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Abstract 

In my practice-led thesis I approach socially engaged art as both a theorist 

and practitioner to understand how exchange is employed by artists to 

generate critique. The burgeoning genre of relational aesthetics has led to 

interest and confusion as to the intent and methods of social practice. 

Through a study of the literature and critical investigation of fellow artists’ 

methodologies, I examine how exchange functions as a model in social 

practice to generate participatory outcomes, and the ways that exchange 

fosters critique. Analysing how exchange is employed by artists in the forms 

of commodity, gift, confrontational and dialogical exchange, I consider the 

effects of their chosen methods, and adapt selected strategies for use in my 

own practice. In the course of this research I produced four socially engaged 

artworks, each framed to examine how exchange facilitates participation and 

creates opportunities for social, political, and institutional critique. The 

artworks were constructed in a series of residencies and institutional art 

spaces within Australia and examine a range of audience responses to social 

practice. The information gathered from my reflections, and from 

participants in debriefing and interviews, is used to illuminate the experience 

of the artworks and my methods. Reviewing the strategies adopted and their 

artistic outcomes, I examine how the experiences produced by these 

exchanges generate findings that expand and diverge from my prior 

knowledge of social practice and human relationships. 
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Introduction 

This thesis explores how exchange is used to generate critique in social 

practice. Firstly, I outline the terms being used in this exegesis, as social 

practice is a contested label for the practices discussed. The introduction will 

then present the reader with an overview of the emergence of social practice, 

before examining the aims of these practices according to the foremost 

critics. I describe the relationships within social practice, and I present 

multiple models for illustrating the relationships between the artist and the 

audience. My interest in this field is as an artist and practitioner. My 

approach is practice-led research, and I set forth my methodology to explore 

how exchange is used to generate critique in social practice art. 

I. The diverse labels of social practice art 

I use preferentially the label “social practice” for the body of work in this 

thesis. Social practice refers to the broad range of art where audiences 

contribute to the making of the work.  I use this label to describe the span of 1

practices covering everything from works that are largely conceived of and 

produced by artists but which require audiences for completion via a social 

interaction, to projects that are collaborations between artists and 

communities, often lasting months or years, and sometimes continued by the 

community long after the artist withdraws. Between these poles is a breadth 

of practices that involve the intersection of artists and audiences in the 

 There are competing labels presently in use including: “social practice,” “participatory art,” 1

“socially engaged art,” “relational aesthetics,” “connective aesthetics,” “littoral art,” 
“dialogical art,” “social justice art,” “new genre public art,” “social sculpture,” “expanded art,” 
“engaged art,” “activist art,” and surely others I have neglected to mention (Kester 1999, 2; 
Bishop 2012, 1; Lind 2012, 49; Pasternak 2012, 7; Thompson 2012, 18; Finkelpearl 2013a, 4). 
I have chosen “social practice” for this thesis due to its leading (though not majority) use 
when I have discussed these practices with fellow artists, locally in Australia, in Europe, and 
at the Open Engagement conference in Oakland, 2016. I am aware however that I am but 
one member of the global art community, and my experience is not a quantitative survey of 
usage. The “Google Books Ngram Viewer” tool reveals the most commonly used of these 
terms is by far “social practice,” followed by “community art” (Michel et al. 2011; Google 
2013). There are limitations to the Ngram tool, including the use of “social practice” in 
reference to other fields, including psychology and education, and that Ngram analysis does 
not include publications after 2008, the years when analysis and discussion of the field in 
question has blossomed. The Ngram tool works with data collected from only four percent of 
all published books, and excludes terms with less than forty mentions.
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making of the work. Needless to say, art made with the involvement of 

audiences, participants, collaborators, or communities is not all the same, 

and often has vastly different intentions, approaches, and outcomes. As 

Maria Lind states in “Returning on Bikes: Notes on Social Practice”: 

As a term, social practice can encompass everything from community art and 
activism … to so-called relational aesthetics and kontextkunst. In between lie 
new genre public art, and connective aesthetics, dialogical art, and 
participatory practices, as well as hybrids cutting across attempted definitions. 
They all look, taste, smell, and sound very different from one another. (Lind 
2012, 49) 

There are perhaps as many types of social practice as there are 

practitioners. It is not the aim of this exegesis to catalogue or evaluate them 

all, however I wish to briefly draw a distinction between “participatory art” 

and social practice. Participatory art, as I use the term, is a subset existing 

within the broad spectrum of social practice. I use the label as it is applied by 

Tom Finkelpearl, to describe artworks that rely directly on the participation 

of audiences, works which would not be possible without participants (2014, 

4). Finkelpearl applies the label participatory art generally to the field of 

social practice, however I am using it to describe a narrower field of practice. 

In my view, participatory art exists in a balance, some might say a tug of war, 

of shared authorship between the artist and participants. I wish to make clear 

that participatory art, as I use the term, is a smaller subset within social 

practice. For this thesis, I produced four participatory artworks. Each of the 

projects relied upon the contributions of participants, and would not exist 

without their participation. All four projects are also social practice. I will 

return to this distinction later in the Introduction. 

Social practice, or socially engaged art,  is art that requires social 2

engagement with the audience, whether that audience is made up of a public 

 In certain contexts I will also use the terms “socially engaged art” where “social practice” is 2

syntactically uncomfortable or inappropriate. I also employ the terms “social,” “socially 
engaged,” and “relational” as adjectives throughout this exegesis. These are intended to 
describe, though not categorise, the practice being discussed.
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or an institutional audience, a community, collaborators or participants. 

Participatory art is contingent upon the participation of the audience to 

complete the artwork. Without participation, the artwork would be 

incomplete or inactive. Participation is a contribution to the work, either in 

the conception, in the process, in its performance, or of content. 

Not all of the work I describe as participatory in this exegesis is credited 

to both the artist and the participants, and recognition of authorship is a 

complex area of negotiation, subject to much critique — perhaps most 

emphatically by Claire Bishop (2006b, 183) —and treated differently by each 

artist and project. The level of contribution necessary before an audience 

should be credited is not the focus of this thesis; however, the idea of 

authorship and authority, in relation to participation, is a concern I return to 

throughout this exegesis. I also discuss distinctions between a performer and 

a participant in Chapter Three, when considering who is (and who isn’t) the 

audience of a participatory artwork. 

A social practice or socially engaged artwork is often no more definable 

than an experience that is intended to be received as art, or which is shared 

with an audience that recognises it as art. This understanding of social 

practice is in keeping with John Dewey’s paradigm of the artwork as an 

individualised experience, rather than a static object (Dewey 2005, original 

publication 1934, 113). Social practice goes further than Dewey’s concept of 

art as experience — the examples Dewey uses include architecture, sculpture, 

painting, and musical scores, media that nonetheless involve objects (or a 

performance) to be experienced by an audience. Many social practitioners 

eschew the creation of objects entirely, focusing on creating experiences by 

building contexts, systems and provocations. Social practice artwork may 

have tangible artistic outcomes, such as the photographs documenting each 

of the works I created in this thesis. However, the objects resulting from 

social practice are generally considered secondary to the processes and 

experiences of the artwork. Grant Kester highlights that social practitioners 

have moved away from an object-based approach to art, in favour of a 

process model — focusing on the creation of the context for experiences to 

occur, rather than the content (2004, 1). Processes and experiences are 
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intangible, with difficult to record outcomes, and the visual recordings or 

physical ephemera resulting from an artwork are often used as stand-ins for 

these when work is presented in a traditional or institutional art setting. In 

this exegesis, when I refer to an artwork, such as my own Imposter 

Syndrome (2015), I am referring to the experiences, both mine and the 

participants, as well as the concepts and processes by which these 

experiences were produced. The tangible products of these experiences, such 

as photographs, video, and objects, are not the complete artwork, but are 

documents or artefacts of the artwork. These artefacts refer to, and may act 

as a window into the artwork. While the experience exceeds what can be 

captured in documentation and in writing, a diligent attempt has been made 

to record and communicate the participatory experience, and my experience 

in making these works. 

II. The emergence of social practices 

Though often described as an art movement materialising in the 1990s 

in Europe, social practices emerged independently in multiple locations 

throughout the twentieth century. Here, I offer a brief summary of the 

discourse relating to social practice’s history, with a focus on Bishop’s 

Artificial Hells (2012). I also survey the positions of Nicolas Bourriaud, 

Kester, Pablo Helguera, Ted Purves, and Finkelpearl on the origins of social 

practice art. 

Bourriaud heralded the entrance of social practices into the institutional 

art realm, with the exhibition Traffic, at CAPC Musée d’Art Contemporain de 

Bordeaux (1996), and the text Relational Aesthetics, published in French in 

1998 and translated into English in 2002. Both Traffic and Relational 

Aesthetics focused on social practices, highlighting such artists including 

Pierre Huyghe, Liam Gillick, Gabriel Orozco, Jens Haaning, Vanessa 

Beecroft, Rirkrit Tiravanija, and Felix Gonzales-Torres. I return to discuss the 

work of Tiravanija and Gonzales-Torres in detail in the first and second 

chapters respectively. Despite comparing the movement to Conceptual Art in 

the 1960s, Bourriaud states emphatically that relational aesthetics is neither 

drawn from, nor a re-interpretation of, any past aesthetic movement; he 
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effectively declares that relational aesthetics birthed itself, history-less, in the 

1990s (2002, 44). 

Bourriaud describes artworks that construct new ways and means of 

engaging with fellow humans (13). He announces the arrival of a new art 

form that exists in real interactions, rather than in symbolic space (14), where 

artists create novel social situations and models, methods of “learning to 

inhabit the world in a better way, instead of trying to construct it based on a 

preconceived idea of historic evolution” (13, 16, italics in the original). 

Otherwise put, the role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and utopian 
realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within the 
existing real, whatever the scale chosen by the artist. (Bourriaud 2002, 13) 

Bourriaud states that social practice is generated in the “social 

interstice,” the space of inter-personal relations (16), and I explore this social 

interstice in greater detail in Chapter One.  

Using the term “micro-utopias,” Bourriaud characterises the work of 

artists such as Tiravanija — whose works create new models and 

opportunities for sociability — as openings in the social fabric without 

guarantee of their viability, but with hope and insistence on alternative 

models for socialisation than the ones currently operating (70, 71). The 

artworks discussed by Bourriaud are supposedly functional and actionable 

prototypes (though the long-term practicability of Tiravanija’s free food, for 

example, may be limited). 

Labelling these practices “relational aesthetics,” Bourriaud sparked a 

heated discourse around social practice, its history, its aims, and the means 

and contexts of practice. While many claims in Relational Aesthetics, such as 

the immaculate conception of social practice in art the 1990s, or the 

inherently democratic and political nature of social practices, have since been 

refuted by Bishop and Kester, he remains an important figure for his 

midwifing of social practice into the realm of institutional art and art 

discourse. 
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Kester cites two distinct sources for the parentage of social practice art 

in the 1990s: the movement away from object-centred art in post-conceptual, 

post-structuralist contemporary art from the 1960s to the 1980s, and the 

twentieth-century community art movements of the UK and USA, which were 

grounded in nineteenth-century reform movements (Kester 2004, xv-xvi, 9, 

13). Kester also points to theory from Russian formalist poetics, such as 

Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of estrangement (which I will return to in Chapter 

One) (Kester, xv). He credits, too, the influence of Allan Kaprow’s happenings 

and action art on social practice, particularly on American practitioners such 

as Suzanne Lacy (9). I discuss later in this introduction Lacy’s concentric 

model of the audiences of social practice art, and I return to Lacy’s work The 

Roof is on Fire (Lacy and T.E.A.M. 1994), in Chapter Four. To explain the 

contemporary prevalence of social and collaborative practices, Kester 

identifies the rise of biennials and festivals of art, and with them, the 

emergence of star curators such as Bourriaud, as factors; social practices are 

uniquely suited to these arenas, due to their ephemerality and capacity to 

engage audiences (2011, 8). 

Helguera, though he states that he does not trace a history of social 

practice, cites process-oriented Conceptualism of the 1960s, and Fluxus in 

particular, as one source (2011, 2, 11). Helguera also points to the civil rights 

and social justice movements of the 1960s, as well as performance and 

installation art, and the rise of site-specificity (2). 

On the rise of social practice, Purves cites the influences of 

Situationism, and the movements that followed including Fluxus and Allan 

Kaprow’s happenings, as well as social reform movements, anthropology, and 

studies of gift economies and pre-capitalist societies (2005a, 27). He points 

to the Diggers, offering free food in San Francisco from the late 1960s, as one 

of the precedents of social practice (33-36). Purves characterises social 

practices as “acts of resistance” against the global monoculture, corporate 

control, and chaotic media, all symptomatic of neoliberalism. He suggests 

that social practices present strategies for critique, for striking back, and for 

finding escape routes (27). I will discuss Purves’ model of the gift in social 

practice in Chapter Two. 

!7



Bishop’s Artificial Hells (2012) stands alone as a historical study of 

social practice. Bishop points to antecedents of social practice in contexts of 

political tumult in the early twentieth century (41, 276). As evidence, she 

details three moments in which there have been a flourishing of audience 

engagement, provocation and inclusion in the artistic avant-garde: Italian 

Futurist performance  in the lead up to Italian Fascism (41-48); state-3

sponsored theatre and participatory performance, comprising mass spectacle 

events and Proletkult theatre, in the wake of the Russian Revolution (49-66); 

and Dada in Paris — a season of participatory events, public excursions, 

discussions, and a trial — in the face of rising morality and nationalism after 

World War I (66-73). Each of these moments occasion a rupture to the artist-

audience relationship. Bishop emphasises the connection between these 

antecedents and social and political upheaval (74); she notes that only in the 

Paris Dada season is it the intent of the artists to critique their political 

context. Futurist and Russian performance were both attempts to embrace 

and affirm nationalistic identity (74). However, all three moments redefine 

artist-audience relationships, leading the way for later developments in social 

practice.  

Bishop then turns her attention to three loci, each harbouring multiple 

precedents of social practice: artists working in Argentina in the 1960s 

(105-128); Eastern European artists of the 1960s to the 1970s (129-162); and 

art in Britain from the late 1960s to 1980s, including the Artist Placement 

Group and the community arts movement (163-191). Each of these, Bishop 

suggests, are localised creative responses to accumulated political events and 

contexts (127, 161, 190, 276). She is clear that not all the artists targeted their 

work as explicit governmental critique, or towards the emancipation of 

audiences. The Eastern European artists aimed not to rally opposition, but 

rather to create space for inner freedom (161). And, while positive in her 

appraisal of the Artist Placement Group, she is ultimately critical of the 

community arts movement, suggesting it was complicit in its own 

 Considering Tommaso Marinetti’s use of the technology available, the contemporary label 3

of “tactical media” is deserved. Though usually described as performance art, Bishop 
highlights the wider use of media, printed material, and street performance by the Futurists 
(2012, 43).
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government instrumentalisation, and in the reinforcing of cultural 

hierarchies (187-190).  

The third wave Bishop analyses is the birth of “project” art in the 1990s. 

Bishop devotes particular attention to projects involving artists making work 

embedded in the social setting of the apartment block (193-202). She also 

discusses exhibitions that either commissioned or facilitated collaborative 

artistic ventures and audience participation (203-215). Then, having brought 

the reader up to the 1990s and the splash of social practice into the 

institutional art realm, Bishop focuses on performative and pedagogic modes 

of social practice, both of which, she suggests, warrant further critical 

attention and have not been adequately historicised (219). 

Bishop repeatedly emphasises that these moments, movements and 

events — each rethinking the way that artists and audiences relate to art and 

the social contract — are embedded politically and socially in larger histories. 

Contexts such as these catalyse social movements, of which social practice is 

one symptom (276). Social practices exist in tension with dominant 

ideological orders (275). With its aim of generating participation, social 

practice is an attempt to overcome alienation and passivity, achieved through 

collective social experience (275). The practices Bishop catalogues 

consistently employ audience engagement for political, social and ideological 

statement, be it the embrace or critique of ideology, or protest of the state’s 

politicisation of life. In the face of hostile governments, social practices have 

the benefit of being possible without access to other materials, the only 

requirement being an audience. Bishop notes that social practices make it 

difficult for the artist to be censored or incriminated, leaving few traces other 

than memory (143, 146, 152). And, as in the case of Czech artists Jiří Kovanda 

and Jan Mlčoch, the artwork itself offers an exit strategy.   4

In her conclusion, Bishop suggests that the sudden surge of social 

practices in the 1990s and 2000s may be attributable to the collapse of the 

Soviet Bloc (277). The absence of genuine opposition to capitalism has lead 

 See Jan Mlčoch’s Classic Escape (1977) and Jiří Kovanda’s Untitled (I arranged to meet a 4

few friends … we were standing in a small group on the square, talking … suddenly, I 
started running; I raced across the square and disappeared into Melantrich Street …) 23 
January 1978 (1978), in Bishop (2012, 149-151).
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artists to attempt to find alternative models for living within the neoliberal 

reality (277). Bishop warns that although social practitioners often position 

themselves in opposition to neoliberalism, social practice aligns neatly with 

recent forms of neoliberalism such as “networks, mobility, project work, and 

affective labour” (277). Bishop also highlights throughout the text that social 

practice is not inherently a critical activity; although used by certain 

practitioners for critique, it has also been used for affirmation of state-

sponsored ideology and nationalistic identity. Even independent practices, 

Bishop cautions, are vulnerable to government and neoliberal 

instrumentalisation. 

In his assessment of the origins of social practice, Finkelpearl highlights 

the civil rights movements, the emancipatory spirit of the 1960s, and the 

lessons learned from organising and empowering communities during and 

after this era (2013a, 7). Finkelpearl draws attention to the abundance of 

alternative institutions, communes, collectives, cooperatives, and attempts at 

participatory democracy throughout the 1960s and 1970s, exemplified by the 

Diggers and the Yippies — groups who created participatory experiences, and 

interventions targeting economic and political institutions (14, 15). He traces 

a particularly American history of social practice, though he does recognise a 

handful of international influences, including the Situationist International 

and the May 1968 uprising, Joseph Beuys, Paolo Freire, and Augusto Boal 

(26-31). I will return to discuss Boal, and his methods for generating 

confrontation, in Chapter Three, and Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed in 

Chapter Four. 

Finkelpearl focuses on Fluxus, Kaprow, (both most active in the 1960s 

and ’70s), Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Lacy (practising from 1970s to today), 

and Tim Rollins of Group Material (practising from 1980s to today), as the 

foremost early social practitioners (20-41). From these artists, Finkelpearl 

points to the spread of concepts, discourse and practices throughout the 

United States, supporting and influencing artists who then brought social 

practice firmly into institutional art spaces (41-50). Finkelpearl does, 

however, highlight a schism between activist and relational branches of social 
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practice (50), going so far as to label three different modes of social practice: 

“relational, activist and antagonistic” (Finkelpearl 2014, 4).  

Finkelpearl’s history of social practice, though narrower in geographic 

scope, is in line with Bishop’s. In both accounts, social practice is linked to 

contexts of political and social upheaval. Social practices emerge almost 

wave-like in response to contexts of friction and oppression, often in concert 

with or flowing from larger social justice movements. While Finkelpearl does 

not point to any specific reason why social practices have spread since the 

1990s, I agree with Bishop that the flourishing of social practice is 

attributable, at least in part, to the global spread of neoliberalism (Bishop 

2012, 277). I would also suggest that one factor in the recent emergence of 

social practice is the impact of an increase in volume, and decrease in the 

cost, of communications, travel, and publishing avenues since the 1970s, and 

in particular since the beginning of the internet era. These advancements 

have facilitated the spread of people and information, and have made it 

possible for social practitioners to make gains in audience participation, 

recognition, and the sharing of both content and methods. Bourriaud 

theorises that the rise of social practice is linked to the increase in 

technologically mediated communication, as social practice highlights the 

value of unmediated social engagement (2002, 44). Whether this is true, the 

same technologies that social practice supposedly offers an alternative to, 

assist social practitioners and their works. Technologies and travel may have 

changed the way social practice is promoted, delivered, exhibited, published, 

and communicated, but this is not to say that these technologies are 

embraced by all practitioners, or employed without criticality. 

The proposition that social practices have emerged as a 

countermovement to the advancement of neoliberalism is echoed in Michael 

Burawoy’s “Marxism after Polanyi” (Burawoy 2013). Burawoy develops Karl 

Polanyi’s concept of the social as counter-movement to waves of 

commodification. According to Burawoy, the most recent wave is the 

commodification of the environment, accompanied by increased deregulation 

of markets and spread of global capitalism; the global neoliberal economy as 

we know it (39, 46-49). According to Polanyi, for each wave of 

!11



commodification,  there is a consequent counter-movement, a widespread 5

social and political response. In Burawoy’s analysis, the three waves of 

Marxism can be understood as counter-movements to waves of 

commodification and the advancement of economic interests. Burawoy 

suggests that we are seeing now the contemporary wave of commodification, 

which is the rise of neoliberalism (39). The countermovement to this wave is 

the emerging third-wave of Marxism, which Burawoy states will be a 

sociological Marxism, visible in a global grass-roots movement in defence of 

human and environmental rights (48). Each of the Marxisms builds on and 

learns from the one before, emerging in the space available to critique. For 

examples of the third countermovement, and the signs of sociological 

Marxism, Burawoy cites “real utopias — small-scale visions of alternatives 

such as cooperatives, participatory budgeting and universal income grants 

that challenge on the one hand, market tyranny and on the other, state 

regulation” (47-48). These real utopias are grass-roots initiatives that oppose 

third-wave market forces by creating enclaves and hold-outs (Burawoy, 48). 

They are remarkably similar to the commune-style socialist utopias critiqued 

by Karl Marx himself (McLellan 2000, 269), and also to the descriptions of 

“micro-utopias” by Nicolas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics (2002, 70).  

Social practices, artworks constructed in the space of social interstice, 

have emerged in response to political and social upheaval in the twentieth 

century. The spread of social practice since the 1990s can be read as a 

response to global neoliberalism, and as part of an unfolding social 

countermovement. Without existing alternatives, artists turn to social 

practice to critique, negotiate, and look for exit strategies to the neoliberal 

reality. Social practice is thus an attempt to overcome alienation and 

passivity in the context of global neoliberalism, achieved through collective 

social experience. Social practice is a symptom of the countermovement, and 

evidence of artists’ disassociation from a society, which is invested in the 

exchange and profitability of disenfranchised labour, money and the 

environment. 

