ng-n.-rm exchange of ideas, experiences, and m]]al:rur:-:
tions, as their goals are different. Tq understand these

different approaches allows for g sense of what each can

accomplish.

Ll H i .
,l[:ng;r: anciere, The Emancipased Specsater {London: Verso, 200%),
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B. Multi-Layered Participatory Structures

Participation, as a blanket term, can quickly lose imlrn.r:an-
ing around art, Do 1 participate by simply entering an
exhibition gallery? Or am I only a participant when I am
actively involved in the making of a work? 1f 1 find m}-s‘elf
:ry the middle of the creation of an artwork but I decline
to get involved, have 1 participated or not? iy .

Participation shares the same problem as SEA, as previ-
ously discussed. Arguably, all art is participatory ]ZHIEU.SIE: it
requires the presence of a spectator; the basic act uFb:_mg
there in front of an artwork is a form of participation.
The conditions of participation for SEA are often moee
specific, and it is important to understand it in the time
frame during which it happens.

Some of the most sophisticated SEA offers rich layers
of participation, manifested in accordance with1 the level
of engagement a viewer displays. We can establish a very
tentative taxonomy:"

1. Nominal participation. The visitor or viewer con-
templates the work in a reflective manner, in pastive
detachment that is nonetheless a form of participa-
tion. The artist Muntadas posted this warning for one
of his exhibitions: "Attention: Perception Requires
Participation.”

il - im another form
i Lacy sketches oat participatory structures in another i
El:?;;n':wt anfrpgrug the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (Scarle: Bay
T,

Press, 1995), p.
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2. Diirected participation. The visitor completes a
simple task to contribute to the creation of the work
{for example, Yoko Ono's Wish Tree [1996] in which
visitors are encouraged to write a wish on a picee of
paper and hang it on a tree).

3. Creative participation. The visitor provides con-
tent for a component of the work within a structure
established by the artist (for example, Allison Smith's
work The Muster [2005], in which fifty volunteers
in Civil War uniforms engaged in a reenactment,
declaring the causes for which they, personally, were

fighting).

4. Collaborative participation. The visitor shares
responsibility for developing the structure and content
of the work in collaboration and direct dialogue with
the artist {Caroline Woolard's ongoing project “Our
Cioods”, where participants offer goods or services on
the basis of interest and need, is an example of this
way of working).

Usually, nominal and directed participation take place
in a single encounter, while creative and collaborative
participation tend to develop over longer periods of time
(from a single day to months or years).

A work incorporating participation at a nominal or
directed level is not necessarily more or less successful
or desirable than one featuring creative or collaborative
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participation. However, it is important to keep the distine-
tions in mind, for at least three reasons: first, they help us
in cutlining the range of possible goals for a participatory
framework: second, as | will show later, they can create a
useful frame of reference in evaluating a work’s intention
in relation to its actualization; third, a consideration of
the degree of participation a work entails is intimately
related to any evaluation of the way in which it constructs
4 community experiendce.

In addition to their degree of participation, it is u:;uﬂl]}r
important to recognize the predisposition t?mrd partici-
pation that individuals may have in a particular project.
In social work, individuals or communities (often referred
to as “clients™) with whom the social worker interacts are
divided into three groups: those who actively an-.j willingl].f“
engage in an activity, or veluntary (such as “Flash maob
type of action, which will be discussed further); those
who are coerced or mandated to engage, or nenveluntary
{for example, a high school class L'ullahnr:lting- in-l_'he
activist project) and those who encounter a pm;:.:ct ina
public space or engage in a situation without h:unn% full
knowledge that it is an art project, or inveluntary. An
awareness of the voluntary, nonvoluntary, or involuntary
predisposition of participants in a given project :I“ﬂ“_"E for
the formulation of a successful approach to an individual
or community, as approaches for participants with d‘tﬂfcn:m
predispositions vary widely. For example, if a participent
is willingly and actively engaged as a volunteer, it may be

- i Praciice: A
-5 ke Pulin and contributors, Steengbe-Based Gearralind
;ﬁ.&:m Approach (Belmons-Thomson Beooks/Cole, 2000, p. 15.
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in the interest of the artist to make gestures to encourage
that invelvement. If a participant has been forced to be
part of the project for external reasons, it may be beneficial
for the artist to acknowledge that fact and, if the objective
s engagement, take measures to create a greater sense
of ownership for that person. In the case of involuntary
participants, the artist may decide to hide the action from
them or to make them aware at a certain point of their
participation in the art project.