 “Marketisation”, rather than commodification, is used in Polanyi’s text.5
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In this exegesis, when I discuss social practice, I will be primarily 

referring to the contemporary emergence of socially engaged art practices 

since 1990, in institutional art and discourse. This surge, as Bishop and 

Finkelpearl demonstrate, does not stand alone, and the origins of social 

practice in the twentieth century make clear the link between social practice 

and fraught social and political contexts. This history demonstrates social 

practice’s capacity to carve out space for independent action and critique, 

even though it is embedded in the social structures of neoliberalism. 

However, it is vital to acknowledge the capacity of neoliberal governments 

and institutions to assimilate and instrumentalise social practice; to recruit 

audiences, and make them feel engaged in an industry that exists courtesy of 

governmental cultural policy and the philanthropy of the “one percent”. As a 

practitioner, it is therefore my priority to operate critically, and to critique 

the social, political and economic contexts of my practice. I will return to this 

ethical compromise later in this Introduction. 

But how are social practices made? How are social practitioners capable 

of producing critique? Each of the critics has a different answer. I will discuss 

approaches offered by Bourriaud, Purves, Bishop and Kester in detail 

throughout the exegesis. Purves and Bourriaud both link social practice to 

anti-capitalist economic models, such as barter, trade and the gift economy 

(Bourriaud 2002, 16; Purves 2005a). Bishop is critical of Bourriaud’s 

conception of social practice, arguing for a more antagonistic model (2004). 

Kester advocates for dialogue as the paradigm of social practice (Kester 1999, 

2004). In each of these models social practice can also be modelled as an 

exchange. The definition of exchange will be flexible in this thesis, but I will 

focus on inter-personal interactions and encounters, which involve multiple 

contributors engaged in a reciprocal movement of some object, be it words, 

people, goods, ideas or currency. Bourriaud describes social interstice as an 

exchange of goods or services surplus to the commodity economy (2002, 16). 

Purves cites gift exchange as a model for social practices (2005a, 27). The 

works Bishop highlights can be read as producing a confrontational 

exchange. Kester discusses artworks that mediate a dialogical exchange 

(2004, 8, 118). Each of these approaches to exchange deserves in-depth 
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analysis, and in the chapters that follow, I question how these models of 

exchange generate critique in social practice. 

III. The people and relationships within social practice 

The words artist, audience, participant, collaborator, and community 

themselves connote different levels of authorship and agency in the creation 

of an artwork. I will make my position on these terms clear as follows. The 

artist is the primary author or creator of an artwork. An artist collective is a 

group of artists working together in a formalised manner, all recognised co-

authors of the artwork. In all of the following descriptions, where I use the 

term artist, artist collective can be applied equally. To be an artist, one need 

not be a trained professional in the visual arts — often artists in social 

practice, or social practitioners, emerge from backgrounds in performance, 

theatre, activism, and many other fields. An audience is the people who 

receive, or are intended to receive, the artwork. There often exist multiple 

audiences for an artwork, such as when an artwork is presented in multiple 

locations, contexts, or where there are different means by which it can be 

experienced. A participant is a person or organisation who participates in the 

making of the artwork, and whose contribution to the artwork is necessary 

for the artwork to be complete. A collaborator is a person or organisation 

who collaborates with an artist, whose authorship is on par with the artist, 

and who is recognised by the artist as a major contributor. The title 

collaborator usually suggests an ongoing relationship, whereas a participant 

or audience may be involved through a single encounter with the artwork. A 

community may be involved in a socially engaged artwork as the audience, as 

a participant, as a collaborator, or as an artist collective in their own right.  

Lacy explains the relationship between artist, collaborators, 

participants, and the multiple audiences of an artwork, by using a model of 

concentric circles, or ripples in a pond (2010, 179-181) (figure 0.1, page 16). 

At the centre are those with greatest responsibility for, and creative control 

over, the artwork: the artist or artist collective (179). In the second circle are 

the collaborators. In the third are the participants, whom Lacy calls “the 

volunteers and performers, those about, for, and with whom the work is 
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created” (180). In the fourth circle is the “immediate audience”, and in the 

fifth circle the “media audience” — people who experience the artwork 

through media, or through experience of the documentation in later 

exhibitions. In the sixth and last circle is the “audience of myth and memory,” 

the audience who share in an understanding of the artwork without direct 

experience (179, 180). Lacy states that the boundaries of these circles are not 

hermetic, but “permeable membranes that allow continual movement back 

and forth” (179). 

I find Lacy’s model useful for understanding the relationships between 

people and the artwork. I agree that the artist, collaborators and participants 

engaged in a social practice artwork are the first rings of the audience. Where 

I use the term audience, I will use the labels primary audience and 

secondary audience. The primary audience is comprised of those with a first-

hand experience of the artwork, and I use the label secondary audience for 

those whose experience of the artwork is confined to documentation, writing, 

or media coverage. As stated earlier, I believe that the social practice artwork 

is best understood as an experience. Therefore, people who have not 

themselves experienced the artwork, but who have seen the documentation 

or objects relating to the artwork, will have an incomplete or limited 

understanding of it. I wish to point out that Lacy describes the most central 

circle, the artist or artist collective, as “those without whom the work could 

not exist” (179). I do not agree with Lacy on this description: I believe that the 

socially engaged artwork could not exist without those in the second to fourth 

circles: the collaborators, participants, and audience. 

In my work, the distinctions between audience, participant and 

collaborator are meaningful to both the relationships I have with the people 

involved, as well as to how I conceive of the artwork, and how the artwork 

should be credited. In most of my social practice, and in the artworks 

produced for this thesis, the intended and primary audience of the artworks 

are the participants. The artworks are primarily conceived of, and developed 

with, the focus upon how the artwork will be experienced by the participants, 

with the exception of Subject to Review. It is possible, and indeed common in 

social practice, for people to occupy the role of primary audience to a socially 
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Figure 0.2 Sherry Arnstein’s ladder model of engagement. Reproduction courtesy 
of Taylor & Francis Ltd, on behalf of The American Planning Association. 

Figure 0.1 Suzanne Lacy’s concentric model of audience engagement. 
Reproduction courtesy of Suzanne Lacy.



engaged artwork without being a participant, for example the audience to the 

rooftop performance of The Roof is on Fire (Lacy and T.E.A.M. 1994), which 

will be discussed in Chapter Four. There are also many people who exist as 

members of the secondary audience, who receive and have an experience of 

the artworks I have created but were not the participants — notably, most of 

the readers of this exegesis. Each of these labels can and should be 

considered independently. Importantly, Lacy’s concentric model of audience, 

and the labelling of those involved — artist, collaborators, participants, 

primary and secondary audience, and community — is most certainly not a 

hierarchy. I agree with Lacy that there is movement back and forth between 

circles: I find myself at times occupying the role of artist, but at other times I 

am a participant or an audience member to the same artwork, moving back 

and forth, sometimes occupying multiple positions, as the context and the 

artwork demands. 

Lacy’s model of audiences can be contrasted with Sherry Arnstein’s 

ladder model — “A Ladder for Citizen Participation” (1969) (figure 0.2, page 

16). Arnstein presents participation as a ladder with “manipulation” at the 

bottom, and “citizen control” at the top of the ladder. While this model 

continues to be employed to measure and identify how audiences engage with 

a project, as Bishop notes the ladder does not have the capacity to represent 

complex relationships of paradox, interdependency, or tension within social 

practice (2012, 279). The ladder also, as Finkelpearl suggests, is liable to be 

used as a gauge of how successful a social practice is (2013a, 12). This 

simplistic approach fails to account for the aesthetics, for how the artwork is 

experienced by its audience, and for its production of critique. While it may 

be attractive to evaluate an artwork by how effectively it hands control over to 

its audience, this is not the aim of many social practitioners. A more 

interactive artwork such as Gonzales-Torres’ “Untitled" (Portrait of Ross in 

L.A.) (1991) is not a failure of social practice based on where it sits on the 

ladder, nor should community-driven social practices be assumed to be 

successful because they were produced in a manner consistent with citizen 

control. The ways social practice generates critique is more complex than a 

ladder can measure.  
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In the question of how exchange is employed by artists to generate 

critique, the model I find most appropriate to convey the artist-audience-

artwork relationship is Stephen Willats’ tripartite “socially interactive model 

of practice” (see figure 0.3) (2012, 13C). Kester cites Willats’ model and his 

artwork as an example of dialogical practice, pointing to the strategies Willats 

employs in the work Brentford Towers (Willats 1985; Kester 2004, 91-97). 

Willats positions the artwork as centrally emerging from relationships 

between artist, audience and context. The artwork exists at the nexus of these 

relationships, dependent upon all three. I will return to Willats’ tripartite 

model and practice in Chapter Four, for further discussion of how the 

artwork is produced through this complex engagement, as well as the links 

between Willats’ socially interactive artwork and communication theory. 

The differences between these three models for relationships between 

artist and audiences indicate both the variety of approaches to social practice, 

as well as the difficulty of mapping these relationships visually. I will return 

throughout this exegesis to the relationships between artist and participants, 
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audiences, artwork and context, as the research illuminates new territories 

and concerns. 

IV. (My approach to) social practice as research  

In this research project I draw on the advice to artist-researchers in 

Estelle Barrett’s “Foucault's 'What is an author': Towards a critical discourse 

of practice as research” (2007) Responding to Donna Haraway’s call for 

situated knowledge (Haraway 1988), Estelle Barrett promotes an embodied, 

partial perspective in practice-based research (144-145). She calls for a 

reinsertion of the self into research, stating:  

A recognition that objectivity can only be partial, calls for re-admitting 
embodied vision and positioning in research. Embodied vision involves seeing 
something from somewhere. It links experience, practice and theory to 
produce situated knowledge, knowledge that operates in relation to 
established knowledge and thus has the capacity to extend or alter what is 
known. (2007, 145, italics in the original) 

Embodied vision, and the linkage of experience, practice and theory is 

at the core of this thesis. As a practitioner, I wanted to understand how it was 

that social practice artworks function, how they create experiences, and how 

they generate critique, as it has always been clear to me that the knowledge 

produced in and for this field must be grounded in experience, both of 

participants and audiences, and the artist and researcher. My experience of 

the artworks discussed does not occur on a blank slate, it comes from the 

view-point of a social practitioner, with the privilege of university education 

(support for my research came from both the Commonwealth and Curtin 

University). I am committed to a critical engagement with the discourse in 

the field of social practice, and with my own privileged position as a 

researcher and practitioner within this field. But this exegesis is not just a 

memoir of the artworks I have made or experienced: it is an examination of 

the relationship between exchange as a theory and as a practice. I agree with 

Barrett that theory is as much a part of creative production as the materials 

and methods used by the artist (138). The theory and the practice of exchange 
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in socially engaged art each work to support and interrogate the other, and it 

is through my experience of both practice and theory that this research is 

produced. In order to achieve situated knowledge in exegetical writing, 

Barrett invites artist-researchers to occupy both, and alternate between, 

subjective and objective positions in the research (146). Through writing 

from experience of the artworks (my own, and participants’ accounts where 

possible), and through alternating focus between the ideas and the methods 

of exchange in social practice, I aim to produce an investigation of exchange 

situated squarely in the creative practice of socially engaged art. 

As a methodology, I bring the theory and practice of exchange in social 

practice into a dialogue; I write from my experience of their interplay. I look 

to examples of social and participatory exchange, and analyse how these 

particular examples generate an exchange between the artist, audience, and/

or context. From these examples of contemporary practice in the discourse, I 

tease out the form or model of exchange that the artists are employing, and 

consider how they function to generate social, political or institutional 

critique. I deploy this form of exchange in my own social practice. The 

exchanges I produced for this thesis were located within and supported by art 

institutions: residencies, galleries, arts centres and festivals. Working inside 

these spaces means the artworks are both supported by their structures, and 

contained by their social codes. I reflected on my own experiences during 

production through note-taking and recordings, and the experiences of 

participants were documented in recorded debriefings, surveys, and 

interviews after the conclusion of the artworks. I collated these experiences to 

determine how the practice of exchange, and its capacity to generate critique, 

expands upon the theories and models of exchange. 

In Chapter One, I begin by delineating what it is that defines exchange, 

and how it works as what Bourriaud describes as “the social interstice”. I 

explore the connections between exchange and economies; how exchange fits 

into, and contributes to, economic systems and the societies that support 

them. I focus on how the interstice of commodity exchange is used by social 

practitioners to generate critique, and how the object exchanged is 

commodified in the process. To investigate how this occurs in practice, I 
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consider Untitled (Beauty), (1994) by Tirarvanija, and Time/Bank (2009-

ongoing) by Julieta Aranda and Anton Vidokle. In different ways, both these 

artworks highlight an exchange, and the economies from which they diverge, 

generating social critique through estrangement. In my own artwork 

Imposter Syndrome, I explore commodity exchange in my own practice, 

subjecting identity to commodification to highlight the limits of commodity 

exchange and the neoliberal economy. In the process I uncover the 

performative nature of identity, and how it is constantly constructed through 

relations. 

In Chapter Two, I explore Marcel Mauss and Lewis Hyde's studies of the 

gift economy, and how Purves presents social practice as a gift exchange that 

generates critique and constructs social bonds. I identify how the gift 

exchange operates in contrast to commodity exchange, and how this different 

form of exchange is fuelled by, and contributes to, social obligation. This is 

evidenced in Lee Mingwei’s The Moving Garden (2009-present) and Ben 

Kinmont’s artwork Waffles for an Opening (1991-1992). I discuss how these 

artworks, through the social interstice of gift exchange, create micro-

economies that transgress the geographic and social boundaries of the art 

institution, opening it up for critique. I reflect on my work A Dinner 

Engagement (2014), and relate how the social interstice of gift exchange 

produced relations during a residency at Central Greenough. The artwork 

produced not a singular gift exchange, but a series of exchanges linked 

together, resulting in a complex and fragile web of social obligation. This 

micro-economy of gifting brought me into more intimate contact with the 

community of Geraldton, transgressing the social norms maintained by the 

artist-in-residence program, presenting a subtle critique. 

Chapter Three examines how confrontation can be framed as an 

exchange. Confrontational engagements are promoted by Bishop as more 

accurate in their reflection of democratic society, and as critique of the 

convivial, often apolitical, relations produced by other modes of participatory 

exchange. Beginning with Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to 

Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes by Santiago Sierra (2000), I explore how 

Sierra’s artwork produces an antagonistic exchange between the art audience 
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and the workers. I also reflect on the distinction between performer and 

participant. I compare Workers Who Cannot Be Paid to WochenKlausur’s 

Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted Women (1994), and the ways that these 

two works generate antagonistic and agonistic exchanges respectively. The 

confrontations generated in these works function differently to either 

enhance or abate othering between participants. I then discuss my experience 

of participating in Stuart Ringholt’s Anger Workshops (2012) and engage 

with Boal’s techniques from Theatre of the Oppressed as a model for 

generating confrontation. In the artwork Speedfighting (2015-ongoing) I 

created the conditions for agonistic exchange, where the confrontations are 

produced by the participants themselves. I reflect on the development and 

production of this artwork, and the way that the structure and facilitation of 

the work foster agonistic exchange. In writing from my experience of making 

this artwork, I highlight the fragility of the balance between agonistic 

pluralism and hegemonic attack. The vulnerability of agonistic pluralism 

leads me to consider how it may be possible to create space for participants 

with marginalised viewpoints to be heard. 

Chapter Four investigates dialogue as a mode of exchange. I explore 

how The Roof is on Fire (Lacy and T.E.A.M. 1994) functions as an example of 

what Kester describes as “dialogical aesthetics” (2004). Kester advocates for 

artists to focus on the creation of context rather than content, allowing for an 

exploratory and open-ended exchange with an “other”. I compare how Kester 

envisions The Roof is on Fire as dialogical exchange, to the experience of 

participants as recorded in the video documentary (Franklin 1994). In search 

of other models for dialogical exchange, I discuss in greater depth Willats’ “A 

Socially Interactive Model of Art Practice” and John Fiske’s process model of 

communication, to which it bears a similarity (Fiske 1990; Willats 2012). I 

use Willats’ social model as a lens to scrutinise his artwork Brentford Towers 

(1985), looking at how this work is contingent upon contributions from the 

audience, artist, and context. I expand upon Willats’ social model, by 

suggesting how it may be updated as a model for dialogical exchange. I also 

consider Amy Spiers’ artwork Wait Until Called (2014), examining how 

Spiers fosters empathy and listening, components which are, according to 
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Richard Sennett, essential for dialogical exchange to occur (Sennett 2012). 

Proceeding from this study of dialogical exchange, and from dialogue with 

the curator at Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, I produced Subject to Review 

(Pedler 2014). I consider how the format of its presentation facilitated a 

continued dialogue, and reflect on my experience making this work, as well as 

the direction of the critique, as evidenced by excerpts of the recorded 

exchange. I conclude the chapter with a review of the requirements and 

benefits to artists working with or through community organisations. 

In the conclusion to this exegesis, I return to reflect upon the different 

modes of exchange explored, and the ways they generate critique in the 

examples employed. I highlight the importance of boundaries and conditions 

to the exchanges I created for this thesis. I discuss how these conditions 

preserve the exchange and imbue it with significance — drawing attention to 

the exchange and its context, and thus creating opportunity for the critique of 

both. I also revisit the spectrum of engagement in art, and the tension 

between artistic control and shared authorship in participatory art. In 

response to this tension, I return again to my reasons for incorporating 

participation, my desire for social engagement in my practice, and where I 

perceive to be the limits of exchange as an interstice in social practice. 

Outside of the purview of my practice-led research are the areas I 

describe as community art, sometimes called socially collaborative or 

cooperative art (Bishop 2006b, 180; Finkelpearl 2013a, 6), and interactive 

art. In interactive and community art the balance of authorship is often 

tipped significantly in the favour of either the artist, or the audience. In the 

course of this thesis, I am interested exclusively in making art where the 

experience is generated through an exchange between artist and participants; 

where the artwork is contingent upon significant reciprocal contributions 

from both the participant and the artist in order to exist. I recognise that in 

many cases of community art, the artwork may indeed be the result of a 

lengthy reciprocal exchange, and may be authored equally by artist and 

community. However, I will be focusing my creative component of the thesis 

on the production of engagements that occur primarily in a single 

participatory encounter with participants.  
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Limiting my practice to single encounters with participants, rather than 

ongoing, collaborative engagements, enables me to see more clearly the 

factors contributing to the experience in each artwork, and the ways that 

forms of participatory exchange generate critique. The limit of participatory 

exchanges occurring in one encounter also enables me to compare 

experiences between the different artworks — each of the artworks produced 

for this thesis occurred in the space of approximately two hours or less, in an 

institutional art setting. By this focus I can more accurately determine the 

effects of the exchange and its conditions, while longer projects are more 

nebulous, and make it harder to examine the impact of each encounter. I will 

however be considering a broader range of social practice artworks in the 

examples discussed in the exegesis — artworks that are outside of the narrow 

range of participation, including both community and interactive artworks. I 

include these examples of social practice for their employment of exchange, 

where they present a useful or seminal example. In all cases there exists 

outside of the participatory encounter a breadth of conceptual development, 

preliminary organisation, recruitment or contact to draw participants into 

the artwork, and a briefing to ensure their knowledge of the artwork and 

consent to participate in it. 

V. Ethical concerns: regarding participants, and the 

practitioner 

For this thesis I worked with 138 participants in making four 

participatory artworks. This research project was conducted in accordance 

with the NHMRC National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research (2007, updated March 2014). The proposed research study received 

human research ethics approval from the Curtin SODA Human Research 

Ethics Committee: to recruit participants and engage them in the making of 

participatory artworks; to collect and store their information; to document 

their participation through video, audio and photographic recordings; and to 

seek their feedback through verbal debriefing, written surveys, and phone 

interviews. Before commencement participants were briefed and given 

information sheets outlining the processes of making the artworks, the 
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storage and publication of their name and details, and the documentation of 

the artwork. Written consent was sought from all participants, including 

consent for their names to be published in research publications and in 

future exhibitions of the artworks. In the case of Speedfighting, emergency 

contact details were requested, and participants were provided with 

information on counselling services. In all of the artworks, participants were 

thoroughly briefed before commencing the engagement, and were free to 

cease or leave at any time, for any reason. 

The creative component of this thesis includes four participatory 

artworks, each lasting approximately two hours or less for each participant, 

with between 12 and 48 participants involved in each. Each of these artworks 

is an exploration of how exchange may be used to generate critique in social 

practice. These artworks were produced in institutional art spaces: a gallery, 

artist-in-residence programs, an arts centre, and an arts festival. The choice 

to work inside institutional art spaces is assuredly an ethical compromise. 

Kate Fowle and Lars Big Larsen point out the ease by which social practice 

has been assimilated by art institutions; social practitioners, rather than 

opening the cracks of neoliberalism, risk smoothing them over (2005, 21). It 

is important then, to examine institutions, and social practices within them, 

critically. 

Art institutions provide to social practice, and to artists in general, 

valuable support in the form of audiences, marketing, finance, labour, and 

gallery space. But they are also complicit in the cultural policies of 

government, and I have direct experience of their power to devalue artist-

labour and dictate the fees and wages accessible to artists. A cynical view 

might suggest that in the current labour market, with an oversupply of fine 

arts graduates, contemporary art institutions benefit enormously from 

unpaid volunteers or lowly paid interns. These market pressures also reduce 

the wages that institutions offer artists. On top of these more transparent 

ways that institutions may perhaps be considered to be complicit in the 

privation of artists, and thus linked to the gradual muffling of critical voices, 

there are the directly traceable financial links between art institutions and 

funding from government and private industry. Notable artists have 
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provoked public dialogue by boycotting exhibitions and institutions linked to 

businesses they consider unethical, such as the nine artists who publicly 

withdrew from the 19th Biennale of Sydney in 2014. None of these artists 

have, however, publicly repudiated funding from the Australian government 

itself, which sanctioned and paid for the inhumane treatment of asylum 

seekers against which the artists were protesting.  The art institutions in 6

which I produced the artwork of this thesis, and in which I continue to work, 

are intimately enmeshed with both the cultural policy of current government, 

as well as the neoliberal economy. This is not an optional economy, nor is the 

relationship with art institutions, when as an artist I am committed to 

working with audiences and participants in the creation of social practice. I 

can only aim to derive as much benefit from my engagement with these 

institutions as they do from me, and to utilise my position and the 

opportunities of social practice for social, political, and institutional critique. 

As a social practitioner, privileged with the opportunity to work in an 

art institution, I am in a position of both weakness and power: I have an 

opportunity to work and engage with the audience of the institution, but I 

must work within the institution’s framework. When my voice is heard, it is 

at the desire and will of the institution through which I operate. In this 

context, I employ the tactic offered by Michel de Certeau of “la perruque” or 

the wig: using the time, tools, or space of the employed work, and putting it 

to use for individual gains (2011, first published in French in 1980, 25). de 

Certeau states: “La perruque is the worker's own work disguised as work for 

his employer.” When working inside an art institution, I use the resources 

available to do the work of social, political and institutional critique, that is, 

attempting to work critically, both for and against the institution 

simultaneously. 

 The Australian government, operating through its arms-length administering body the 6

Australia Council for the Arts, and the state and local government bodies that fund the arts, 
are the major funding sources for most contemporary art institutions in Australia, where 
very few art institutions are entirely privately funded. 
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VI. A note to the reader 

My interest in this thesis is not in the history of social practice, nor 

exchange in art historically, but rather in contemporary approaches to the 

making of exchange in social practice, and how these variable approaches to 

exchange generate critique. I will not be offering an ideological analysis of the 

targets or aims of social practice. I am not dealing specifically with gender (as 

a social practitioner, or of participants) and this research is not in the field of 

cultural studies. I am aware of, and do not intend to ignore, the ideological 

issues underlying socially engaged artworks, but they are not the focus of my 

research. By examining the methods of facilitating exchange, and how 

exchange generates critique in social practice, this thesis focuses on the ways 

that social practitioners operate critically in neoliberal art institutional 

contexts. This is not intended to suggest an equivalence or neutrality of the 

ideological intent of these artists. By focusing on the exchanges created, I am 

attempting to distinguish difference and diversity in the pathways from 

exchange to critique, and how these approaches to exchange manifest 

differently in the experiences and critiques formed. 

Each of the forms of exchange I explore in this thesis — commodity, gift, 

confrontational, and dialogical — are adapted to a subtly different context 

and function distinctly from others in the generation of social ties, critique, 

and participant experience. These exchanges, and the economies to which 

they are tied, do overlap and often coexist as multiple layers in the same 

social interstice, both in artworks and in more mundane encounters. But, 

before I go any further in this discussion of the range of these different forms 

of exchange, it is necessary to define what it is that each have in common — 

exchange as a social interstice, which I explore in the first chapter. 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Chapter One 
Exchange: The critical potential 
of exchange as a social interstice 
This chapter explores how exchange functions in the space Nicolas Bourriaud 

describes as the “social interstice,” and how exchange, in particular 

commodity exchange, can generate critique. I define exchange as it will be 

employed throughout this exegesis, and consider how Ted Purves and Shane 

Aslan Selzer present exchange as being repurposed by social practice artists 

such as Rirkrit Tiravanija. I propose that the appropriation of the social form 

of exchange results in an estrangement, creating an opening for critique. I 

examine the relationships between exchange, commodity, and economy as 

laid out by Karl Polanyi and Arjun Appadurai, and the way in which the act of 

exchange recognises the capacity of that object to be exchanged, labelling it a 

commodity. I discuss the use of exchange in the artwork Time/Bank by 

Julieta Aranda and Anton Vidokle, and how this work creates an 

estrangement of the neoliberal commodity economy, through a 

commodification of time, renegotiating the terms and currency of commodity 

exchange. I then reflect on the process of making Imposter Syndrome, an 

artwork in which I exchanged identity with twelve participants. I analyse how 

the exchange produced an estrangement of identity, leading me to interrogate 

the notion of a fixed, stable self. I relate how the performance of identity in 

Imposter Syndrome aligned with Erving Goffman’s conception of identity as 

performative and relational, destabilising the construction of artistic identity. 

I consider how the exchanged identity, and the performance of identity, 

resulted in a tension with the unknowing audience. The mismatch of identity 

as commodity exposed the depths of the estrangement, and highlighted to me 

the limitation of commodity exchange and economies by social convention. 

I. Exchange as social interstice 

In Relational Aesthetics, Nicolas Bourriaud describes (what he claims 

as) a new art form of the same name, which inhabits the space of social 
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relations (2002, original publication 1998, 28). Whilst neither the first nor 

the most comprehensive text to discuss social art forms, Relational 

Aesthetics was nonetheless a harbinger of the rise of social practices in art 

institutions. So much so, that social practices have been described by writers 

of the last decade as the art form of our time, or a neoliberal art form — a 

service-based art form, for a service economy (Bourriaud 2001, 48; Bishop 

2004, 52; 2012, 231; Harvie 2013, 3; Roberts 2013, 67).  

Art today, claims Bourriaud, is created in the space of “social 

interstices” (2002, 16, 45).  Social interstice, as employed by Bourriaud, can 7

be applied as a term for the basic intersubjective encounter — what occurs in 

the space between people. Existing in the interstices, the spaces of human 

relations, artists manipulate and produce social forms to create new realities 

— alternate and often utopian models for existing and interacting socially (13, 

16, 17). Bourriaud borrows the term social interstice from Karl Marx, as it is 

applied by Marx to encounters of trade or commerce which do not fit into the 

capital economy, because they do not pertain to a profit-driven agenda (16). 

Interestingly, Bourriaud uses the term social interstice for its proximity to, 

but marked distinction from, commodity exchange. Social interstices can 

thus be understood, I suggest, as referring to exchanges (and other forms of 

encounter) which both underlie, and are surplus to, the capitalist economy. 

However, what is clear from the description by Bourriaud of social interstice, 

is its proximity and similarity to commerce. 

Exchange is one of the most basic structures of the economy, and of 

social interstices. At the heart of the commodity economy and capitalism is 

the exchange of goods or services for currency. Whilst Marx claims that 

capital is produced by surplus value in the transformation of raw materials 

through labour (McLellan 2000, 86), Karl Polanyi claims instead that value, 

 I have puzzled over Nicolas Bourriaud’s use of the term “social interstice”— “L’œuvre d’art 7

représente un interstice social” — to mean an opening or space in social fabric. It may be 
chosen by Bourriaud, for lack of a true equivalent to the English word “encounter”. In 
French, the word rencontre, which would usually be employed as a translation for encounter 
— a casual or chance meeting — has subtly more formal associations. Rencontre is associated 
with meeting, appointment, confrontation, and the sporting match. Perhaps this is the 
reason for Bourriaud’s use of “social interstice”, when in English, “encounter” seems a more 
natural description for the intersubjective exchange occurring in the social space. The term 
“social interstice” also has a history alluding to Karl Marx, which will be discussed shortly.

!29



and commodities, are created not through an act of production, but through 

an act of exchange (2001, 44, 72). 

Exchange is a social form that aligns most closely with the concept of 

participation that I work towards as a practitioner. I argue that exchange is 

the basis of participation, and of many social practices. Whilst writers such as 

Bishop and Kester name antagonism and dialogue respectively as the 

foremost social models for relational art (Bishop 2004; Kester 2004, 8), 

perhaps the most basic interstice is exchange. An exchange describes a social 

form in which parties both give and receive. It is reciprocal, and dependent 

upon multiple participants. Exchange may also be used to describe the 

experience of parties being exchanged — often where organisations 

temporarily exchange personnel, such as students or workers, from different 

regions. Throughout this exegesis I will use exchange as the lexical shorthand 

to describe the social interstice that is utilised, and is deliberately created, in 

socially engaged art, wherein the artist and participants mutually contribute 

to an encounter, and from which there is a reciprocal outcome. 

An exchange may be as small as a conversation, or as large as a 

distributive economy. Regardless of size, I argue that all exchanges share the 

following qualities: multiple contributors, reciprocity, and movement: 

• Multiple contributors: One cannot exchange alone, as there is no 

movement of goods, services or currency. An exchange is therefore a 

moment of flux between the parties involved; 

• Reciprocity: In an exchange (whether a verbal exchange, an exchange 

study arrangement, or an exchange of goods and currency) the parties 

involved have given, either of their property or themselves, and have 

received something in return; 

• Movement: There is a trade or shift of some thing between parties. This 

can be of words, people, goods, currency, or ideas. In any exchange items 

are moved from one location, category, or ownership, to another. 

Social practice, isolated in the moment of the social interstice, can be 

viewed as an exchange. Seen through exchange, participation is the moment 

of flux between participant(s) and artist(s), of a mutually contributed 

experience. The reciprocal outcome of social practice may be a work which 
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belongs equally to the participants and the artist, it may be the sharing of 

ideas, or it may be the mutually shared experience. The currency of exchange 

in social practice is what catalyses the encounter. The thing that moves in a 

socially engaged artwork can be almost anything, and the bounds of this is 

frequently tested by practitioners: for Tiravanija this is the distribution of 

food, while for Ben Kinmont it is the shirts, paintings or waffles given to 

participants. The item is in play, in the gambling or gaming sense, for the 

duration of the encounter. 

II. Exchange and economies 

In “No Longer Normal: Critical Exchanges in the Landscape of 

Art” (2014), Purves and Selzer describe three types of economy, or systems of 

exchange: “traditional” or social, “redistributive” and “capital” (8). For 

Purves and Selzer, relational artworks such as Tiravanija’s Untitled (Beauty) 

(1994), function by drawing attention to the traditional or social economy 

(12). By inviting audiences to share in a meal created by the artist, Purves and 

Selzer suggest the artist brings a social form of exchange into focus through 

its appropriation as an artwork (13). 

In Untitled (Beauty),  Tiravanija prepared Thai green curry for 8

audiences at Jack Hanley Gallery, San Francisco, inviting them to stay and 

share a meal with other gallery visitors (Mackin 2005, 164; Grassi and 

Tiravanija 2007, 17). After the commencement of the work, Tiranvanija 

handed the recipe and utensils over to a staff member at the gallery, who took 

charge, continuing to serve curry over the course of a month to audiences 

during gallery hours (Mackin 2005, 164).  Audiences were not charged for 9

food, and no demand was placed upon them in return for their participation 

(164). The exchange between the artist and audience is at first glance purely 

social (food freely given, in exchange for a shared experience of conviviality). 

But through the audience’s acceptance of the exchange, and in particular the 

 The work was titled for a found cooking stove, branded “Beauty” in cursive lettering across 8

the door, which was used to make the curry (Grassi and Tiravanija 2007, 17). 

 When the work was concluded, the pots, utensils, and cooking equipment were listed for 9

sale, still bearing remnants and dregs of curry and spices, strewn with the traces of the final 
meal (Mackin 2005, 165). 
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context within which it was made, the exchange is afforded the status of art. 

The food is not simply given for a shared social interaction: it is given in an 

art gallery; by participating, the audience validate the exchange as an 

artwork. 

Purves and Selzer suggest that Tiravanija repurposes a social exchange 

and critically examines it, drawing attention to both its apparent (mis)fit in 

the gallery setting, and its significance as a social interstice more broadly 

(13). The repurposing, or appropriation, of a social interstice into an artwork 

here, and in other relational artworks where exchange is used, 

recontextualises exchange as social interstice. Purves and Selzer describe it 

as a realignment of exchange: “It is in this moment of realignment that a 

possibility of critical exchange arises — where the form is seen not just for the 

moment when it is strange, but for all of the prior times we have entered it 

when it was ‘normal’” (13). The familiarity of the social form of exchange, 

combined with the unexpected encounter of its placement in an art 

institution, has the effect of critically distancing the participants from the 

concept of exchange itself. 

The repurposing of social form, I suggest, is more than an appropriation 

or recontextualisation, it is an “estrangement”, or ostranenie, as proposed by 

Viktor Shklovsky in the essay "Art as Device” (2009, original publication 

1925, 6). Also called defamiliarisation, estrangement is a literary tool to 

understand fully objects which have been dulled by their familiar usage and 

recognition (6, 10). By removing the familiar object from its context, and then 

examining it in close detail, estrangement leads to a clearer and more 

detailed perception of the object under scrutiny, allowing the reader to 

perceive its qualities more acutely (Shklovsky 2009, 6). 

Exchange, a building block of economy, and a basic interstice of daily 

life, is subjected by Tiravanija to estrangement, through its use and 

positioning in an artwork. By inviting participants to partake in the exchange, 

they are encouraged to consider more closely the conditions, the form, and 

the experience of exchange. The audience may consider the misfit of the 

social interstice with the socio-political context in which the exchange takes 

place: the art gallery. Being encouraged to participate in this form of 
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exchange in an institutional art setting, as opposed to the house of a friend or 

family member, invites a dialogue around the exchange itself. This occurs 

both inside the context of the artwork, as well as encouraging reflection upon 

the social interstice of exchange, varying forms of exchange (commodity, gift-

based etc.), and the role of exchange in facilitating social, economic, political, 

and cultural movement. 

Returning to Purves and Selzer, it is significant that exchange and 

economies take many forms. The authors discuss social, redistributive and 

capital economies (8). Purves and Selzer’s categories of economy can be 

traced back to Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: The Political and 

Economic Origins of Our Time (2001, original publication 1944).  

For Polanyi, exchange is the building block of the economy; it is the 

atom from which the economy is formed as a system which organises people, 

goods, civilisation and culture (2001, 44). According to Polanyi, a 

redistributive economy is founded on redistributive exchanges (52, 53), and a 

commodity (market) economy on commodity exchange (44). Thus, the form 

of exchange correlates to the larger economy in which it exists. The form 

exchange takes can be seen as both an indicator of the economy, as well as a 

building block, creating and contributing to the economy, and the society that 

hosts it. Polanyi emphasises that all economies are social: even an economy 

based on exchanges of and for capital, are bound by the rules of the society in 

which that economy exists (48). This appears to suggest that all exchanges 

are social exchanges. It is vital to point out however, that whilst all exchanges 

are in some way social, they are not exclusively social. Exchanges may be 

social whilst also determining the movement of currency and commodities, 

such as in a commodity economy. 

The dominant economy today is the neoliberal economy, which evolved 

from the capital economy described by Polanyi. Purves and Selzer highlight 

that economies, the systems of exchange, exist as overlapping economies (8, 

9). In buying a coffee, I am participating in multiple exchanges 

simultaneously: a commodity exchange of goods and services for currency; a 

social exchange of conversation with staff; and a redistributive exchange 

through taxes collected for public expenditure. In any of the exchanges I 
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enact in a day, neoliberal-commodity exchange is just one aspect or form. In 

the course of this research, I will use adjectives to describe exchanges, 

including commodity, gift, confrontational, and dialogical. But I must 

emphasise that describing an exchange as a social or commodity exchange is 

always a shortfall of the capacity for social form, and exchange in particular, 

to hold within one encounter multiple cultural, political and use values. An 

exchange, even one described as a commodity exchange, is at once a 

commodity-social exchange, and perhaps even commodity-social-dialogical, 

or a commodity-social-gift exchange. 

III. Commodity exchange 

An exchange does more than just trade goods for other goods or 

currency. Exchange creates markets, and transforms the items being 

exchanged into commodities, sometimes at great detriment to those objects. 

Polanyi describes the power of commodity exchange to create commodities 

(75). For Polanyi, certain items — labour, rent, and currency — are “fictitious” 

commodities (76). These are not commodities at all, as they are not produced 

for sale but rather they are the elements of society itself (78). Unlike other 

commodities such as steel or flour, these items are not manufactured with the 

intention of trade, but they become commodities through the act of 

exchange. Polanyi recognises their commodity status, and their exchange, as 

necessary to the functioning of the post-industrial capitalist market — a point 

by which he criticises the institution, and suggests that their commodification 

is detrimental to their functioning (76, 78). He declares that the exchange of 

labour as a commodity is the subordination of humans, and society, to 

economic forces (79). This is detrimental to the individuals of the workforce 

whose time is commodified by the labour market, rendering their labour less 

productive (76). These commodities, of which Polanyi lists rent, currency and 

labour as examples, are fictitious because the objects commodified are 

elements external to the commodity economy (nature, money and humans 

respectively) (76). Their commodification signals to Polanyi the dominion of 

a commodity-centric economy over the society which supports it (76). His 

position is clear: that the commodification of labour, rent, and currency is not 
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only fictitious, but detrimental to their purpose; commodification comes at a 

cost to the inherent functional value of these elements in society (76). 

Arjun Appadurai further analyses the concept of exchange, and its 

impact, in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 

(1986). Appadurai claims that the capacity for exchange, or exchangeability, 

is the principal feature of commodities (13). A commodity is any item which 

is intended or produced for an exchange (9). For Appadurai, the concept of 

commodity is a label or category, but it is not fixed. An object may become a 

commodity, and it may cease to be a commodity (16, 17). To exchange an 

object is to affirm its current status as a commodity. This claim — that 

exchanging an object affirms and indicates its exchangeability — may seem 

tautological. It is worth clarifying that when exchangeability is the integral 

feature of a commodity, the interstice, or social form, of exchange is then 

affirmative and potentially transformative of its status as a commodity, and 

thus, its interconnectedness with a commodity-centric economy. 

Polanyi and Appadurai outline that to exchange something is to 

recognise the capacity of objects in play to be exchanged, labelling them, even 

temporarily, as commodities (even when they are fictitious commodities). To 

exchange is to connect with a commodity economy, and a society for which 

commodity exchange is the building block. Thus, exchange as a social 

interstice is a politically and socially loaded form, connecting with and 

alluding to the neoliberal economy that governs the movement of goods, 

services, money, and property globally. To connect through exchange to a 

commodity economy, or to use exchange to create an alternative economy, 

even a temporary one, is to refer to the neoliberal economy, and the society 

within which it exists.  

IV. Exchange as critique: Time/Bank 

The potential of exchange for critique of the neoliberal economy is 

demonstrated by the artists Aranda and Vidokle in the participatory artwork 

Time/Bank, operating since 2009 and toured to various institutions and 

festivals (Aranda and Vidokle 2012; Christov-Bakargiev et al. 2012, 310). The 

artists put exchange into focus by renegotiating commodity exchange. 
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Proffering an alternative commodity economy in Time/Bank, Aranda and 

Vidokle question the utility and benefits of the neoliberal commodity 

economy. 

The artists state that in Time/Bank, no money changes hands (2012, 

130-131). Participants are invited to exchange their time for goods available 

at the Time/Store, or for available services, rendered by fellow participants, 

using time as currency (Aranda and Vidokle, 131). The system of exchange is 

highly organised, with goods available for purchase in the store, and printed 

notes, designed by Lawrence Weiner, identifying the quantity of time being 

traded (Aranda and Vidokle, 131). Time/Bank is a mobile project, and the 

bank and its outlets — Time/Store and Time/Food — are not limited to one 

particular community or location.  

Time/Bank has also extended beyond the exhibition and physical store 

format, maintaining functionality online indefinitely at e-flux.com/

timebank.  The webpage (moderated by employees paid in hour notes) 10

allows participants to register, earn time, and redeem accrued time, 

supposedly serving a community of 1500 participants across 11 international 

branches (Vidokle and Aranda 2009 - present; 2011).  Time/Bank 11

participants can advertise for, and purchase, goods and services under the 

website’s listings tab (though the e-flux Time/Bank page currently appears 

somewhat dormant). Recent listings include a user offering to cook Greek 

food in your home, an opportunity to earn hours working in a community 

garden, and a request for an essay to be written on the film The Battleship 

Potemkin (Eisenstein 2002, original release 1925). 

Aranda and Vidokle describe Time/Bank as an “immediate visualization 

of an alternative economy” (130). This radical economy offers a critique of 

the present neoliberal commodity economy by presenting a functioning 

substitute, thus placing impetus on the present system (and its proponents) 

to justify itself.  

 This exegesis originally included a reproduction of this artwork, when it was submitted for 10

examination. The image has been removed due to copyright restrictions.

 The Dutch iteration of Time/Bank (https://timebank.cc) has in fact become so popular 11

since its 2011 founding, that it now operates independently, reportedly servicing 1000 users 
in the Netherlands and Portugal as of 2013 (Aranda and Vidokle 2011-present).
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In Time/Bank, commodity exchange remains the primary interstice. 

Aranda explains that whilst money is eschewed from the economy of Time/

Bank, there is still a currency being exchanged: time (2012, 131). Aranda 

elucidates that money  is a medium which can be hoarded (131). Money 12

accrues value on its own (interest), and exists as a function of currency. 

Currency is the medium of exchange or circulation of items (Aranda and 

Vidokle 2012, 131). Money can be used as currency, but so can chips, shells, 

or, in Time/Bank, time itself. 

In Time/Bank, the artists create a situation and a medium of 

commodity exchange, thus generating a radical and socially progressive 

economy wherein any participant’s time is of equal value with any other. The 

proffering of an alternative to the neoliberal economy, presents a critique to 

the system it parallels. And the fact that the neoliberal commodity economy 

continues unabated does not, in my opinion, render Time/Bank a failure. The 

artwork generates a critique by opening a dialogue about who benefits from 

the present neoliberal economic system of exchange. 

Aranda and Vidokle compare Time/Bank with the Occupy movement, 

pointing out that in the Occupy epicentres, such as Zucotti Park, New York, 

there is a conceptual strength, whilst the appearances of the project lack the 

prescribed qualities, or “aura” of art, to borrow from Walter Benjamin 

(Benjamin 2008, original publication 1936; Aranda and Vidokle 2012, 131). 

Time/Bank is not an attempt to overthrow and replace the neoliberal 

economy wholesale, but rather it offers a critique: a protest through practice 

of the society, including art institutions, which support that system. Aranda 

and Vidokle present the participants with an alternative currency in an 

activation and affirmation of an alternative commodity economy. Through 

the interstice of exchange, Aranda and Vidokle create an opportunity for 

participants themselves to critique the neoliberal commodity economy, and, 

in consequence, the institutions that support it. 