Institutions such as Machine Project in Los Angeles,
Morgan J. Puett’s and Mark Dion’s Mildred's Lane in
Pennsylvania, or Caroline Woolard’s Trade School in
New York offer environments in which visitors gradually
develop sets of relationships that allow them to contribute
meaningfully in the construction of new situations, effec-

tively becoming not only interlocutors but collaborators
in a joint enterprise,

C.Virtual Participation: Social Media

This book does not aim to encompass the online world,
but 4 word should be said about the relationship berween
Face-to-face and virtwal sociality. It is relevant that the
use of “social practice” as a term rose almost in perfect
synch with new; online social media. This parallelism can
be interpreted in many ways: perhaps the new iteration
of SEA was inspired by the new fuidity of communica-
tion, or, :]t:matlvcl],-',prr]'laps it was a reaction against the
ethereal nature of virtual encounters, an affirmation of
the personal and the local. The likelihood is that recent
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forms of SEA are both a response to the interconnectivity
of today’s world and the result of a desire to make those
connections more direct and less dependent on a virtual
interface. In any case, social networks have proven to be
very effective forms for instigating social action.

In a flash mob, a group of people, usually of strangers,
suddenly congregates, directed to the same spot via com-
munication from a leader over an online social network.
While flash mobs usually don’t proclaim themselves as
artworks, they do fall neatly into the category of directed
participation outlined above. In addition, online social
networks have proven to be useful platforms for the or-
ganization of carefully planned political actions. Much
has been made recently of the ways in which Twitter and
Facebook helped bring large groups of people together in
events connected with the so-called Arab Spring of 2011,
and the social significance of these gatherings cant be con-
sidered merely symbolic. Art projects that, in a much more
humble way, offer a time and space for congregation and
developing relationships also can serve an important role

in helping diverse groups of people—neighbors, students,
a group of artists—find commonalities through activities.
Social metworks and other online platforms can be
very beneficial vehicles for continuing work that has
been started in person. Online learning platforms like
Blackboard and Haiku provide spaces in which community
members can interact, commenting and exchanging infor-
mation on the production of a project. These platforms
have their own idiosyncrasies and etiquette, but for the
most part the general rules of social interaction apply.
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D.Time and Effort

If there is something common to every pedagogical ap-
proach, it is an emphasis on the necessity of investing
time to achieve a goal. Some educational goals simply
can't be achieved if one is not willing to invest time: you

can't learn a language in a day; you can't become an ex-
pert in martial arts at a weekend workshop. According to

Malcolm Gladwell, it takes about ten thousand hours of
practice to become expert at anything.* A museum can

hold an art workshop for a school, but the school must

commit to a time frame of, say, at least three hours if the

experience is to be successful. Even very limited time

periods of engagement can be productive when goals are

clearly set: a one-hour gallery conversation at a2 museum

tor a non-specialized audience can’t rurn visitors into art

specialists, but it can be effective in inspiring interest in

a subject and making a focused point about a particular

kind of art or artist.

Many problems in community projects are due to un-
realistic goals in relation to the expected time investment.
An SEA project can make particularly great demands of
time and effort on an artist—demands that are usually at
?dds with the time constraints posed by biennials and other
international art events, let alone the pressure for product
.ﬂnd near-immediate gratification from the art market,
This may be the single biggest reason why SEA projects