Using the interstice of commodity exchange to critique the neoliberal 

commodity economy appears to be vulnerable to the perception that, to use 

 I would point out that, where Aranda refers to money, the term is interchangeable with 12

capital.
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the tools or techniques appertaining to an ideology, is to demonstrate support 

for that ideology in kind. This is in line with the words of Audre Lorde: “the 

master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (Lorde 1983).  I 13

suggest, however, that exchange as social interstice, and even economies and 

currencies of commodity exchange, are not the original property of the 

neoliberal economy. Exchange, in particular redistributive and social forms 

of exchange, predate neoliberalism, capitalism, and organised economies of 

global trade (Polanyi 2001, 52,53). Exchange is perhaps so basic a building 

block of human civilisation that it could be theorised to be as old as human 

civilisation itself. Exchange as a tool of neoliberal economy is a theft of 

concept so seamless as to make users question how people ever moved items 

before the rise of the capital economy. To use commodity exchange is not the 

same as to take up the techniques or replicate the structures of neoliberalism. 

To use exchange as interstice is to reclaim and renegotiate how exchange, 

particularly commodity exchange, can be employed in our society, and to 

question the motivations and benefits of its usage in the current economic 

system and institutions. 

Moreover, the use of exchange in this chapter is not the adoption of 

neoliberal exchanges for the purpose of a participatory artwork. Works such 

as Untitled (Beauty) and Time/Bank adopt the interstice of exchange to 

estrange, defamiliarise, renegotiate the terms and currency of the exchange. 

The artists in question put exchange into focus through their work. Swapping 

the preconditions of exchange as a monetary interchange, these works bring 

into question the utility and presence of neoliberal economies and 

institutions to facilitate exchange. 

 Audre Lorde’s writing relates to the failings of feminism up to the 1980s to incorporate the 13

voices of women of colour, lesbian and queer women, and women from non-western 
countries, repeating upon these minorities the discrimination that had been, and continued 
to be, enacted against the women everywhere. To simply reverse the discrimination suffered 
by women, or to continue to enact forms of discrimination, is to fail to enact real change — it 
would be to leave the master’s house standing, changing only the master, and perhaps the 
window dressings.
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V. Exchange in practice: Imposter Syndrome 

The estrangement of exchange by Aranda and Vidokle in Time/Bank 

was one point of inspiration for the exchange-based participatory artwork 

Imposter Syndrome. 

In 2015, I executed the artwork, with the assistance of twelve 

participants, whilst artist-in-residence at the Centre for Interdisciplinary 

Arts, Perth. The exchanges were carried out over one month, and the 

documentation of those exchanges was exhibited at Moana Project Space 

(Perth). 

Imposter Syndrome was conceptualised as a series of exchanges of 

identity: I invited participants to swap their identity with me for a period of 

two hours. The currency of the exchange, identity, was chosen due to its 

particular incongruity with the medium of exchange: it is what Polanyi might 

label a “fictional commodity”. I approached the project with the idea of 

identity as an immutable entity, unique to each person; the idea of 

exchanging identity was intended to highlight the impropriety of exchange, 

and to reflect on the limitations of exchange as interstice. Participants were 

recruited from my social and professional circle — people who I could vouch 

for, and who trusted me enough to hand over their lives to me, albeit 

temporarily. 

I invited friends using a letter which explained the terms of the 

exchange (A.30, page 183). The text explained that the exchange would be an 

artwork, and that we would swap identities for a prearranged length of time.  

Imposter Syndrome was designed to create a fictitious exchange; an 

exchange that demonstrated its own failings. By making my own identity as 

an artist a commodity I hoped to demonstrate the flaws of common 

misconceptions of artists and art making, in particular the mythic construct 

of the artist as a “genius” creator. I also aimed to test the limitations of 

exchange by highlighting that certain items, such as identity, could not be 

exchanged as easily as other forms of currency. My aim in the exchange in 

Imposter Syndrome was to highlight the shortcomings of commodity 

exchange to package and transfer identity, through the fictitious 

commodification of identity and its failed or frustrated exchange. This 
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exchange would identify the externality of identity to the commodity 

economy, revealing the limits of commodity exchange. 

The sudden metamorphosis of a specifically non-commodity object into 

a commodity has been described by Appadurai as a “diversion” (1986, 16). 

According to Appadurai, a diversion is the category of commodification that 

occurs to objects that are usually protected or prevented from commodity 

exchange, but which have been decontextualised through commodification 

(16). These commodities, Appadurai notes, are by their nature controversial 

or taboo, but nonetheless available for exchange (27). Such diversions 

typically draw attention, such as the multiple cases of online auctions for the 

opportunity to take a young woman’s virginity ("Student Auctions Off 

Virginity for Offers of More Than £2.5 Million"  2009; Davis 2012). Whilst 

there appears to be nothing inherently wrong with a young woman having 

safe and consensual sex, and getting the most benefit possible for charity, or 

to finance her future career, it nonetheless seems socially and morally 

problematic. Another case is a personal anecdote: at a friend’s twenty-first 

birthday, the father of the young man for his speech tallied a bill of the 

estimated costs of his upbringing. The bill was then presented to the son, 

suggesting he should pay the father back for the costs incurred. In both 

examples, of a woman’s first sexual experience and the raising of a child, the 

object is considered outside of the commodity economy. Both these items 

belong to the social economy, in relation to which money is considered not 

only external, but inappropriate. In the diversion, the commodified object 

(such as the raising of a child) is taken out of the social economy and placed 

in the commodity economy. The diversion calls attention to the mismatch of 

the object and its commodity context, and thus calls both into question. 

Offering my identity for exchange in Imposter Syndrome is an act of 

commodity diversion, as identity is not typically a tradable object, and 

usually remains fixed to one person. 

Diversion is one form of what is described by Shklovsky as 

estrangement, or defamiliarisation. The incongruity of the commodity (or 

even its proposition as a commodity), and the economy in which it is 

exchanged, highlights the mismatch of the object and its context, and 
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threatens the conceptions of both the commodity and the economy. Diversion 

via commodity exchange thus creates the potential to encounter a familiar 

object afresh, and then examine it more closely. 

Imposter Syndrome, by inviting the exchange of identity, enacts 

estrangement via commodity diversion. Through the diversion, identity is 

called into question: the concept of identity as immutable, as being fixed to 

one individual, is challenged. The exchange also threatens the participants’ 

understanding of the commodity economy by drawing attention to its 

limitations. The inappropriateness, or taboo, of the idea of becoming another 

person, even a consenting person — of swapping not just jobs and clothes, 

but your complete identity — demonstrates the bounds to the commodity 
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economy are not determined by currency or power, but by social pressure. 

The diversion of identity therefore highlights the confinement and limitation 

of the commodity economy to the society which supports it. The diversion 

created through the exchange of identities thus generates a critique of the 

commodity economy. 

When Imposter Syndrome commodifies the identity of participants 

(including, most of all, my own) a temporary market for identity is opened. 

What value does identity have, and what is an acceptable currency to 

exchange for an identity? If it is transferrable, at what price? The only 

acceptable value, when I considered exchanging my identity with 

participants, appeared to be of one identity for another. Thus, the exchange 

was not for monetary gain, but for the perceived value of one identity over the 

other. 

It is clear from Appadurai that a commodity can be fluid in nature, and 

apart from being subject to exchange, to be a commodity does not mean the 

object need be tangible, bankable or permanent — only that it be subject to, 
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or have potential for, exchange. For myself, the perceived commodity value of 

the participant’s identity was always appealing. The novelty and perceived 

ease of being someone else — a friend whose life seemed easier, simpler, or 

more interesting — made the exchange compelling. To return the identity, to 

initiate a second exchange, was preceded by the mental exhaustion of 

performing another identity, and the reality of their experience as generally 

no more exciting or less difficult than my own. In the second exchange the 

identities are returned to their original owners, but are nonetheless 

questioned, in fact doubly so: their transferability between participants 

questions the perception of identity as inherent, stable and concrete, and 

points out the performativity of identity for both the “authentic” and 

“imposter” identities experienced. 

When I asked during debriefing sessions what they would like to change 

about the artwork, multiple participants told me they wished that the 

engagement be extended over a greater period of time.  In a reflection of 14

this, one participant commented on the length of the exchange: “Say I 

swapped with you for a week, doing art would be desensitised.” The 

participant seemed to be implying that they would feel more at ease in the 

identity of the artist after inhabiting it for an extended time. However, the 

observation also hints that the exchange offered an estrangement of the 

identity specifically because of the limited time frame. 

In the interviews conducted after the project, all the participants agreed 

that they felt very involved in the process of making the work, due to the 

nature of being left to work in my studio space. However, several participants 

asked for more structure, such as scheduled interactions on my behalf, or 

specific tasks to be completed. This was echoed by the participant Lucas 

Marie when interviewed for the catalogue text (A.37, page 191). He revealed 

that he wished he could do something useful for me, to be of assistance: “But 

it would have been really nice, to have felt like I was useful. Like I did 

 This was echoed by another socially engaged artist, Janet Carter, in the forum 14

Participation in Practice: Panel Discussion at Moana Project Space on 28 January 2016. 
Discussing the exchange, Carter expressed interest in exchanging identities for an open-
ended and extended period, suggesting weeks or months.
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something and I saved you somehow. I would have felt like I really achieved 

‘Liz’” (Marie, Nabizadeh and Pedler 2015, 9).  

A number of participants expressed a similar opinion: they felt most like 

they were being me when they were interacting on my behalf through social 

media or on my phone — although others avoided this kind of interaction, as 

they felt it to be an invasion of my privacy. This signals to me that the most 

essential part of the identity is the part which is generated through 

interaction with others. Participants, either through their desire to interact 

on my behalf socially, or their aversion of this interaction as too intimate, 

indicated that interactions with others is what defines our self, more than the 

activities we undertake or, if artists, our creative production. 

I felt similarly when performing the identities of the participants. The 

situations where I engaged with other people on their behalf was when I felt 

most like a fraud, like an imposter. Either through people on the street 

responding to my (what seemed to me incongruous) dress and manner, or 

more obviously, housemates and peers whom the participants had me 

interact with. These interactions threw in my face the futility of performing 

the identities of participants. The people to whom I was performing knew the 

farce, played along with it, but were clearly awkward about the situation. One 

housemate offered me coffee, and then asked me whether I would take milk. 

To which I asked, did I usually drink milk with coffee? She then admitted that 

she didn’t think I would probably drink coffee, but she thought she should 

ask, as I was a kind of guest in her home.  This kind of farcical and almost 15

pantomime performance highlighted to me that, no matter how deeply I 

attempted to inhabit the identity I was performing, the audience, which was 

 At a distance of four months, I recognised the participant’s housemate who offered me 15

coffee, at a gallery opening. It took me about half an hour to remember how it was I had met 
her, and then still I felt ill at ease at the prospect of approaching her. Whilst the participant, 
Eva, was a friend and colleague, the housemate had not consented to the situation other than 
by text message, being alerted that “a friend” may be coming over, pretending to be her. I 
also questioned whether, in returning the identity to the participant at the end of the 
exchange, I now had any rights to approach or identify her. As Elizabeth, I don’t know this 
person, but as Eva being performed by Elizabeth, she is a housemate and friend. This 
quagmire of intersecting experience identified to me the confusion that is inevitable having 
been privy to something as innate and intimate as someone’s identity. But perhaps it was all 
post-hoc rationalisation for a more ambiguous social anxiety.
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aware of the artwork, comprising myself and the participants’ circle, was 

always cognisant of the pretence and artificiality of the situation. 

This concept of identity being expressed, or even created through, social 

interaction and performance, is explained by sociologist Erving Goffman, in 

his publication The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959, original 

publication 1956). Goffman writes that every social interaction is a 

performance (3). Identity is not a static and stable quality, but is created by a 

performer through a series of performances, settings, appearances, and 

manners (13-17). Goffman states that these efforts, whether sincere, 

deceptive, or somewhere in between, are nonetheless equally performative, 

regardless of how aware the performer is of their own performance (20).  

My performances of the participants’ identities brought to my attention 

the endless minor and unconscious aspects of any performance of identity. 

To a trained audience, one which knows the participant well, my performance 

lacked so much as to be farcical. Appearance (basic clothing) and setting, 

what I had exchanged with participants, was contrasted by off-key 

performances and mannerisms, as well as more obvious factors like physical 

appearance. 

The participant Lucas, who is an actor and performer, pointed out the 

similarity between the performances of Imposter Syndrome and method 

acting. I observed that when performing the identity of the participant 

without an audience, I became more critical of my actions and mannerisms. 

With only myself as audience to the performance, I felt compelled to hold 

myself to a high standard. I would of course know when I wasn’t “being” the 

participant’s identity, so I tried, whilst carrying out mundane tasks such as 

driving or walking down the street, to think about what they would be 

thinking, or to replicate their posture, gestures, and facial expressions.  

Lucas and I discussed the possibility, were the project to be extended, 

for the participants and the artist to study for a period from each other, in the 

way a method actor may prepare for a role. Spending time shadowing their 

lives and asking questions, trying to learn more about them before the 

exchange, and then spending longer performing during the swap of identities, 

in order to allow the identity to seep out into manner and behaviour. Whilst 
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swapping for a period of two hours was a way of making the exchange more 

acceptable to potential participants, I see now that this limitation made the 

exchange more acceptable not just to them, but to me as well: it was 

bounded, and had a clear beginning and end. 

The outcomes of the exchange, the performances and work made by 

myself and the participants, were documented in notes, photographs, and 

time-lapse video recordings of the studio space (A.38, page 191). 

I presented these outcomes at Moana Project Space in an exhibition 

titled Imposter Syndrome, in December 2015. With the question of 

authorship looming large in the creation of the project, I chose to attribute 

authorship in the catalogue and room sheet to myself and the participants, 

using the names they chose in the consent form, and checking with each, 

where they had given their full name, whether they were comfortable being 

named in the exhibition. 

The exhibition included the work made by the participants whilst 

performing my identity in the studio, such as photographs, drawings, hand 

written and typed notes, webpages researched, completed tasks, lists, and 

one sculpture (see figure 1.3, page 47). 

By inviting the participants into my studio, I was bringing them into 

what Goffman would consider to be a “back region”. In Goffman’s writing, 

performances and performers have both a front and a back region (1959, 69), 

akin to the stage, and back-stage, areas. Goffman describes how services, or 

products of work, are rarely made in the same space they are presented to 

their customers — their audience. He uses as one example the television 

presenter: their back region is anywhere the camera is not trained on, like 

their notes, their feet and legs, the cue cards held by an assistant (72). For an 

artist, the front is the exhibition or gallery space, where the finished product 

is presented to an audience. By bringing participants into the studio space I 

brought participants into a space of intimacy, and also into a space of tools, 

production, and concealed labour (either concealment of real labour, or 

concealed lack of labour). But the participants were made aware of a camera 

recording their actions, and were not alone in the building either. Even when 
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alone, they existed in a doubled region, both back and front, where they were 

invited to work as an artist, as me, but never entirely unobserved. 

The binary of front and back was also felt keenly in my own 

performances. When I entered a bedroom, an office or a car, the back regions 

of a participant’s identity, I felt most effective in my performance. But 

knowing my own duplicity as an imposter, I myself became the audience, and 

scrutinised the performance, self-policing my own thoughts, actions and 

manner. To myself also, the space even when alone was always both front and 

back, always observed. Goffman writes that the imposter, someone 

performing a “false” identity whilst concealing their “true” identity, is more 

threatening the more convincing they are in their performance (1959, 38). 

The more effective the performance, the more it highlights that, as an 

audience, we rest on the quality of a performance to judge its “truth” — the 

authenticity of the identity performed (38, 39). Therefore, imposters, in 

particular effective imposter performances, highlight that any identity is 

imitable (and does not require social authorisation), and all identity is 
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Figure 1.3 Elizabeth Pedler and participants: Ellen Aunins, Sarah Jane Beasley, 
Eva Bujalka, J.G., Daniel Juckes, Guy Louden, Lucas Marie, S.M., David Missal, 
Golnar Nabizadeh, Jacqui Otago, Burt Wilson; Imposter Syndrome: Studio Work, 
2015.



performed. The experience of performing as an imposter indeed brought into 

focus for me the imitability and fluidity of identity, but it also revealed the 

constant labour of performance, usually invisible to the audience. The 

performance created in me a sense of a doubled identity, each vying for 

dominance. I experienced the identity of the participants through the actions 

and tasks they had prescribed for me to carry out, but always with the 

knowledge and surveillance of my own identity; both critically examining the 

performance, and attempting to perform the identity more convincingly, 

more seamlessly. I found myself performing in situations where I did not 

want those around me to know I was performing. Every space became a front 

space, and every social encounter an uncomfortable performance, reminding 

me of my shortcomings in the role. 

The question arose of how to include my experience performing the 

identity of the participants in the exhibition. I had prepared and 

conceptualised the experience around the art making in the studio, and the 

performance of my identity by the participant. I had even suggested in 

conversation with my thesis supervisors that, in assuming the identities of 

non-artists, my performances might not be classifiable as art. In presenting 

the exhibition, and looking back upon the project, I feel this is a gross 

simplification. To exclude documentation of my performances from the 
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exhibition affirms the division of art and life. I included one image of these 

performances in the catalogue (figure 1.4, page 48). In retrospect, I would 

like to have engaged a photographer to document some of my performances 

in the identity of a participant. At the time I rejected this, as I felt it would jar 

with my experience of the participants’ identities, as they would not usually 

be followed by photographers in their daily lives. My compromise was to take 

“selfies” using their phones, and ask people who knew the participant, such 

as housemates, to take a photograph of me where possible. I then collected 

these images by asking participants to send me any images I took while 

occupying their identity (for a selection of these images, see A.10-24, pages 

174-179). 

There exists, in the performances of Imposter Syndrome, a tension 

around the performed identity, between the ideals of “authenticity” of 

performance, and visibility of the artwork. My attempts to perform and 

inhabit the participant’s identity as they would, were I not present, ran 

counter to the concurrent desire for recognition and validation of the 

performance as art. This tension is addressed in “Occupational Realism” by 

Julia Bryan-Wilson (2012). Bryan-Wilson discusses artists whose 

performances may go unnoticed by those around them, as they declare their 

day job a performance, part of their body of work. One example used by 

Bryan-Wilson is Bonnie Sherk’s Short Order Cook (1974). In this work, the 

performance was known only to the artist. The artist worked in a diner, and if 

the people with whom she worked, or those she served, knew it was a 

performance, they would likely question its status as art, or the quality of her 

work as a cook. In Goffman’s terms, the back-region of the kitchen becomes a 

front region to the artist, where she performs the identity of the cook 

unknown to her fellow employees, her unwitting audience. 

Bryan-Wilson positions occupational realism as a response to the 

precarity of artists in a neoliberal economy, where the combination of low-

waged jobs, and the devaluation of artistic labour, contributes to the 

vulnerable position of artists — in particular those who reject the 

commodification of their work. The performance is a way of preserving their 

practice in the face of precarity, whilst also making waged work more 
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amenable, more appealing, revealing a deep and unresolved class tension 

(Bryan-Wilson 2012, 35). 

Bryan-Wilson critiques artists with mobility to take up roles below, 

whereas people of working class cannot claim to be artists as easily — the 

movement is not reciprocal (2012, 39). However, Bryan-Wilson’s idea of 

performance is rooted in the notion of a stable, authentic identity, which is 

being displaced through performance, or drag. From my experience 

performing the identities of participants, I object to the perceived mobility of 

artists taking up roles seamlessly. Taking up any role, especially a new social 

or professional role, feels ill-at-ease, is always difficult, and is at times a failed 

performance. Identity, as I learned through Imposter Syndrome, is not as 

simple as drag or pantomime, where the performance is self-identifying, 

openly artificial. Identity is always in flux, always already being performed, 

under scrutiny from an external or internalised audience.  

Despite no longer inhabiting the clothing and mannerisms of another 

person, I still feel, albeit to a lesser extent, scrutiny of my projected self, of my 

projected reality, by those with whom I come into contact. Even writing as 

myself, I do not feel perfect confidence in my identity: I constantly question 

whether something was the “right” thing to say or do, what is my appropriate 

voice, whether what I am doing reflects the character I feel I have, or want to 

project.  By exchanging identity, identity was revealed as a constant 16

performance, made up of spaces, settings, clothes, manners. Identity is thus 

created and presented, rather than an inherent, inert collection of qualities 

that are expressed. Throughout the exchange of identity in Imposter 

Syndrome, I felt ruptures and leaks in the performance. The 

defamiliarisation of identity, through the exchange, brought to light the 

looseness and vulnerability of identity, tied only to the last performance, only 

to its current setting, highlighting the fallacy of an authentic self. 

Through the diversion of identity via its exchange with participants, 

identity, and in particular my identity as an artist, was estranged from me 

and from those participants who gave over their identities to me for the 

 Reflecting the phenomenon after which the artwork Imposter Syndrome was named 16

(Clance and Imes 1978).
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duration of the artwork. What I had felt to be fixed and immutable was 

unmoored. Each participant, fitting awkwardly into the identity of the other, 

held up for inspection their perception of the identity they assumed. Having 

my identity performed back to me repeatedly, I became an audience to 

myself, and was able to see my identity as an artist as a performance, 

comprising a collection of settings, manners, tasks, clothes, props, and most 

significantly, relations. 

VI. Summary 

The diversion of identity, the categorisation of identity as a tradable 

commodity, destabilises the construction of the artist. Imposter Syndrome 

does not aim to create a sustainable alternate economy, nor offer radical 

solutions for intersubjective engagement. The diversion of identity in 

Imposter Syndrome does, however, reveal how identity is constructed 

through performance, and in particular the settings and relational aspects of 

performance. The discomfort and awkwardness of the performative exchange 

also highlights how identity is ill-fitting in its role as commodity — that 

identity exists outside of the neoliberal commodity economy. Thus, Imposter 

Syndrome, in the diversion and estrangement of identity, estranges and 

draws attention to the commodity economy. The failure of identity to be 

commodified reveals the limitations of the commodity economy, and its 

containment by social conventions of what is, and is not, exchangeable and 

commodifiable. Exchange, through the frustrated identity exchanges of 

Imposter Syndrome, as much as the commodification of time in Aranda and 

Vidokle’s Time/Bank or the social exchange in Tiravanija’s Untitled (Beauty), 

is thus a viable route of participation and critical praxis. Exchange, as a social 

interstice, and a model of participatory engagement, offers opportunity for 

critique through the estrangement of both the currencies and objects of 

exchange, and the economies they are exchanged within. 

The exchange of identity in Imposter Syndrome also made clear that 

not all exchanges are equal. Imposter Syndrome was possible due to the 

engagement of friends and colleagues as participants — people with whom 

the exchange could be “effective” because we had prior experience of each 
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other’s identities. On reflection, despite the siting of this exchange as a 

commodity exchange, it exists as much, or more, in the social economy. The 

exchange of time for an artwork, and of identity for identity, is reciprocal and 

bounded, but was dependent on existing social relationships. Without them, 

the exchange would not have been possible as it occurred. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, exchange as a social interstice often 

exists in multiple economies, pertaining to commodity as well as other 

systems of exchange, such as social, and also gift-based economies. Though 

Imposter Syndrome was rooted in a commodity exchange, and developed 

with the concept of estranging the commodity exchange through diversion of 

a fictional, or false commodity, the exchange of identity was perhaps as much 

a gift exchange with participants. The question then arises, what is the 

potential of gift exchange as a tool for critical practice? 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Chapter Two 
Gifting: Gift exchange as a tool 
for critique 
In this chapter I continue to explore the social interstice of exchange, 

focusing upon the exchange of gifts. I explore artworks that extend 

something, usually a good or service, toward their audience, without stated 

conditions to repeat or return the act in some way. I investigate how this 

social interstice catalyses an exchange, and the effects and boundaries of this 

form of engagement upon the experience for the audience and artist. As with 

other forms of exchange examined in this thesis, gift exchange is not 

mutually exclusive to other forms of exchange, and may coexist with other 

exchanges and economies. However, with this chapter I examine how gift 

exchange is employed by artists, including myself, in service of critique. I 

examine the way gift exchange is understood in contemporary art, and in the 

work of Marcel Mauss and Lewis Hyde. Their respective texts on the gift and 

cultures of gift-giving have been influential in both anthropology and art for 

understanding the gift, and how the interstice of gift exchange generates and 

impacts relationships. I refer to Ted Purves’ conception of the gift as 

détournement, and the capacity of gift exchange for critique in social 

practice. As well as these authors, I present arguments from Henrik Plenge 

Jakobsen, Mary Jane Jacob, and Miwon Kwon, which point out the 

complexity present in relations founded on gift exchange. Using the work of 

fellow artists Lee Mingwei, Felix Gonzalez-Torres and Ben Kinmont, as well 

as my own artwork A Dinner Engagement, I examine how the gift provides a 

provocation and structure of participation, the capacity for critique created 

by gift exchange, and the potential for institutional critique in the creation of 

a gift economy. 

!53



I. Gift exchange as social interstice, and the creation of 

social bonds 

Firstly, what is gift exchange? As stated by Lewis Hyde in The Gift: 

Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property, “a gift is a thing we do not get 

by our own efforts. We cannot buy it; we cannot acquire it through an act of 

will. It is bestowed upon us” (1983, xi). The social interstice of gifting involves 

the giving of an object, item or service from one party to another. In contrast 

to commodity exchange, a gift is not priced by the commodity economy. 

Rather, it exists in the social economy. Though a gift does not have a price, it 

nonetheless generates a reciprocal exchange: a gift is not easily ignored and 

demands some kind of recognition. As illustrated by Marcel Mauss in The 

Gift, Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies, a gift is never 

one-sided (1966, 3). Mauss’s examination of gift-giving cultures offers insight 

into the actions and obligations associated with the gift. He uses 

anthropological studies to support a theory for gift giving and generosity as a 

precursor and alternate economy to commodity capitalism (68). In Mauss’s 

view, gifts are a central way of generating social ties, and also the basis of an 

economy, in which exchange cements rather than diminishes bonds between 

the supplier and recipient (71). This view is supported by Hyde, who 

examines Mauss’s work and builds upon it, presenting a system for 

understanding gift-giving using examples from anthropological study and 

folk literature (1983). Unlike a commodity economy, where the items 

exchanged are accepted to have equal value, Hyde points out that the gift is 

not given with an equal gift expected in return (1983, 15). Hyde states that 

the gift may be reciprocated through any number of ways, but the giver does 

not expect to directly benefit from the gift (16). The gift, or an equivalent 

item, is given to be passed along (8). The gift has momentum, and this 

momentum continues even as the item remains lodged with an individual 

(8). A gift thus generates more giving, creating a gift economy. The gift 

therefore is similar to the currency exchanged in Chapter One: it is made 

through the exchange. It also fulfils the same criteria of exchange laid out in 

Chapter One: involvement of multiple parties, movement of some thing, and 

reciprocity. A gift exchange is distinct from commodity exchange in that it is 
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open-ended, and the return of a gift need not be to the giver directly, nor 

immediately. 

Gift exchange also differs from commodity exchange in the social 

impact and value of the gift interstice. According to Mauss, the gift is more 

than the currency, or item given; the gift is also partly a spiritual halo, an 

excess quality enveloping the object. Mauss writes that the Māori refer to this 

as hau, the spirit of the gift which is passed along each time, which envelops 

and exceeds the item given (1966, 9).  It is not the item or service itself that 17

is significant as a gift, it is that it is given. The passage of hau is what gives 

the donor authority over the recipient of the gift, even when a gift is returned 

to one who gave before (10). Therefore, a gift, even one repaid directly to the 

giver by the recipient (and always at some delay), always engenders more 

giving (9). In Mauss’s study, when a gift is not reciprocated, or used for the 

wrong purposes (such as stockpiling, or personal gain), the recipient suffers 

diminished social standing among the group (41). With each gift required to 

repay not only the object but also the hau of the previous gift, gift exchange 

builds a gift economy, which both contributes to, and draws upon, social ties 

for its perpetuation. Gift exchange is a socially regulated form of exchange 

and forms an intrinsic part of a gift-based social economy. 

II. Gift exchange as art practice  

In the first edition of What we want is free: generosity and exchange in 

recent art (2005b) Ted Purves examines the role of gift-giving in socially 

engaged art. Pointing to artists such as Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Ben Kinmont, 

Jorgen Svensson, and others, Purves highlights artists whose work hinges 

upon a gift offered to the audience or participant. In the chapter “Blows 

against the empire”, Purves argues that gifting is an act of resistance; in an 

institutional art context the gift is significant because it goes against 

anticipated social norms (2005a, 28). Purves proposes that gift exchange 

functions within Guy Debord and the Situationists’ model of détournement 

 Hau is best described as the spirit of the gift. As hau moves, it takes with it a part of the 17

giver’s own spirit, and always seeks to return to its origins (9). To detain or hold onto a gift 
would be a grievous breach against the hau, impairing its movement. Reciprocation requires 
that each gift must not only repay the original, but overcome the hau passed on with the gift.
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(2005a, 27). Détournement is defined by the Situationist International as the 

hijacking of an element of media, and the placement of it in another context, 

creating a rupture (Internationale Situationniste 1981; Purves 2005a, 28). 

This conflict highlights both the element in its original context, and the new 

situation in which it is placed.  In the context of the gift exchange in social 18

practice, Purves points out the gift as a détournement of the spectacle and 

commerce of artist-audience relations (27,28).  19

Purves suggests that gift exchange, in the context of contemporary 

relational artwork, creates a “double transgression” — the gift adds a social 

and relational aspect to the détournement, piercing the spectacle and 

creating social ties between the giver and the receiver (27, 28). The gift is 

intended as a rupture of the capitalist fabric of society: through giving and 

receiving the gift acts outside of commodity exchange and generates a bond 

of kinship between the giver and the recipient (27). Gifting as an art practice, 

Purves states, is an act of resistance (28). Used in this way, gifting is a social 

interstice that creates an opening and fosters relations, subverting the social 

norms of the neoliberal economy. In an art context, the gift is significant 

specifically because the artist gives an experience outside of the expected 

forms of engagement. 

 As a note, in Society of The Spectacle, détournement has been translated by Black and Red 18

as “diversion” (Debord 1983, original publication 1967, 208). There is similarity between 
diversion as discussed in Chapter One and détournement, however the latter is more akin to 
Shklovsky’s estrangement, as it is not exclusively applied to commodities. Importantly, 
détournement is the appropriation of an existing cultural or media element, diverted and 
recontextualised for the artist’s cultural critique. Détournement is influenced by Bertolt 
Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt, which is related to Viktor Shklovsky’s estrangement either in 
sentiment or directly depending on whom the reader believes. Brecht is cited by the 
Situationist International in “A User’s Guide to Détournement” (Internationale 1981). John 
Willett traces Brecht’s alienation effect to Shklovsky, although this has been problematised 
by other scholars (Willett 1964, 99; Mitchell 1974, 79; Robinson 2008, 168-178).

 However, Purves makes clear that the gift is always limited (36-37). Using the example of a 19

public park and its potential for abuse, he highlights the distinction between a gift and the 
commons: a gift is offered to a specific recipient and implies conditional ownership and use, 
whereas a commons must bear the weight of all to whom it is open (38). Purves also suggests 
that a gift, like a transgression, is only potent if limited in time as well as space (38). By 
attempting to become permanent or fixed it becomes a service and its capacity for 
détournement is diminished (38). Gift exchange, like commodity diversion, remains effective 
as a tool for critique only if it is limited. The bounds placed upon gift exchange — the social 
obligation to return the gift, the conditions surrounding use, and the grant of the gift only to 
the specified recipient — preserve the gift, and maintain the social structure of the gift 
economy. If the gift exchange were opened up to all, it would lose its capacity for the creation 
and maintenance of social bonds. The transgressive potential of the gift is lost if it becomes a 
public service.
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Lee Mingwei’s The Moving Garden (2009-present) is an example of how 

the gift is used to create a conditional, reciprocal exchange. Displayed as a 

raised black rectangle in the gallery, with gerbera flowers  standing upright 20

in a trough, Lee offers his audience a flower to take with them (see figure 2.1). 

There are conditions imposed upon the gift, though they are not enforced in 

any way; Lee states that the participant who plucks one of his gerberas must 

travel home by an alternate route to the way they arrived at the museum, and 

secondly, that they must give their flower away to a stranger while on this 

journey (Mami and Hitomi 2014, 72). These conditions suggest to the 

participant not only the significance of their experience, but also a method of 

passing along the gift; a way for them to reciprocate and potentially, to ignite 

another relationship and further reciprocation. The simple action of taking a 

flower opens up endless possibilities of alternate routes home and the sights, 

sounds, smells, and encounters with people and places unknown, and a 

 When displayed at Brooklyn Museum in New York, The Moving Garden offered roses to 20

participants rather than gerberas, but otherwise was unchanged. At National Gallery of 
Victoria in Melbourne, The Moving Garden again offered gerberas (Mami and Hitomi 2014, 
72; Lee 2016).
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Figure 2.1 Lee Mingwei, The Moving Garden, 2009-present. Photograph of a 
participant taking a flower from the artwork, at Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 2014. 
Photograph by Yoshitsugu Fuminari. Photo courtesy of Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 
and Lee Mingwei.



tentative, perhaps forced, or even romantic, pressing of a flower upon a 

person met along the way. The Moving Garden creates a détournement 

through the transformation of the encounter anticipated in the art institution 

into a gift exchange, one which transgresses both the social and geographic 

confines of the institution. The limitation of one gerbera to each participant 

(as you cannot travel home by more than one alternate route) and the 

demands placed upon participation, restrict and enclose the exchange. These 

limitations foster a social engagement through the gift. In The Moving Garden, 

Lee creates a gift economy, a series of exchanges that, in their links, create 

relations, fostered as much by the interstice of the gift as the flower that is 

given. 

Similar to the way the flower creates a gift economy in The Moving 

Garden, Hyde posits that a gift is never used up or completely consumed, but 

regenerated through its giving (1983, 21). Problematically, in my view, Hyde 

uses the example of the artist as gifting their work to the audience: by 

continually giving, the artist receives creative fulfilment and skills in return 

for their artistic contributions (xii, 148, 273). Hyde’s view of the artist’s work 

as a gift makes life difficult for the artist, as their work exists in the gift 

economy whilst they still live in the commodity economy, which demands 

money to pay for food and rent.  21

 Hyde proposes three options for the gifting artist: to take on a secondary job; to be kept by 21

a patron, whom themselves give the artist a living; or to sell their work through a gallery, 
who take care of their relations with the commodity economy and the commodification of the 
artwork — keeping the artist, and thereby the artwork, at arm’s length from the commodity 
economy. Hyde points out that each of these ways, or a combination of them, allows the 
artist to live within a commodity economy while his or her work exists outside of the market 
— in the realm of the gift. The model of the artist’s labour as a gift, and artwork existing in 
the gift economy, seemingly applies to the “emerging artist” category. Many artists languish 
in the emerging category for years, paying for materials and exhibitions out of their own 
pocket with not enough sales, commissions, or grants to pay for the cost of their practice let 
alone their living expenses. Generally, among my peer group, emerging artists subsidise their 
own practice through a second job; often as young graduates from art school, their jobs are in 
low paid industries such as hospitality. The most recent information reveals that, in 2016, 
Perth exhibition spaces Moana Project Space charged $1000 per three-week exhibition, and 
free range gallery $1000 for four weeks. In 2017, Melbourne’s Seventh Gallery is charging 
$950 for three weeks, and Kings Artist Run Initiative $975 for the same. Larger or more 
prestigious spaces, such as PS Art Space in Fremantle, can cost as much as $2200 for two 
weeks. Each of these galleries is competitive and artists must apply months in advance for 
the opportunity to exhibit. Artists must either secure a grant (another conditional gift) to pay 
the rent, pay the cost themselves, or attempt to recoup the cost through sales of their 
artwork. For an Australian worker on minimum wage in 2017, it would take at least 52 hours 
to earn the cost of a solo exhibition at one of the aforementioned galleries.
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The distinction between the gift economy and the commodity economy 

is fragile. As pointed out by Henrik Plenge Jakobsen in “Spectacle Economy, 

Nasdaq, Speculative Corrections and Investing in the Fake” (2000), the artist 

who makes a gift of their artwork is in fact making a risky but calculated 

investment in future earnings. Using the example of Tiravanija’s food-giving 

artworks, such as Untitled (Beauty) (1994) discussed in the previous chapter, 

Plenge Jakobsen makes a parallel between Tiravanija and the actions of 

Netscape — whose free internet platform made it a successful company and 

whose share price correspondingly rewarded its founders (3). Tiravanija was 

rewarded with a high-profile career and exhibitions at institutions around the 

world, and he continues to work on the international art circuit offering 

“free” products to the art audience. Artists who offer a gift, whether they are 

emerging or established like Tiravanija, are speculating on a future return in 

artistic credibility and increased profile. Their gift is rarely completely 

selfless. 

III. Gifting and power dynamics 

The model of artwork as gift is further problematised by Mary Jane 

Jacob, in her chapter “Reciprocal Generosity” (2005). While Jacob shows 

support for artworks centred upon gift exchange, she highlights the hierarchy 

inherent in giving. Jacob questions how an art of giving can in fact be an 

equal relationship (5). Pointing to the relationship between public 

institutions and their audience as an example, the institution, by giving to 

their audience is cast as munificent benefactor, while the audience is implied 

to be lacking, in need of education and culture (5). For the artist who creates 

work through gift exchange it is vital that the relationship be reciprocal in 

order to overcome this philanthropic power imbalance (6). I would add that 

as well as reciprocity, the relationship must be transparent, and fully 

consented to by both artist and audience. In works where the audience’s role 

is not explicitly stated, or where they are invited to take part without 

opportunity for significant contribution, their action is being used to 

complete the work and their role as recipient or beneficiary is taken for 

granted. Taking note of Plenge Jakobsen’s critique of gifts, it is possible for 
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the audience to be instrumentalised in a gift exchange that has significantly 

more benefits for the artist than the audience, who think they are getting a 

free lunch. 

For an example of this kind of one-sided generosity, I would suggest the 

relationship between the audience and the artwork in Gonzalez-Torres’s 

candy piles works, such as “Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) (1991). 

Although these works fall into the interactive range of the spectrum of social 

practice, it is worth consideration in part due to the frequency of its citation 

as an example of generosity and gifting in participatory art texts (Bourriaud 

2002, 39, 49-64; Jacob 2005, 3; Purves 2005b, ix, 102, 165). 
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Figure 2.2 Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in L.A.), 1991. ©The 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation. Reproduction courtesy of Andrea Rosen 
Gallery, New York.



Upon viewing “Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in L.A.), the audience is given 

a choice to take a piece (or a handful, if they are feeling brave) of the 

cellophane-wrapped sweets heaped in a corner (see figure 2.2, page 60). The 

pile of sweets is specifically 79kg, the same mass as the body of Gonzalez-

Torres’s lover Ross Laycock (Mays 1999). The audience taking the gift enact 

an attrition, replicating the toll of the human immunodeficiency virus 

diagnosed in Laycock’s physical body (Mays 1999). While this poetic work 

about the physical deterioration of the artist’s lover dying of HIV/AIDS  22

involves a gift to the audience of jewel-like lollies, it is nonetheless a one-

sided relationship. It positions the audience in the role of thief, pilfering the 

candies, while the disinterested museum guard looks on. The audience has no 

avenue to contribute visibly to the exchange — it is not open to their 

reciprocation other than to remove the sweets so that they may be topped up 

the next morning. How the audience feels about the work — the mischievous 

feeling of unwrapping and eating the sweet inside the mausoleum-like fine 

art institution, the sugary taste as it melts in their mouth — is not given 

priority in the construction of the artwork nor in its presentation. The 

audience’s experience is after the fact, with no avenue for expression or 

response; the offering of the gift maintains primacy, and the recipient has no 

opportunity to reciprocate. To be cynical, one could argue that Gonzalez-

Torres lures the audience into participation through the gift of the sweet, and, 

motivated by this reward, the audience completes the work without 

recognition of or for their actions. It is important to recognise, also, that 

Gonzalez-Torres did not intend for the relationship between the audience and 

the artwork to be equal or balanced — the imbalanced relationship is in fact a 

central premise of the artwork, in which the audience inhabits the role of 

HIV/AIDS, physically depleting the body of Laycock. By accepting the gift the 

audience member momentarily assumes the role of the virus, the relentless 

thief of energy and health, forever eating the body. It is, however, a clear 

This interpretation is my own, and while it is a widely shared interpretation it does not 22

reflect the specific intention of the artist for a context through which his work should be 
understood. It should be noted that the same ideal weight of sweets (79kg) was used for 
“Untitled” Portrait of Dad (1991), and that Gonzalez-Torres created many works that are 
open to the audience removing a part, such as a candy or a piece of paper. This footnote has 
been added at the request of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation.
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example of a one-sided gift through this relationship constructed by the 

artist, whereby the audience’s role in accepting and receiving Gonzalez-

Torres’s gift highlights the social burden of unreciprocated giving. And, as 

Mauss observed, when a gift is given but not reciprocated, the recipient 

suffers diminished social standing within the group. In the case of 

“Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) by receiving without giving, the 

participant embodies a socially stigmatised, potentially deadly virus.  

Thus, to be not just a gift offering, but a gift exchange, the gift must 

allow for some reciprocation, as in Lee’s The Moving Garden. Significantly, 

there needs to be recognition for both sides of the exchange, as otherwise the 

recipient is placed in a position of inferiority and potentially cast as 

antagonist. The artist who gives their work, or whose work is generated 

through giving, must consider how the audience can give in return, and how 

their actions contribute to the work. I argue that the audience’s role in the act 

and how they respond must be allowed space and recognition, and be 

recognised by the artist, or the relationship between the artist and audience 

will inherently be asymmetrical in power. 

IV. Gift exchange and reciprocation — Waffles for an 

Opening 

Kinmont’s artwork Waffles for an Opening (1991-1992) goes further 

than the gift exchange in The Moving Garden, in that the participant is invited 

to join the artist in the artist’s home for a shared meal. While Lee (in the 

work The Dining Project, (1997-2014)) and others  have invited participants 23

to share a meal prepared by an artist, Kinmont invited participants into his 

family home, rather than a gallery or institutional space. This intimacy, and 

the limited duration of Waffles for an Opening (one month), make up the 

reasons why I would like to focus on Kinmont’s work. 

Waffles for an Opening was first presented to the audience as an 

invitation, printed on a paper plate, during the exhibition Casual Ceremony 

 Artists who have invited participants to share a meal, in addition to Tiravanija and Lee, 23

include Diana Mars, Gordon Matta-Clark, Lucy Orta, Daniel Spoerri, and the San Francisco 
Diggers, to name but a few.
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at White Columns, New York (figure 2.3). The audience at the gallery was 

encouraged to take a paper plate, a physical invitation that gave the viewer a 

number to call should they wish to attend the artist’s house for a breakfast of 

waffles. Participants had to call the number to arrange a date and time. 

Kinmont states that of 432 people who took invitations from the gallery, 32 

people came to his house and ate waffles with him over 31 days (2011, 9). 

Kinmont was surprised that it was almost exclusively strangers who 

participated (Kinmont 1994, 134). This he attributed to the fact that friends 

could have breakfast with him any time they wanted, and may have been put 

off by suspicion that because it was framed as an artwork they would be made 

to perform or do something artistic (134, 135). The gift offered to the 

audience was not just a meal, but an invitation into Kinmont’s personal, 

family life. Kinmont, by placing his invitation in a gallery for anyone to take, 

created a rupture in the social norms of the gallery space. The experience 

offered by Waffles for an Opening exceeds the anticipated artist-audience 

relationship and transports the participant into what would otherwise be a 

small, intimate family meal (what Goffman would refer to as a “back” space 
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Figure 2.3 Ben Kinmont, Waffles for an Opening, 1991-1992. Reproduction 
courtesy of Ben Kinmont.