* See chaprer rwo of Malcolm Gladwell, Gusie i
Brown & Ca., 2008), ’ i (New York: Little
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fal 1 succeed. An artist may be invited by a biennial
fey months in advance of the event to do a site-specific
Snmunity collaboration. By the time the artist has found
& poup of people to work with (which is not always easy
Oleven possible), it is likely that the time for developing
the project is limited, and the end result may be rushed.
Mgt successhil SEA projects are developed by artists who
hig worked in a particular community for a long time m.d
bse an in-depth understanding of those participants. This
¥ 150 why SEA projects, like exotic fruit, usually travel
Parly when “exported” to other locations to be replicated.
In rare instances, artists or CUratons have the luury of
Skending a long time in a particular location, with very
thiy pesults, A prime example is France Morin's ongoing
Poject The Quiet in the Land, a scries of SEA pm}tictf
that have each taken several years to accomplish. Morin's
Mmarkable determination has allowed her (and teams
Of artists) to successfully engage with communities as
Li'spn:u."n.'l:: as the Shakers of Sabbathday Lake, Maine, and
the monks and novices, artisans, and students of Luang
Fribang, Laos. Morin acts as catalyst for the dcwlnpm:r.:[
O artists’ projects, moving into the regions where she is
ingerested in working several years in advance of the work
Period to gain the trust of the community. Her irl:ten:sl.'
lipg in creating projects that “strive to activate th? 5pa¢t:
berweer groups and individuals as a zone clqu:tenmhr}r..m
Which the relationship between contemporary art and life
friay be renegotiated.™ Morin's projects are key references

i
'Qpn'tr From The (hadef i .r-!irI.nm'::mhim
'|'L1.l||;|;f.fww.!hﬂ]ulelimhﬁmd.urgfdemp:mn.php.
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for understanding the great demands—and great poten-
tial—of artists deeply engaging in a social environment.

E. Audience Questions

“Who is your audience?” This is commonly the first ques-
tion educators ask about any pedagogical activity in the
planning. In art, by contrast, to preestablish an audience
is seen by some to restrict a work's possible impact, which
is why many artists are usually reluctant to answer that
question about their work. Common responses are, “I
don't have any audience in mind” and My audience is
whoever is interested.” l

To some, the idea of an audience for an artwork-in-
progress is a contradiction: If the artwork is new, how
can an audience for it already exist? By this logic, new
ideas—and new types of art—create their own audiences
after they are made. I would argue, however, that ideas
and artworks have implicit audiences, and this is especially
true in the case of SEA, where the audience is often in-
extricable from the work.

In the movie Field of Dreams (198q), an lowa farmer
(played by Kevin Costner) walking through a cornficld
suddenly hears a voice saying, “If you build it, he will
come.” He envisions a baseball field and is strongly com-
pelled to build it. The phrase has entered the English
language in the variation of “build it and they will come”
as if it is an adage of ancient wisdom and not from the
pen of a Hollywood screenwriter. The implied message
is that building comes first, audiences second. Yet the
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opposite is true. We buill Aecanse audiences exist. Wc
build because we seck to mch out to others, and 1!1:} will
come initially because they recognize themselves in what
we have built. After thatinjtial interaction, spaces erfn:r
a process of self- identificuion, ownership, and ¢m1unn.n
based on group interests ind ideas. They are nl::tl gtatic
spaces for static viewers lut ever-evolving, growing, or
decaying commuknities tha build themselves, develop, and
. ism antle,
’-'-‘-";:::::E ::,,;;chngim have argued—David Berreby most
notably—that as humans we are predisposed express a
tribal mindset ©f “us” venus “them,” and each sm:lmu.:nt
we make is oriented in welation to a set of preeisting
social codes that include or exclude sectors ‘nf people.
The contemporary art mlieu is most distinctively Ebﬂ.m
exclusion, not inclusion, because the structure of social
interactions within its confines are based on a repertory of
cultural codes, of passwords, that provide status and a role
within a given conversation, Radical, countercultural, or
alternative practices emplay those u:lusiunair}- passwords
as well, to maintiin a distance from the m:mm.-:m'n.
Many participatory projects that arc open, in fh:ur}:,
to the broad public, in fict serve very specific ﬂlI.dWTI.'I'_ﬁ.
It could be saidl that a SEA project operates within three
registers: one 18 its immediate circle of participants and
supporters; the second is the critical art world, mw:_rd
which it usually looks for validation; and the third is
—