(1959, 69) — perhaps an even deeper back space than the artist’s studio). By 

limiting the invitation to the gallery audience and the duration to one month, 

Kinmont placed boundaries around the exchange. The participant had to call 

to arrange the breakfast — without an address on the invitation there could 

be no dropping in to demand a meal.  

The invitation had to be taken up by the audience, and a process of 

giving and receiving — gift exchange — had to be enacted for the artwork to 

occur. In placing the printed plates in the gallery, Kinmont extended a gift, 

the invitation (i). To accept the invitation the participant has to call and make 

a date, then travel to Kinmont’s apartment at the arranged time, bringing the 

paper plate-invitation with them. This response and attendance, 

accompanied by the return of the invitation, validates the invitation as an 

artwork and is a gift back to the artist (ii). Kinmont offers the participant 

breakfast of freshly cooked waffles (with syrup or powdered sugar) (135), 

thereby giving another gift back to the participant (iii). Sitting down to 

breakfast, the participant shares a conversation which usually involves a 

discussion of the project itself. This conversation, possibly including a 

critique of the work, is itself a gift of polite company and feedback (iv). After 

the meal Kinmont asks the participant to sign the plate, to which he adds his 

signature as well (as seen in figure 2.3, page 63). The plate, completed by the 

signatures as a document of the artwork, is given back to the participant (v). 

The gift of the invitation extended by Kinmont thus triggers a succession of 

reciprocal giving, of five distinct acts that I identified, each of which responds 

to and must overcome the last. Each of these gifts must balance both the 

preceding item given, as well as the fact that it is given (its hau). Though the 

invitation and the waffles are predetermined by Kinmont, the response in 

acceptance/non-acceptance and conversation are open-ended and 

spontaneous. The participant is able to contribute significantly to the artwork 

through the discussion, and the uniqueness of each encounter is recognised 

by the act of signing the plate by both Kinmont and the participant. The dual 

signatures mark each shared breakfast as a unique artwork contributed to by 

both the artist and the participant. Waffles for an Opening is transparent in 

its invitation and terms, and has capacity, even a demand, for reciprocal 
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exchange by and with the participant. The limitation of the duration and 

invited audience from the gallery confine the gift, and thereby make it 

exclusive to those whom accept it. Waffles for an Opening is a self-sustaining 

gift economy, a chain of exchanges which build upon each other, constantly 

shifting the responsibility for reciprocation, and operating as a system of 

social obligation. 

Gift exchange is necessarily an opportunity for gift return and 

reciprocity, otherwise it would be donation, rather than exchange. 

Reciprocity is what gives the gift its capacity to act as a currency. This 

reciprocity is also a further transgression of the social norms of the artwork. 

Waffles for an Opening creates a détournement by offering an invitation into 

a familial setting, something which is familiar to the audience but unexpected 

in the context of the art institution. Then it doubly exceeds the anticipated 

artist-audience relationship by encouraging and recognising the contribution 

of the participant in an exchange, itself another transgression of the social 

conventions of the institution. 

V. Gift exchange in practice — A Dinner Engagement 

I modelled the artwork A Dinner Engagement after Kinmont’s Waffles 

for an Opening. The participatory artwork was designed as gift exchange 

built upon the invitation to share a meal. In A Dinner Engagement, I wished 

to generate a gift economy that operated transgressively within its context, 

presenting a critique of the artist-in-residence program. 

A Dinner Engagement (2014) was completed while working as artist-in-

residence at Central Greenough Historic Settlement, Western Australia. I 

received 24 guests over 28 nights, serving meals on 16 evenings. I also held a 

farewell potluck dinner that concluded the project, which 18 people attended, 

10 of whom were guests on previous nights. The artwork was carried out 

almost entirely while in residence, living in the Teacher’s Quarters at 

Greenough, located 20km away from the major regional centre of Geraldton. 

Just two of the diners were invited prior to my arrival in Greenough, and all 

of the meals were prepared on-site. I had met only two of the participants 

before, and the rest were strangers until they walked through my door. 
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Likewise, I had never spent any length of time in Geraldton or the 

surrounding region before, and was a stranger in the community. I planned A 

Dinner Engagement as a way to understand and explore the social terrain in 

which I found myself. 

The recruitment of participants was carried out firstly through the 

channels of the residency program, and secondly through people I met in 

Geraldton. The first person I invited was Chris, the council officer in charge 

of the residency. Through Chris I invited employees of the council and friends 

of his in Geraldton, via email, phone, and printed invitations (see A.29, page 

182). I also distributed printed invitations to anyone I came into contact with, 

or spoke to at length, while in Geraldton: a hairdresser, a bookseller, a shop 

attendant, and people I met at a festival. Mostly I invited people through 

social networks, be they through council contacts, people I met, or through 

friends’ connections in Geraldton. The reason for this limited approach was 

for my own safety, as I was living alone in the residence. The Teacher’s 

Quarters is secluded, with only one dwelling nearby. The historic location of 

Central Greenough was a frame for the engagement, as people were 

interested in seeing inside the former Teacher’s Quarters, but it was also a 

risk. This was tangible at night, when the lack of streetlights, and being away 

from the main road, meant that visitors struggled to find me, and to find their 

way back to their cars. 

The isolation added a vulnerability to my hospitality. I was welcoming 

participants into my house. While they wondered about the sort of food I 

might prepare, or whether they would be surprised by a performance, or be 

called on to “make art”, I was effectively at their mercy, with no easy way of 

escape should the mood go sour. For the vast majority of nights however, I 

was grateful for a succession of friendly, interested and enthusiastic guests, 

participants who were keen to discuss the potential of dinner as an artwork, 

and who shared with me many gifts in return. With these guests I formed 

rich, nebulous and temporary social bonds founded on mutual trust and 

reciprocal giving, transforming strangers into friends. 

Before each guest arrived, I laid the table with a fresh white sheet of 

paper as a tablecloth, and appropriate bowls or plates, cutlery and glasses. 
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When the guests arrived on each occasion I asked them to sign a consent 

form prior to receiving dinner and discussed with them my intent in the meal 

as both a nourishing and social event as well as an artwork, albeit one known 

only through our shared experience of the event. With dinner I made 

available black felt-tipped markers for each of the participants, including 

myself, to note our thoughts or scribbles on the tablecloth.  

Dinner was always something I would make at home, a favourite meal, 

something healthy and fresh. To be respectful of my guests’ wishes it was 

often vegetarian, vegan, or gluten-free. Among the meals served, I cooked 

mushroom risotto, basil pappardelle pasta with zucchini and rocket, roast 

chicken and vegetables, spaghetti bolognese, and puttanesca. These 

Mediterranean-inspired meals are all recipes I had made many times, and I 

continue to make them at home. My intention surrounding the invitation, the 

reception I gave to participants, and the meals served, was to treat 

participants the same way I would treat a guest in my own home, leading to 

the détournement of the artist-audience relationship. That is, replacing the 

commodity economy of the art institution with a gift economy, whilst 
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Figure 2.4 Elizabeth Pedler, Emily Martin and Sophia Nennstiel, A Dinner 
Engagement, 2014.



maintaining the experience as an artwork. This transgression of the social 

norms was aimed to critique the relationship anticipated by the community 

and the artist-in-residence program. 

While I was not permanently living in Greenough, the Teacher’s 

Quarters in Central Greenough Historic Settlement was, for the period of 28 

days, my home. Welcoming participants as guests in Greenough was 

therefore very close to bringing them into my home, and was always an 

intimate and convivial affair. Inviting people to come to my residence was a 

way of meeting the community of Geraldton and surrounds, and it was also a 

gift to those I encountered; how I could offer something back to the people 

who were, indirectly though the council program, housing me and supporting 

my work. 

The vulnerability of inviting people into my residence in Greenough had 

parallels with, and echoes of, the history of the site. The Teacher’s Quarters 

are a shell, a reconstruction inside a ghost-town, which was once a 

flourishing settlement. Inviting people to dine with me was an invitation into 

the past, to a town no longer inhabited, only temporarily and minutely 
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Figure 2.5 Elizabeth Pedler, Raina Savage and Anthea da Silva, A Dinner 
Engagement, 2014.



enlivened by my presence.  The meals shared were therefore on a fragile, 24

contingent platform. This sense of impermanence was often at the forefront 

of my experience in Greenough, during the dinners and at other times 

throughout my stay. It was also one of the aspects which I aspired to evoke 

through the recording of the artwork. I concluded that documentation for A 

Dinner Engagement should be shaped to fit the experience of the 

participants, so as not to interfere with their experience of the artwork. I 

wanted the documentation to be a by-product of the exchange, rather than a 

staged or intrusive surveillance.  

The idea of using the tablecloth first entered my mind when reading 

about Jörgen Svensson’s artwork Four Lectures (1995), in which the names 

of the celebrity guests (who were not actually in attendance but whose 

anticipated attendance was the premise for the participation of the audience), 

were embroidered on a tablecloth (Svensson 2005, 55). I also liked the 

similarity that paper tablecloths share with a sketchpad, and their frequent 

use in mid-level restaurants. I anticipated that a participant would be less 

comfortable scribbling their thoughts onto a textile surface, given its more 

expensive and precious connotations. 

I was also mindful of Agatha Gothe-Snape’s work Every Artist 

Remembered (2009-2011), which reminded me of scribbles on tablecloth 

when I first saw it at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art in 2011. In 

this work, Gothe-Snape and a participant wrote down as many names of 

artists as they could remember in two hours. The names on some of the 

squares of paper appear spaced, floating, and on others densely scrawled, 

congregating like ants. I appreciated how the form of this work reflected the 

process of its making, without impinging upon the experience shared by 

Gothe-Snape and her participants. In fact, in Every Artist Remembered the 

document became an integral part, a key to the participation. The role of the 

document in generating participation is something I chose to integrate into A 

 Notably, the employees living in the settlement were also temporary residents. During my 24

time both cafe employees were tourists on working holiday visas, and each stayed no more 
than 8 weeks in Greenough. The nearest permanent residents, the care-takers, lived more 
than two kilometers away, on a private access dirt road separate to the Greenough 
settlement.
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Dinner Engagement, using the tablecloths to simultaneously record and 

stimulate the engagement. 

The tablecloths caught dribbles of sauce, rings from wineglasses, and 

condensation pooling on the base of the bottle of chilled water; the blankness 

overcome before the plates were cleared. Even without deliberate noting and 

scribbling, the small stains and marks left casually by the diners created a 

document, a testimony to a meal shared. Although I encouraged each of the 

participants to write, draw and scribble on the tablecloth, there were some 

evenings when it seemed neither necessary nor appropriate. The paper from 

these nights is white, with just a few drops, scuffs, and ring-marks bearing 

witness. On other evenings the paper records winding and tangential 

discussions in words noted, diagrams, hastily drawn portraits and absent-

minded doodles crammed into the space offered by the sheet. 

In addition to the tablecloths I photographed some of the meals as I 

served them, and on some evenings, with their consent, I photographed the 

guests as well. After serving the meal I put the camera away; I did not want it 

to be present during the meal and make the participants nervous or self-

conscious. In considering any choice I faced for A Dinner Engagement, my 

first question was always: “Would I do this with a guest in my home?” 

Therefore, in the documentation of the experience I could not permit 

prolonged or intrusive recording throughout the evening, which I felt would 

inevitably make participants more self-conscious and liable to self-

censorship, endangering the intimacy of the experience. 

The paper tablecloths and the photographs operate as documentation of 

the artwork, yet still evoke the ephemerality and provisionality of the work, 

and of my experience in residence at Greenough. They suggest more than 

they reveal, offering an incomplete view of the identities of participants and 

the contents of our discussions. These mute recordings express and 

demonstrate the artwork, yet take care to insulate the social aspect of the 

engagement. 

While none of the participants had previously shared a meal which was 

an artwork, and all of them appeared to appreciate a certain novelty in this 

fact, every one of them had a very familiar relationship with dinner and the 
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preparation of food in the home. This artistic appropriation of an everyday 

activity seemed to one participant like a kind of trick, some sort of cheating. 

Surely I wasn’t going to claim that this meal we shared was akin to a 

painting? I asserted that it was an artwork and we talked about what his 

perception of art was. The question highlighted the transgression of A Dinner 

Engagement — in an artwork, the audience is expected to receive an 

enshrined and transformative aesthetic experience. But what I was offering 

was the kind of experience and social encounter the audience may have at 

will with friends or family. This was a détournement, estranging both the 

norms of the anticipated artist-audience relationship, as well as the gift 

offered. The gift of a meal thus transgressed the anticipated relations of the 

art institution, critiquing the institution and the social norms in which it is 

embedded. 

On that evening and several others, I discussed with participants how I 

felt there was no clear line to be drawn between art and life; that an everyday 

activity can be art, should its intention and experience be felt as such. This 

Allan Kaprow-esque attitude towards art surprised some participants, while 

others assented to it with enthusiasm. With each of the participants, the 

conversation yielded at some point to the idea of art as an experience, a 

stance I have adopted from John Dewey’s Art as Experience (2005, original 

edition, 1934). Discussing the artwork A Dinner Engagement, I described 

how I felt the experience of sharing a meal and an evening’s worth of 

congenial and engaging conversation could be compared alongside other 

artworks. One of the participants, Steve, described to me in a later interview 

that he often walks through art galleries very quickly. Observing that it was a 

20 to 30 kilometre journey to the Greenough residence for most participants, 

Steve noted: “It’s not something that you do with the intent to drop in for a 

few minutes and disappear either. So there’s a minimum of a couple of hours” 

— suggesting that the commitment and duration required of the artwork A 

Dinner Engagement is more demanding of the participant as well as the 

artist than other forms of visual art. That it is more demanding of the 

participant also indicates that the artwork has a significant capacity for the 

generation of relationships with the participants. 
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When conceiving A Dinner Engagement as a gift exchange, it is revealed 

as not just one, but a series of gifts. If the residency was a gift offered by the 

council (administrators of the artist-in-residence program), then the 

invitation to dinner, at significant personal risk, was what I offered the 

community in return. Those participants who took up the invitation gave 

their time, and completed for me the artwork. To them I offered a meal, 

prepared exclusively for them, and a dialogue about art and life. To me they 

gave a verbal critique of my artwork A Dinner Engagement, pleasant 

conversation, and their drawings, notes and doodles on the tablecloth, a 

record of the evening. To them I gave an open invitation to anyone they knew 

to join me for dinner, and an invitation to return themselves — to come to the 

closing party. Some of the participants returned for the farewell party (see 

figure 2.6, page 77), and to this they brought a gift of another meal to share. 

The party, a potluck, opened a circle of gifting that included many tasty meals 

brought to the table, and buzzing conversation centred around an open-air 

fire-pit. 

While giving and receiving on a reciprocal basis may sound like any 

other exchange, there is a significant distinction of gift exchange from other 

forms. As pointed out by Hyde, a gift is something we cannot get by our own 

means (1983, xi). The gift is therefore beyond the prospect of market value. 

The gift interstice has impact not only on the social aspect of the artwork, but 

on the object of the gift itself. As noted by Richard Titmuss in “The Gift of 

Blood” (1971), the interstice of gifting has significant impact on the object 

given. Titmuss observes that there are negative impacts on the human blood 

supply for medical purposes when it is paid for and legitimated as a 

commodity, with higher rates of hepatitis and blood-borne disease in blood 

from commercial banks, as compared to blood supplied by voluntary donors 

who were not paid (1971, 24, 25). It is therefore reasonable to conclude that 

the qualities of an object, even a meal or an artwork, would differ 

significantly whether exchanged as a commodity or as a gift. 

This is the register in which A Dinner Engagement operated. 

Participants variously brought to dinner wine, drinks, dessert, homemade 

bread, and vegetables from their garden. These gifts contained hau, their 
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givenness generating social bonds and constituting more than the value of 

the dinner alone. This exchange of gifts was stimulated by an invitation, but it 

was clear that the exchange was not a closed loop. This series of gift 

exchanges, catalysed by the invitation to dinner, created a micro-economy: 

an ongoing chain linking people and creating (fragile and circumscribed) 

bonds between myself and people living in the Geraldton area. These social 

bonds transgress the norms of the artist-audience relationship, and 

transform an audience into a temporary community. 

VI. Challenges to the gift economy 

A structure like that of A Dinner Engagement is critiqued by Miwon 

Kwon in “Exchange Rate: On Obligation and Reciprocity in Some Art of the 

1960s and After” (2003), a response to the exhibition Work Ethic, which 

displayed a number of artworks sharing a similar structure of giving and 

receiving. Kwon attests to the conceptual structure of the artwork as a gift 

from the participant, as the work would not exist without their participation; 

a gift that is offered in return for a good or service offered by the artist to the 

audience (87). Kwon, however, is critical of this gifting structure. She states 

that by giving the audience the power and control to complete the artwork, 

the artist is simply attempting to abdicate authority and authorship, handing 

over their privilege to their audience as a way of demonstrating solidarity or 

playing at democracy (89). This kind shedding of authority, Kwon suggests, 

maintains the hierarchical power of the artist’s position: one must have 

authority in order to give it to another (92), and what is given, unlike what is 

sold, is conditional, and may be taken back. The artist’s superior position, 

through a generous extension of their creative authority, is in fact shored-up, 

rather than diminished (92). Kwon hints at the egotism of the artist whose 

gift claims to heal their audience, whose audience is deemed to be in need of 

her assistance, in identifying and reunifying their fragmented subjecthood 

(89). Moreover, Kwon suggests that audiences being offered the authorship 

of these gifted artworks may be exploited, describing one artwork as “an 

open-ended invitation that has the potential to obligate respondents 
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continuously, converting artistic reception into artistic production anytime 

and anywhere” (90). 

In Kwon’s structure of the gifted artwork, the artist offers the gift and 

through its giving obligates the participant to give in return. The artist, 

however, maintains authority, and participation is subject to the conditions 

outlined by the artist from the outset. The reciprocated giving supposedly 

ends with the completion of the artwork, and the hierarchy of the artist as 

benefactor/rights-holder and the participant as beneficiary/recipient does 

not come under scrutiny nor is it challenged. Kwon proposes a possibility for 

the dismantling of this paradigm: the audience, Kwon states, may choose to 

refuse or reject the artist’s gift (92). This rebuff rejects the authority of the 

artist and likewise diminishes the allure of the gift offered (93). Through 

refusal the audience asserts a position equal to the artist, demonstrating their 

power and repudiating the fictional equality proposed in the gift (93). Kwon 

also proposes as alternatives, the trashing or destruction of the gift (92-93), 

or the withholding of reciprocation, that is, taking the gift out of circulation 

(96). 

I experienced the refusal of the gift in the actions of those who ignored 

or declined the invitation offered. I gave out many more invitations than were 

accepted, and spoke with numerous people about arranging dinner whose 

attendance never eventuated.  Those participants who accepted my 25

invitation were a small minority, who self-selected. In addition to those who 

declined, there was one group of three participants who accepted my offer, 

arranged a day and time, and then did not arrive to dinner. This impacted me 

more than a rebuff; it was a deeper rejection as it was preceded by acceptance 

 I would estimate that on top of the 32 participants, roughly 60 people from Geraldton were 25

invited to dinner, or to the potluck night to conclude the project. Of these, I had contact with 
about 10 people, at one stage or another, who wished to participate and attempted to arrange 
a date, but whose attendance did not eventuate.
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before the refusal. On this occasion the participants took the gift out of 

circulation; they withheld their reciprocation through non-attendance.  26

What Kwon misses in her critique of the gift in socially engaged art is 

the potential for the participant to gain authority and for the artist to become 

indebted to the participant. The power lies in hau, the weight of the given-

ness; the halo around the thing that is given described by Mauss (1966, 9). 

Kwon sees in a gift being given and reciprocated a closed circuit, whereby the 

participation given cancels out the gift offered by the artist. This may be true 

in some cases, but what I attempt in A Dinner Engagement, and what I 

believe is offered by The Moving Garden or Waffles for an Opening, is the 

opportunity for an ongoing and open-ended giving, whereby each gift 

outweighs the last one given, and indebts the recipient, whether participant 

or artist. 

As Kwon states, citing Marcel Mauss and also calling upon 

anthropologist Maurice Godelier, the gift does indeed oblige the recipient 

(Kwon, 87), and this is as much true of the gift given by the participant as 

that given by the artist. I acknowledge that in giving a gift, in offering a meal, 

I am indeed generating the artwork from a position of privilege. This 

position, as an educated white artist being paid to work in a regional 

community, is a position I did not try to conceal, but rather through offering 

the meal and opening up the residency to members of the community, I 

attempted to share this privilege with the community I was living among. I 

recognise that this offering does not deconstruct the superiority of the 

position of the artist in the community, however I hope that the engagement 

to some measure shed light upon this power structure and held it up for 

critique in a manner where I was held to account — by the participants — for 

the position I was occupying. In A Dinner Engagement I was not acting to 

remedy or heal the participants, but I was attempting to endow them with 

 I only learned later, conversation with one of the three participants, their reason for not 26

attending. On the night, I had no idea they had actually arrived at the gate, some five 
hundred metres from the building, and had perceived bad spirits on the site. The leader of 
the group was an indigenous matriarch, and she felt a threatening and ominous presence. I 
do not doubt that if such spirits exist, they would be present at Central Greenough Historic 
Settlement. Greenough has a history of genocide and war against the traditional Yamaji 
owners, and in particular the Amangu people, by white settlers in the nineteenth century, 
which was followed by a flood later the same century, killing hundreds of settlers, and 
destroying the local agricultural industry.
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some authority in the making of the artwork. Kwon herself recognises that 

the participant returns the gift through the act of participation. Their 

completion of the artwork gives the artwork to the artist. This reciprocation 

then places the artist in an indebted position, obligated to give another gift 

which will outweigh the artwork that has been delivered to them. It is in fact 

this disequilibrium, the weight of the unreciprocated gift, which drives the 

ongoing social interstice, transforming it from a single gift exchange into a 

larger gift economy. 

In addition to the social and intangible gifts given during A Dinner 

Engagement, one must also consider the tangible, though ephemeral gifts: 

the meal which I prepared and which we ate together and the frequently 

gifted wine, dessert, chocolates, bread, fruit, and vegetables that were given 

by participants to me upon their arrival and were commonly shared on the 

same evening or with subsequent participants. The gift was not of authorship 

only, to which the participant was indebted, nor was it a simple loop, by 

which the participation shored up my authority as artist. In opening my 

(temporary) home to participants, the artwork generated a gift economy, the 

individual gifts of which engendered more giving, and at points indebted me 

to the participants. The cycle of giving was intentionally open-ended, as each 

gift obligated a gift in return. Therefore, even now nearly three years later, I 

feel an intangible social debt to those who participated, those participants 

who came to the farewell party, and especially those who took part in 

interviews. I feel a pull to reciprocate in some form, when possible to repay 

their contribution to the artwork that was made together, and most of all to 

acknowledge their hand in the making of the work. 

The farewell party, a potluck event, is significant not only as the last gift 

I offered to participants, but also for its ties to potlatch. Potluck and potlatch 

have become intertwined in use today and their individual origins have been 
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confused by their similarity and synonymic usage.  Mauss describes potlatch 27

as an event where the members of one or more tribal groups meet and share 

a feast, particularly among Haida and Tlingit peoples of North America 

(1966, 4, 33). The gift here is not from one individual to another but is shared 

with a tribal group or groups, all members receiving communally. The 

emphasis of potlatch is upon the consumption of goods, as a display of social 

standing, generating a rivalry of gifting (12). The potlatch events recorded by 

Mauss are in some social systems so extreme as to leave nothing behind, 

demanding a complete destruction of all possessions, to demonstrate the 

 The word potluck emerged from Middle English, of the sixteenth century, 27

meaning, more literally, a meal of whatever is left in the pot, as is used in Thomas 
Nashe’s play Summer’s Last Will and Testament, written in 1592 (2003, original 
publication 1744, 77). The word potlatch, meaning gift in the Chinook language, is 
closer in meaning to how potluck is used today — to describe a communal event, 
with the consumption of food contributed by the participants. The word potlatch 
appears in 1880, in Canadian legislation written to prohibit potlatch events (Moss 
and Gardner-O'Toole 1992). It is unclear when the crossover of meaning from 
potlatch to potluck occurred, though it appears to be around the same time as the 
appearance of potlatch, employed synonymically (perhaps substituting the English 
word for the indigenous one which would have been foreign to readers) in an article 
in the New York Times ("The Pot-Luck Picnic...An Impromptu and Enjoyable 
Dinner–a Display of Culinary Skill"  26 March 1879).
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Figure 2.6 Elizabeth Pedler and participants, A Dinner Engagement, 2014. 
Farewell potluck party.



superior status of a chief or tribe (35). The complete consumption of all goods 

was indeed something I had in mind when organising the potluck at 

Greenough. It would have been inconvenient to take any food or drink back 

to Perth, as it would have spoiled on the six hour journey by car. Moreover, I 

wished to share the accrued gifts with the participants and community. 

Whilst I had no plans to throw my possessions into the ocean in the manner 

of some potlatches (35), I did not wish to take away from Greenough the gifts 

that had been given to me there, such as wine or food. The farewell party was 

therefore a potluck and a potlatch, a sharing of gifts communally to exhaust 

stocks. What is absent however from this potlatch, is the competitive or 

antagonistic aspect of gift exchange.  

From the reciprocal gifting and obligation to return a gift which each 

outweighs the last, there emerges an element of social rivalry. Each 

participant is burdened by the gift given, and must give a greater gift to 

overcome the object gifted and also its hau. Gift exchange thus encourages an 

element of competition, demanding ever increasing gifts for the maintenance 

of social ties. Thus, gift exchange harnesses and limits antagonism, 

determining the register and the form of response. Gift exchange in social 

practice thus shapes the form of the participant’s contribution. If the 

audience accepts the gift and becomes a participant, they can only partake in 

the exchange through another gift. If they reject the gift, they are not 

recognised as participants. The gift exchange thus precludes antagonism, 

shaping antagonism into gift form, or excluding antagonist participants from 

the gift economy. But in doing so the gift predetermines to some extent the 

forms in which the participant may contribute, most significantly closing off 

the opportunity for disagreement or dissent. There is a lack, then, in the 

capacity of gift exchange to allow for participants to reject the terms of the 

gift and still participate in the exchange. Gift exchange thus pre-determines 

the form of the participant’s contribution, and fails to cater for, or recognise, 

other forms of participation outside the gift economy. 
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VII. Summary 

The reciprocated gifts of a dinner cooked for the participant, and then 

an artwork, are not of the same register. And yet, neither of these things 

could be earned or gotten by the recipient. The acceptance of each of the gifts 

demonstrates that, although different and invaluable, each was considered 

acceptable as a response to the gift given, overcoming the outstanding social 

debt of the gift that was given before. The offer of an invitation, bringing 

people into my (albeit temporary) home, was thus the catalyst for a reciprocal 

exchange with the participant, an engagement that was open-ended, despite 

the specificity of the invitation. This invitation also spurred a détournement, 

in the displacement of the anticipated artist-audience relationship, and its 

substitution with an intimate social relationship. The offering of a gift 

therefore presented a critique of the social norms which were upheld by the 

artist-in-residence program at Greenough, generating an institutional 

critique, as well as a gift economy. 

Inviting people personally, and the boundary provided by the duration 

of the residency, meant that the gift of the invitation was conditional and 

circumscribed, and therefore made it personalised, exclusive to those who 

participated, and added weight to the gift. By inviting people into my 

residence, and by offering them the same hospitality and generosity I would 

were they a guest in my home, I made the experience as sincere as possible. 

Sharing a meal with guests was at once an artwork, an everyday fact of 

existence in eating together, and a gift economy. The creation of a gift 

economy critiques the neoliberal economy through its presentation of an 

alternative. The practise of a gift economy is a statement that art and 

relations can be experienced in a different economic system, one which, 

through the act of gift exchange, generates social ties and creates 

communities. 

However, the social relations fostered by gift exchange are limited by 

the social interstice of gifting. The gift economy does not recognise forms of 

participation which exceed or challenge the gift, and thus the use of gift 

exchange in social practice predetermines to some extent the ways in which 

participants may contribute. The audience may choose to reject the gift, but if 
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they do so they are excluded from the gift economy, and their challenge goes 

unrecorded. Gift exchange therefore lacks the capacity for confrontation. 

Whilst potlatch and reciprocal gift exchange offer the potential for 

antagonism through gifting, the challenge is funnelled into the power 

relations of the gift, and ultimately limits the antagonism to a cycle of gifting. 

To create space for a full range of participation, the artwork must be open to 

confrontation and recognise all the contributions of the audience, especially 

those contributions that present a challenge or dissent. 
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Chapter Three 
Confrontation: Creating space 
for adversarial exchange 

The audience enters the mostly empty gallery. Inside are a few battered 

boxes, perhaps unpacked artworks? But occasionally soft shuffling can be 

heard, and if one leans in, breathing sounds come from within the boxes. The 

room fills up, people are talking and everyone appears to be holding a drink, 

the gallery has a party vibe. People crowd in among the boxes, but keep a 

respectful distance, as one must from artwork on display. The title of the 

work reveals that, inside the cardboard containers, undocumented illegal 

workers cower in the dark. The workers are separated from the audience by a 

thin cardboard carapace, de-identifying their undeniable presence. 

Confrontations such as Santiago Sierra’s Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, 

Remunerated to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes (2000) engage with the 
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Figure 3.1 Santiago Sierra, Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to 
Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes, 2000. Reproduction courtesy of Santiago Sierra. 



audience through very different social interstices to the examples of exchange 

cited in the previous chapters. This chapter examines how confrontation 

presents an opening for a more adversarial exchange in social practice. If 

confrontation is an exchange, then how is it reciprocal, and what is the 

currency being moved? This chapter explores the systems that confrontation 

propagates, and the ways confrontation generates critique. I discuss Claire 

Bishop’s critique of Nicolas Bourriaud and convivial social practices, and her 

championing of antagonist aesthetics in line with the political theory of 

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. I argue that Sierra’s work produces an 

antagonistic exchange, through a mutual othering between the art gallery 

audience and the workers. I claim that Bishop’s notion of delegated 

performance affirms this othering, and that the workers involved are not 

performers but paid participants. I explore confrontational exchange further, 

in the work of WochenKlausur, and analyse how Intervention to Aid Drug-

Addicted Women (1994) produces an agonistic, rather than antagonistic 

exchange. I reflect on my experience participating in Stuart Ringholt’s Anger 

Workshops (2012) and relate this work to Augusto Boal’s techniques from 

Theatre of the Oppressed (1985) and Boal’s model for generating 

confrontation. I employ these techniques in the artwork Speedfighting (2015-

ongoing). I explain how Speedfighting employs agonistic exchange to 

produce a reflexive and reciprocal social critique, and discuss the 

vulnerability of agonistic exchange. 

I. Confrontation in social practice 

Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to Remain Inside 

Cardboard Boxes presents the audience with a discomforting and undeniable 

confrontation. The artwork was exhibited by Sierra at Kunst Werke Berlin, 

September 2000 (Bishop 2004, 71). In this artwork, illegal workers — 

Chechnyan refugees without work permits living in Germany — were paid by 

the artist to remain inside battered boxes, provisionally held together with 

tape (see figure 3.1, page 81) (79). The audience was free to move around the 

gallery, whilst the workers were unable to leave the boxes during gallery 

hours. The boxes functioned to both separate the workers from the audience, 
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and also to protect the workers’ identities — they were at risk of arrest and 

deportation. The gallery audience was confronted in this instance with the 

presence of unseen others, signalled by the title of the work, but not 

otherwise discernible. 

Sierra’s artwork is among those cited by Bishop to build an argument 

calling for a more confrontational aesthetics of participation, in the article 

“Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics” (2004). Bishop argues that the 

relationships in the artworks promoted by Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics 

(2002) are limited to the art elite (67). In the creation of micro-topias, these 

artworks offer a form of short-lived escapism to the exclusion of specific 

social groups (68). Bishop criticises the relationships produced as 

undemocratic, and “political only in the loosest sense” (68). These 

experiences are distinct from pure entertainment only due to the context of 

the art gallery in which they take place (69). Furthermore, Bishop is highly 

critical of the aesthetic paradigm, and the seemingly self-serving standards of 

evaluation, presented by Bourriaud: 

Bourriaud wants to equate aesthetic judgment with an ethicopolitical 
judgment of the relationships produced by a work of art. But how do we 
measure or compare these relationships? The quality of the relationships in 
“relational aesthetics” are never examined or called into question. When 
Bourriaud argues that “encounters are more important than the individuals 
who compose them,” I sense that this question is (for him) unnecessary; all 
relations that permit “dialogue” are automatically assumed to be democratic 
and therefore good. But what does “democracy” really mean in this context? If 
relational art produces human relations, then the next logical question to ask 
is what types of relations are being produced, for whom, and why? (Bishop 
2004, 65) 

The relationships produced in participatory artwork by the artists 

Bourriaud favours, such as Tiravanija and Liam Gillick, Bishop denounces as 

convivial, and implies that they successfully engage their audience, but 

produce no significant social or political impact (58). Bishop thus presents 

the reader with an alternative model — confrontation as a social interstice. 
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Confrontation, Bishop suggests, offers a critique of the progressive, well-

intentioned social relations presented in Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics 

(79). Bishop suggests the antagonistic relations produced by Sierra are more 

reflective of the fractured contemporary political subject-hood and the 

contradictions that arise in a functioning democratic society (79). 

Confrontation as social interstice thus presents artists and participants with 

an opportunity to participate adversarially, rather than as guests, friends or 

supportive contributors. Antagonism, according to Bishop, is more reflective 

of our real-world political relations, and by consequence the artworks that 

foster confrontation are more representative. Whilst I do not wholly agree 

that confrontational social practice is more representative, confrontation 

offers an opening for challenge, rejection and critique; the kind of 

participation absent from commodity or gift exchange. Therefore, 

confrontational social practice has the capacity for more diverse 

contributions from participants. 

To counterpose Bourriaud’s optimistic model for artworks, producing 

relationships that create pathways towards micro-topias, Bishop points to 

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s model of antagonist democracy (65, 

66), in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics (2001). Antagonism, presented by Laclau and Mouffe as a necessary 

part of a functioning society, is the interaction between the self and the other, 

in which the identity of the self is attacked, and therefore made vulnerable, 

limited, or rendered incomplete, by the presence of an “other” (125). 

Antagonism differs from contradiction and opposition, in that it is a real (not 

conceptual) interaction, between a decentred object and its indefinable 

“other” limits, preventing the object from being fully itself (127). 

Bishop proposes that situations sustaining tension between 

participants, rather than attempting to erase or ignore it, are both more 

functional as models of interacting, and more representational of society, and 

thus she implies that they are more successful aesthetically (70). Advocating 

for artworks that generate dissensus and “acknowledge the impossibility of a 

microtopia”, she praises the work of Sierra and Thomas Hirschorn (70). 

Bishop presents Sierra and Hirschhorn as more accurately representing a 
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divided and incomplete subjectivity (65,66). Sierra, for example, does not 

attempt to create a unified and harmonious community; instead he reveals 

the impossibility of unity, and the futility of actions to generate any kind of 

positive social change (71). 

Workers Who Cannot Be Paid antagonises the gallery audience, in that 

the physical presence of the workers reveals the conflicting economic 

conditions faced by native versus illegal workers. The workers inside boxes 

highlight the unrecognised work, essential to the economy, provided by 

illegal workers denied rights and services. Moreover, in placing the workers 

in a gallery, Sierra intends to draw attention to the relationship between the 

gallery system and the global neoliberal economy, and the gallery’s 

dependence socially, economically, and politically upon maintenance of the 

status quo. Each group — illegals and educated middle-class audience — faces 

the other, an othering which threatens identity and social status. The 

presence of illegal workers makes undeniable to the audience their own role, 

either passive or active, in the oppression and denial of the workers’ rights, 

alongside the dependence of their society upon the workers’ low-paid labour. 

The presence of the gallery audience physically prevents the illegal workers 

from free movement, at the risk of their continued ability to live and work in 

Germany. Each group therefore is faced with an antagonistic relationship, 

wherein their subjectivity is limited by, and at threat from, the presence of 

the other.  The artwork thus creates a reciprocal confrontation — each group 28

confronting an other, and moving between them the currency of 

confrontation. 

II. Performance versus participation 

Bishop revisits Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, and Sierra’s oeuvre, in 

Artificial Hells (2012). She uses Sierra as an example of a category of 

participation she labels “delegated performance”, where the artist outsources 

an action to paid participants, who are on display in some form to a gallery 

 Bishop also draws the parallel between Sierra’s boxes containing illegal workers, and 28

minimalist sculpture, pointing out that whilst Michael Fried described the effect of large 
minimalist artworks as having an almost human presence in the gallery, Sierra places 
sculptures in the gallery that literally conceal a human presence (2004, 79).
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audience (219). The illegal workers are thus paid agents of the artist, 

performing their social role to an audience (219). In my view, the model of 

delegated performance weakens the exchange. By describing the workers as 

performing to the audience, the audience’s experience is relegated to the 

reception of a performance, rather than an active role. 

By structuring the work, or perceiving the artworks through the model 

of delegated performance, Bishop’s criticism reifies Sierra’s action of 

othering the participants who are being paid, making them “not us”. As 

agents of the artist, it implies they have a degree of authorship, and freedom, 

in relation to the position of the audience. Agents of performance, like actors 

and workers, are assumed by an audience to take a job willingly and with a 

degree of freedom — because they receive money, they are fairly remunerated 

for their time and tasks. It also objectifies them as a tool being employed by 

the artist, rather than as thinking, feeling subjects like the participants for 

whom the artworks are made, and by whom they are consumed. 

When one views the illegal workers, vendors, addicts, or unemployed 

(Sierra 1999b, 1999a, 2001) in Sierra’s artworks as paid participants, it 

becomes clearer what the artist is subjecting upon the audience: as the paid 

participants are also members of the audience, it simply happens that they 

are receiving a financial incentive for their involvement, while other 

participants (the art audience) are not. It becomes more uncomfortable when 

one considers the unpaid audience is there for the appreciation of art; for an 

experience that necessarily involves the ordeal of their fellow participants. 

The structure of paid and unpaid participants reveals the imbalance of 

Sierra’s works. He pays the participants not because they are especially 

skilled,  but because, as Bishop recognises, the other participants, the art 29

audience, would not submit the acts being demanded of them (2012, 222). 

Their social and political identities make them vulnerable to exploitation by 

employers, including Sierra. The paid participants are not more qualified for 

the role assigned than the unpaid people in the room; they are more 

amenable to accepting the demands placed upon them for the price offered. 

 Unlike for example in Tino Sehgal’s works, such as This Situation (2013) or This Variation 29

(2012), where the paid participants are often highly trained or educated in dance, music, 
philosophy and culture.
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Because the art audience cannot countenance the degrading task for the 

reward offered, it is impossible for them to imagine themselves in the same 

role — socially, economically, politically — as the paid participants. As Bishop 

points out, Sierra’s artwork is confronting because the unpaid participants 

cannot identify with the other group (2004, 79).  

The artwork is no less relational, no less participatory, for the paucity of 

the relationship that is generated. Because the relationship between the two 

groups is demonstrated to be lacking, or rejected, this does not deny that 

relationships are the material of the artwork. The absence of engagement 

between the paid and the unpaid participants demonstrates a mutual 

rejection — a confrontational exchange. This confrontational exchange is 

mutually othering, highlighting the gulf of privilege and economic 

opportunity between the paid and the unpaid participants.  

If the reader wishes to object to this line of argument on the grounds 

that Sierra’s artworks are confronting because the audience identifies or 

sympathises with the position of the paid participants, and they find the act 

degrading to humanity, consider that the artwork is not being made in a dark 

alley or hidden warehouse without witnesses, but in a well-lit gallery, packed 

with an audience. The event is full of potential outcomes. Yet the unpaid 

audience do not intervene, they do not speak with the immigrants, despite 

the opportunity presented to them. There exists a division between the two 

participant groups, one that is not enforced by a physical barrier (the 

provisional cardboard box aside) but which nonetheless remains between the 

two groups of participants throughout the artwork. This alienation is excused 

by the situation because, in being paid, the workers’ discomfort is accounted 

for, and they are given the “respectful” distance accorded to artworks and 

performers. 

In the manner discussed above, many confrontational artworks, such as 

Tania Bruguera’s traumatising Self Sabotage (2009), which appear at first to 

be performance artworks, fit within the bounds of participation. This leads to 
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the question: is a work participatory if the audience is not notified of, or 

encouraged to participate?   30

Social practice, in particular this strain of antagonist participatory art, 

shares a history with performance art (Bishop 2012, 219). Audiences often 

bring attitudes learned from performance with them, such as preserving a 

safe respectful distance, and not interrupting the performer. Most 

participatory works, however, declare their intent, encouraging participation 

by giving the audience guidelines. Despite the lack of these signals, Workers 

Who Cannot Be Paid is participatory because the confrontation between the 

participants would not exist were it to only include the workers being paid by 

Sierra. Were an art audience not invited, it might be conceptually disturbing, 

but it would doubtfully be confrontational, because there would be no 

juxtaposition between the two groups, and therefore no antagonism. 

Confrontational exchange requires the participation of the audience, even if 

that participation is limited to their failure to act or engage. As a 

performance, the work is discomforting. Viewed as a participatory artwork, it 

is the unpaid participants who actively “other” the workers by their failure to 

engage. 

For an artwork to be participatory, by my own definition, it must be 

contingent upon participants in order to exist. Without participants, Sierra’s 

work would have neither the paid illegal workers, nor the unpaid art audience 

that responds to them, thus generating the confrontation. That the groups of 

participants do not seem to interact with each other does not negate the 

participation that occurs, but it does throw light on why it sits uncomfortably 

among other participatory artworks, which focus on collaborative exchange, 

gifting, and positive interactions. 

 I discuss Sierra because his work is widely debated in social practice discourse (Gillick 30

2006, 97; Kester 2007, 116; Martin 2007, 381; Rebentisch 2015, 42), and because he is an 
example of antagonist aesthetics used repeatedly by Bishop (2004, 70-74; 2006a, 107; 2012, 
222-223). Whether he intends for the unpaid participants to engage actively in some way is 
unknown.
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III. WochenKlausur and agonistic confrontation 

In contrast to Sierra’s artworks, which function to reveal and broadcast 

conditions of inequity, WochenKlausur’s practice is to use art as an 

opportunity for an intervention, specifically to address a pre-existing social 

problem (Jeanée 2002). In the artwork Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted 

Women (1994) the artists use the interstice of confrontation to generate 

solutions and secure political support. 

WochenKlausur came to Zürich, invited by Shedhalle, an institution 

that promotes art with a socio-political or self-reflexive focus, according to its 

website (Shedhalle date unknown). Entering the tense political climate of an 

election, with pressure being placed by conservatives on social services for 

illicit drug users, WochenKlausur became aware of a problem in their midst, 

of women who worked as prostitutes and were unable to find safe shelter 

during the day because homeless shelters were accessible only at night, the 

time during which they conducted their business (WochenKlausur date 

unknown, 1). Unable to stay at the shelters during the day, the women were 

subject to frequent harassment from police and clients (Kester 2004, 2). 

WochenKlausur secured a small amount of private funding, and arranged 

temporary housing, accessible to women only (WochenKlausur, 1). However, 

the arrangement lacked permanent funding, and no politicians wanted to 

show support for the project, at risk of being seen as soft on drugs and crime.  

WochenKlausur’s answer to the problem was a series of meetings on 

board a pleasure boat on Lake Zurich (see figures 3.2 and 3.3, page 90), to 

which were invited the mayor, federal politicians, councillors, journalists, the 

police, and public health specialists (Kester 2004, 2; WochenKlausur, 1). The 

intervention brought together individuals, often with diametrically opposed 

interests, none of whom wished to have their participation known. In order to 

secure their participation, WochenKlausur deceived the mayor, stating that 

the opposition leader had agreed on the condition that the mayor would also 

be present; the same deception was then repeated to the leader of the 

opposition (Kester, 100). In this manner, WochenKlausur arranged for all 

participants to take to the water without risk of recognition or exposure. Over 

two weeks, almost sixty participants came together to discuss solutions and 
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work out funding arrangements (WochenKlausur, 1). Each session had four 

participants from different groups. At the end of the period, a resolution was 

arrived at, which funded a permanent boarding-house for the women, and 

provided essential services.  31

WochenKlausur thus engineered a deliberate and staged confrontation 

between opposed groups, and by framing the confrontation as an artwork, 

removed the necessity for a specific outcome. WochenKlausur were a third 

party in the negotiations, not loyal to any particular group, simply seeking a 

resolution to the problem at hand (and perhaps seeking coverage of their art 

practice). They were able to broker a solution which none alone could 

achieve. Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted Women utilised what Mouffe 

names “agonist plural democracy” as a model of society (2000, 101). 