g b and Them: The Sciemee of Tdenrity. Chicago:
* David Berrehy, Ly oo
University of Chicagoe Fresy, 7008,
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society at large, through governmental structures, the
media, and other OFganizations or systems that may absorb
and assimilate the ideas or other aspects of the project. In
some cases—in residency programs, for example—visual
artists are commissioned to work with a predetermined
audience. While these initiatives often result in interesting
and successful art projects, they run the risk of limiting
the support they can provide to the artist by prescribing
sct parameters for audiences and spaces, possibly trying to
fulfill quotas set by grant makers, Spaces and institutions
in this situation often find themselves between a rock and
a hard place, trying to sell a very hermetic product—very
self-referential, cutting-edge art—to (often non-art) com-
munities with very different interests and concerns.
Audiences are never “others"—they are always very
concrete selves. In other wards, it is impossible o plan a
participatory experience and take steps to make it public
without also making some assumption about those who
will eventually partake in it. Do they read Ariforum? Do
they watch CNN? Do they speak English? Do they live
in Idaho? Do they vote Democrat? When we organize
and promote an exhibition or create a public program
we make decisions regarding its hypothetical audience
or audiences, even if intuitively. Sociolinguist Allan Bell
coined the term “audience design” in 1984, referring 1o
the ways in which the media addresses different types of
audiences through “style shifts"in speech.” Since that time,

r

® Allan Bell, {1934) Language Style ax Andiente Derign. In Coupland, M,
and A, Jaworski (1997, eds) Sociolingutiticr: a Reader aid Cooursebock,
P 240-50. New York: St Masin's Press Inc,
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the discipline of sociolinguistics has defined structures
by which we can recognize the patterns speakers use to
engage with audiences in multiple social and linguistic
environments through register and social dialect variations.
S if an arts organization is to be thought of as a “speaker,”
it is possible to conceive of it as operating—through its
programs and activities—in multiple social registers that
may or may not include an art “intelligentsia,” 2 more im-
mediate contemporary-art audience with its inner codes
and references, and the larger public.

Most curators and artists, when 1 have articulated this
view to them, have expressed wariness about the notion
of a preconceived audience. To them, it sounds reductive
and prone to mistakes. They feel that to identify a certain
demographic or social group as the audience for a work
may be to oversimplify their individuality and idiosyn-
crasies—an attitude that may perhaps have grown from
critiques of “essentialism” in the carly 1980s. I usually turn
the question the other way around: Is it possible to mor
conceive of an audience for your work, to create an expe-
rience that is intended to be public withour the slightest
bias toward a particular kind of interlocutor, be it a rice
farmer in Laos or a professor of philosophy at Columbia
University? The debate may boil down to art practice
itself and to the common statement by artists that they
don't have a viewer in mind while making their work—in
other words, that they only produce for themselves, What
is usually not questioned, however, is how one's notion of
one’s self is created. It is the construct of a vast collectivity
of people who have influenced one’s thoughts and one’s
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l.-luiu:s, and to speak to one's salf is more than a solipsis-
tic u.-:x:rcm:--lr is, rather, a silent way of speaking to the
portien of civilization that is summarized in our minds,
It is true that no audience construct is absolute—they all
are, in fact, fictional groupings that we make based on
biased assumptions, Nonetheless, they are what we have
to go by, and experience in g variety of fields has proven
that, as inexact as audience constructs may be, it is more
ﬂﬁz;::,_m work with one than by no presuppositions
The problem doesnt lie in the decision whether or not

to reach for large or selective audiences but rather in un-
derstanding and defining which Eroups we wish to speak
t and in making conscious steps to reach out to them
' & constructive, methodical way: for example, an artist
attempting to find an audience may not benefit by trying
experimental methods—he or ghe could be better served
by traditional marketing. To get the resulrs they desire,
artists must be clear with themselves in articulating the
audiences to whom they wish to speak and in understand-
ing the context from which they are addressing them.,
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