In The Democratic Paradox (2000), Mouffe argues that agonistic 

pluralism offers a solution to the inherent conflict between liberalism and 

democracy that destabilises the foundations of liberal democracy (90-105). 

Agonism is the confrontation between adversaries, opponents who each 

recognise the rights of the other within the space of the contest, even if that 

space itself is what is subject to contestation (Mouffe, 13). As a model for how 

this adversarial confrontation contributes to democracy, Mouffe writes: 

Envisaged from the point of view of 'agonistic pluralism', the aim of 
democratic politics is to construct the 'them' in such a way that it is no longer 

 The boardinghouse operated for six years, before funding was not renewed by local 31

government (WochenKlausur date unknown).
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Figures 3.2 and 3.3 WochenKlausur, Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted Women, 
1994. Reproduction courtesy of WochenKlausur.



perceived as an enemy to be destroyed, but as an 'adversary', that is, somebody 
whose ideas we combat but whose right to defend those ideas we do not put 
into question. This is the real meaning of liberal-democratic tolerance, which 
does not entail condoning ideas that we oppose or being indifferent to 
standpoints that we disagree with, but treating those who defend them as 
legitimate opponents. (2000, 101-102) 

Agonistic pluralism is the embrace of conflict as an essential ingredient 

to democracy (103) and argues that emphasis on consensus over 

confrontation is liable to create exclusion and apathy (104). Mouffe notes that 

any consensus is at least a temporary hegemony, and thus a rejection of an 

alternate possibility (104). Agonistic plural democracy involves the 

acceptance and recognition of this exclusion as an unavoidable outcome of 

any decision made, suggesting that hegemony is inextricable from democratic 

processes, all the while encouraging the ongoing contestation of decisions 

made and yet to be made (105). 

WochenKlausur’s Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted Women presents 

an example of agonistic plural democracy because the process enacted was 

one of repeated and sustained confrontation between adversaries, rather than 

the enforcement of a consensus from an authoritarian figure. WochenKlausur 

did not present the participants with an agreement or conditions. Instead 

they presented the participants with the problem and created the conditions 

for a confrontational exchange, which generated an outcome that was 

assented to and delivered by the participants.  

WochenKlausur and Sierra both generate a confrontational exchange 

between participants. One point where they differ significantly is the nature 

of the confrontation and the relationship created between participants. In 

Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, the confrontational exchange is antagonistic: 

the confrontation is mutually othering. In Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted 

Women the confrontational exchange is agonistic, and brought about a 

decision from participants that secured support for a solution. 

WochenKlausur’s artwork illustrates that confrontation, and reciprocal 

confrontational exchange, under specific conditions, can build an agonistic 

plural democracy. 
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IV. Confrontational ethics and aesthetics 

WochenKlausur’s work is also different from Sierra’s because 

WochenKlausur oriented the project towards resolution of a problem, rather 

than towards conflict. This is not due to intention alone: the context of each 

problem is very different. The situation facing the women in Zürich was a 

discrete and surmountable issue, with a clear solution (although before 

WochenKlausur’s intervention, no one was willing to support it). The source 

of conflict in Sierra’s artwork is the seemingly insurmountable, global 

problem of people living and working in countries where they are told they 

are not welcome, and where they are denied rights and services. For this 

issue, there is not a simple or clear solution. The confrontation Sierra 

produces in Workers Who Cannot Be Paid is therefore targeted at protest 

and raising awareness, rather than arriving at a solution. This approach of 

revealing inequity rather than attempting to address it, however, is 

problematic, as the structure of many of Sierra’s participatory artworks 

utilise and perpetuate the same methods of exploitation being revealed to the 

art audience. 

Sierra’s artworks are justified by the following claim: 

I can’t change anything. There is no possibility that we can change anything 
with our artistic work. We do our work because 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. (Sierra 2002, 15) 

I do not agree with Sierra. It is possible to make the world worse. I could 

(in my art practice, or otherwise) harm, steal, kill or abuse. Choosing to do 

one (or all) of these things would negatively impact those around me, both 

the hypothetical parties against whom I commit these wrongdoings, and the 

people to whom I would cause distress with this sudden change in behaviour. 

Thus, by living a life in which I minimise harm, I am having a positive 

impact; I am effecting change, even in a subtle manner. By extension, an art 

practice which minimises negative impact is generating positive change, even 

if it is not easily measurable. 
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From the statement that “art should be something, something that 

follows reality”, Sierra indicates that he believes the role of art to be 

representational, reflecting the world back upon itself. I hold the position 

that while art may reflect or represent reality, it is also a part of that reality. 

There is no divide between art and life, because as Allan Kaprow has 

demonstrated, art is always and inextricably a part of life (1993, original 

publication 1966, 64).  The sake of expression or representation does not 32

accord the artist with a special permit: an art practice is an action existing in 

the world of life, work, and relations. 

It is important however to distinguish between objection to an artwork 

or action ethically, and objection to it aesthetically, as these must be 

differentiated in the discussion of an artwork’s impact. There are artworks 

such as Sierra’s that generate antagonistic confrontation and produce an 

aesthetic experience for participants which I cannot ethically endorse as an 

artist. Of course, ethics are one aspect of an artwork but they are not, and 

should not be the only or primary aspect of its evaluation. Bishop makes the 

point that moral, ethical and political judgements have come to replace 

aesthetic criticism of artwork, (2004, 77). She criticises artists whose 

practices rest solely on their positive social impact, comparing the artist’s 

sharing of authorship with Christian sacrifice and martyrdom (2006b, 183). 

Bishop claims the social interventionist model of art practice denigrates the 

aesthetic value of an artwork, and calls for artists to balance the autonomy of 

art against its social impact or intention (183). I agree with Bishop that an 

artwork’s value cannot be measured by its social impact alone. Reduction of 

artwork to its ethical or moral impact would likely reduce the diverse and 

complex field of social practice to running soup vans and growing 

vegetables.  A Kantian analysis of participatory art — evaluation of whether 33

it is morally good — considers only the ethical aspects of an artwork. Grant 

Kester instead proposes reading social practice at the intersection of the 

 There is no art made outside of life: art cannot exist separate from the world in which we 32

live. Therefore, actions which are committed as or for art, are not only representative of 
reality, they are a part of and contribute to reality.

 Though this is not to say that this has not already occurred: see the work of the San 33

Francisco Diggers and HaHa’s Flood (1992).
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ethical, tactical and aesthetic registers (2007, 112). Moreover, the many 

impacts of confrontation — be they ethical, tactical or aesthetic — are difficult 

to measure reliably, and often only perceived (or constructed) in hindsight.  

In this analysis of the use of confrontation in social practice, and in my 

own practice, I simply wish to acknowledge that it is impossible to consider 

an artwork without attention to its social or ethical outcomes, and to 

recognise that it is impossible for any individual to make complete and 

definitive judgements on a participatory artwork. The role of this chapter is 

not to condemn confrontational artworks, but to examine how confrontation 

might be used to create exchange and present critique. 

V. Confrontation and catharsis in Stuart Ringholt’s Anger 

Workshops 

Stuart Ringholt’s Anger Workshops (2012) is an example I wish to 

explore for an alternate approach to confrontation in a participatory artwork 

(see figures 3.4 and 3.5, page 95). Whilst WochenKlausur’s and Sierra’s 

artworks generated a confrontation between participants, Anger Workshops 

staged a confrontation produced by the participants themselves. Ringholt 

created a context in which the participants sourced their own conflicts, and 

furnished them with techniques to address and resolve their confrontation. 

Discussing confrontational participatory artworks from the position of 

an observer or third party is difficult, as confrontational experiences are often 

tied to affective response, and therefore the experiences of the participants 

may vary greatly even within the same artwork. It is impossible to know what 

participants are thinking and feeling in divisive and confronting situations. 

For Ringholt’s Anger Workshops, I write from my own experience, as I was 

myself a participant in the artwork when it was staged in Kassel in 2012. 

The work took place in an enclosed, ceiling-less room built inside the 

gallery, with carpeted floor and white walls, reminiscent of a small office. The 

doors were open to visitors outside of the workshop times, showing a video 

and a poster with contact information for booking into a session. Ringholt led 

the workshop himself. He stated the door would remain open during the 

introduction, and briefed us on what was about to happen. If we did not want 
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Figure 3.4 Stuart Ringholt, Anger Workshops, 2012. Reproduction courtesy of 
Stuart Ringholt.

Figure 3.5 Stuart Ringholt, Anger Workshops, 2012. Reproduction courtesy of 
Stuart Ringholt.



to take part, we were free to leave up to that point, but once it began he would 

close the doors to allow participants privacy in their expression. 

Ringholt asked us to think about something that made us angry. He told 

us to crystallise it, if possible, as a single word or sentence. He wanted us to 

think about it and edit it down, as this would be what we would scream. He 

then gave us an example: he was very angry, when he was a young artist, 

about an incident in which he was not paid for work. Ringholt then turned to 

a corner, and shouted “Give me my money” and “I want my fucking money”, 

a few times. We had a moment to think, then he turned the music on, and 

four minutes of screaming began. We were not allowed to scream at each 

other, or direct our anger towards anyone else in any way: he made it clear 

that aggression would not be tolerated. 

The heavy metal music resonated from a boom-box type stereo, filling 

the small room. I faced a nondescript portion of space, and began to yell; the 

other 10 or so people doing likewise facing into various corners, bits of wall, 

and some to the floor. I took up the instruction, and opened my mouth, 

yelling the words “nothing, you are nothing, you will amount to nothing” 

repeatedly. These are words which I had settled upon for simplicity, as I had 

not much to be angry about. I come from a privileged, comfortable existence 

where being an artist is a minor rebellion, and the most vitriol I could muster 

was at my so far lack of success and recognition, which I knew was simply 

due to having only declared myself an artist 18 months prior (my “audience” 

so far extended only to friends, family and a few former professors). Despite a 

lack of real feeling for my anger, I pressed on, yelling louder and louder, 

trying each time I felt like stopping to yell again. I would not yield to the fact 

that I didn’t have anything to be really angry about: that was uncool, or not 

understanding the artwork. I would find my anger by being angry. 

After four minutes, the music switched off, and we all stopped yelling 

abruptly. The artist told us to find another person, say “I’m sorry, I care about 

you,” and then give them a hug. Speaking at a regular volume all of a sudden 

made me conscious of the high-volume tirade that had just recently been 

expelled from me. I don’t remember what the person whom I apologised to 

looked like, but I remember crying a little when we hugged. Ringholt then 
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told us to sit down in a circle, and passed around cups and a bottle of 

sparkling water. The beverage felt like a sudden wave of hospitality, and 

people started talking about what they had been yelling about. A woman 

talked about her difficulties when arguing with her husband, that he didn’t 

listen to what she said. At some point, Ringholt asked me what I had been 

screaming, as I had apparently been yelling continuously, an uncommon 

event, and so it must have been something that really upset me. I let out that 

I had been yelling about feelings of being nothing, of my life being 

meaningless, and the likelihood of my never amounting to anything. Whilst I 

had not felt it to be very true in the act, now, in speaking it to a group of 

sympathetic faces, many tearful, my voice caught, and I started to cry. 

The artist talked about how the artwork was based on a dynamic 

meditative practice he’d done in India, where a group expresses emotion 

together. They cycle through the emotions, get engrossed in each, express it, 

and then move on. Ringholt distilled that practice to just one emotion: anger. 

The self-help, therapeutic style of Anger Workshops inhabits the margin 

between parody and epitome, of what Kester describes as “orthopaedic” 

social practice (2004, 87, 88), something not resolved in any way by 

Ringholt’s deadpan delivery.  

The situation created by Ringholt closely follows the methods Augusto 

Boal describes in Theatre of the Oppressed (1985, original publication 1974), 

of seeking conflicts from participants themselves, allowing them to embody 

and experience their emotional response, and empowering the participants to 

confront and resolve conflict themselves. Rather than the traditional 

Aristotelian model of theatre, whereby the audience witnesses confrontation 

and resolution, and then experiences catharsis, Boal encourages artists and 

theatre-makers to create opportunities for the audience to inhabit the roles of 

the characters, and to trial their own actions and solutions to resolve a given 

conflict (47, 121-141). For Boal, this model of theatre is distinctly political, 

and the methods are aimed at the political emancipation of the audience by 

giving them the tools to confront oppression and redress the imbalance of 

power (121). 
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Boal encourages the audience to become active through a series of 

progressive stages (including “Newspaper Theatre,” “Image Theatre,” “Forum 

Theatre,” “Simultaneous Dramaturgy” and others) leading to them acting out 

their will to address their own issues, alongside actors and fellow participants 

(128-141). The “educator” or facilitator staging a workshop opens a space for 

confrontation to occur, but the confrontation that takes place is instigated by 

the participants, towards their own oppressors (played by fellow 

participants), rather than by the facilitator towards the participants (141). 

Ringholt believes, or espouses, that by experiencing anger and 

embracing it, participants will be better equipped to handle it, much like Boal 

describes the Theatre of the Oppressed workshops as “a rehearsal of 

revolution” (141). Anger Workshops is not directly targeted at the source of 

conflict, but at the emotional response to it; how we handle anger, not what is 

making us angry in the first place. However, in its individualised focus and 

classless, deracialised application of confrontation, Anger Workshops is 

revealed as an opportunity for the privileged to play at being angry. The 

problem to be resolved in Anger Workshops is of the individual’s 

constipation of their anger, rather than societal unrest or political 

oppression, as is the target of Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. It offers a 

privileged audience  an opportunity to express their anger and revolt against 34

their alienation. (In some ways, Sierra’s Workers Who Cannot be Paid is a 

more confrontational artwork because there exists in that work a tangible 

“other.”) The participants in Anger Workshops are only confronted with their 

own affect, their own emotional response. The confrontation is directed at 

the participants themselves, rather than at the artist or another group. The 

artist and the fellow participants act as a support, rather than an antagonist 

or adversary, meaning that the confrontation generated in Anger Workshops 

is not an exchange, but a catharsis. It is a manufacture and projection of the 

emotional response to confrontation. 

 Privileged on a global comparison, as German residents or those who are able to afford to 34

travel to Germany to visit Documenta.
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VI. Confrontational exchange in Speedfighting 

The artwork Speedfighting (2015-ongoing) was partially modelled upon 

Anger Workshops. In particular, I was intent on recreating the structure of 

the briefing and debriefing in order to support participants, and the 

orientation toward therapeutic or emancipatory outcomes through 

confrontation. But, through the form of Speedfighting, I wished to facilitate 

an adversarial exchange between participants, opening a space for Mouffe’s 

agonistic pluralism. 

Appropriating the format of speed-dating, Speedfighting brings 

together up to ten participants to conduct one-on-one arguments for five 

minutes each, swapping to engage with a new partner after each round. To 

stimulate the arguments, participants are presented with a deck of cards 

bearing questions designed to divide opinion and foster conflict, such as “Do 

parents ever love their children equally?”, “Is our political system working?” 

and “Should people of the same sex be allowed to legally marry and adopt 

children?” (see figure 3.7, page 100). Participants are encouraged (by me, the 

facilitator) to argue honestly, refraining from violence, abuse or insult. At the 

end of the arguments, I ask the participants to come together, and to say with 

conviction to each other “I care for you, and I respect your opinion”. I ask 

that each of the participants say this to at least one other participant, and give 

them a hug (or shake their hand, if averse to physical contact). The artwork’s 

structure is directly modelled on Anger Workshops: briefing, followed by 

confrontational activity, then emotional resolution, and debriefing. However, 

the main activity of Speedfighting — the rounds of arguments with fellow 

participants — lasts for 45 minutes instead of four. Thus, the confrontation is 

the most significant component of the artwork. I make very clear that 

aggressive or abusive behaviour is not appropriate, and will not be tolerated. 

After the introductory briefing, each participant is asked to sign a consent 

form, which includes a media release of recordings made during the activity, 

and details of an emergency contact if required. Participants have the right to 

leave at any time throughout the artwork, and are given information about 

local counselling services available to them. 
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Figure 3.6 Elizabeth Pedler, Speedfighting, 2015-ongoing.

Figure 3.7 Elizabeth Pedler, Speedfighting, 2015-ongoing.



One of my aims when planning Speedfighting was to create an artwork 

that generated confrontation between participants, rather than between 

myself and the participants. This was due to the fact that I believed 

participants would be more capable responding to another participant, than 

to myself, in a confrontational situation. While developing this work, it struck 

me that one of the sources of my discomfort in planning a confrontational 

artwork was that I shy away from confrontation in my personal and 

professional life. I came to realise that this is the specific reason I should be 

making the artwork: to use the artwork to engage with those who (like 

myself) avoid conflict. 

Speedfighting’s structure, timing and the questions were developed 

over three iterations of the artwork: the questions were trialled with a peer 

group at Curtin University in March 2015; the cards and structure tested with 

an audience at Sawtooth Artist Run Initiative, in Launceston, in May 2015; 

and the artwork presented officially at free range gallery in Perth, as part of 

Fringeworld Festival in February 2016 . 35

The questions were written through extended discussion with peers and 

colleagues on topics of discord — I asked friends which topics most often 

ended in argument at dinner parties, at work, and in their private lives. When 

I presented Speedfighting at free range, it was listed as an artwork in the 

Fringeworld festival catalogue, but through its description and press release, 

I positioned it as something between comedy, performance and dating (see A.

31-33, pages 184-187). 

The feedback I received from participants (during the debriefing and in 

the surveys) was that they found the experience engaging and entertaining. 

Not a single participant surveyed felt threatened or upset by the 

confrontation. Due to the thorough briefing at the beginning, participants 

anticipated that the arguments would be uncomfortable or upsetting; 

however, they relayed to me that they enjoyed the arguments, describing it 

like a game. 

 Speedfighting was also presented at John Curtin Gallery in August 2017, as part of the 35

exhibition Higher Degrees 17 (see A.8 and A.9, page 173).
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Every pairing I watched at both Sawtooth and free range was able to 

find a topic to argue over. This was in part due to my specific instructions to 

seek a confrontation with their partners, rather than agreement. The 

commonality between certain participants was clear, however, as some pairs 

turned over many cards, whilst others turned over just one or two. One 

pairing was of two best friends who attended believing it to be a standard 

speed-dating event. The women gave feedback that they thought they agreed 

on everything, and believed beforehand that they would be unable to find an 

argument, but discovered during the artwork that their views on parenting 

differed significantly. It was easily discernible where there existed a major 

divide between participants. Pairings where the participants sincerely and 

vehemently disagreed with the positions of the other were more heated, 

louder, and had a clear flow to the engagement. Where participants struggled 

to disagree, I could see their slight awkwardness as they repeatedly turned 

over cards, or politely gave up arguments after conceding their agreement. 

At free range, several participants commented that the cohort was too 

close in the opinions they held. The festival setting appealed mostly to a 

leftist, progressive, and educated audience. Indeed, only the participants who 

agreed to the idea of Speedfighting as an artwork would be present. One 

participant suggested that the confrontation should be taken across the road, 

to include the homeless people who were waiting in the park for a food 

service. This comment implies that there was a lack of diversity in 

Speedfighting, a sentiment with which I agree. Other participants noted that 

only “latte sipping lefties” were likely to attend, so the questions on the cards 

needed to create division between those who supported more left-leaning 

ideologies, and not so many general left-right topics. 

The participants’ enjoyment of the artwork led to a sense of camaraderie 

during the debriefing; passing a nearby restaurant after Speedfighting one 

night after locking up the gallery, I looked inside and saw the entire group 

sitting together sharing meals. I went inside and joined them, and the 

conversations were the same as the arguments during the artwork, though 

now the discussion included the whole group, rather than being divided into 

pairs. The sense of safety and respect engendered by the briefing is, I believe, 
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essential to the resulting engagement. The briefing sets out guidelines of 

appropriate behaviour, and the structure of Speedfighting limits the length of 

any single argument. The confrontations are therefore pre-defined in length, 

and there is a system in place to protect the participants. Without the risk of 

escalation or violence, the confrontations are disarmed, and participants 

treated it as a form of play, or a game of reasoning. The mutual agonism of 

participants seeking arguments with each other, in a friendly and safe 

environment, gives participants the opportunity to learn from the 

confrontations, and to contribute to each other’s experiences. 

By pitting participants against each other I sought to understand 

whether confrontation can be a source of exchange, and how the participants 

would respond when they themselves were mutual agonists in the situation. I 

recognise that participants may have had an experience similar to my own in 

Anger Workshops, where I felt it was necessary to perform. What I intended 

to create in Speedfighting is the controlled, protected space for participants 

to engage in confrontation, and to learn from it and from each other’s 

perspectives. By recognising how to approach a confrontation with another 
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Figure 3.8 Elizabeth Pedler and participants, including: Anna Dunnill, Marziya 
Mohammedali, Thomas Ray, Fleur Tonkin; Speedfighting, 2015-ongoing.



participant, they may learn skills to apply to confrontation when they 

experience it outside of the artwork. As in Theatre of the Oppressed, the 

artwork is not the revolution, but it is a rehearsal of it. The artwork 

Speedfighting may not have directly resulted in a transformation in the 

participants, but it staged a rehearsal of confrontation through dialogue with 

another person, and a response through recognition of the other participant’s 

position, resolution, and debriefing. Most importantly, it was an opening for 

participants to challenge and themselves be challenged. 

Speedfighting calls on Mouffe’s model of agonistic plural democracy, of 

coexistence with the other, through the tension and dissensus of arguments 

staged. The artwork does not attempt to plaster over divides between 

participants, but instead tries to recognise the divisions between individuals 

and groups as an ever-present and irreducible aspect of a functioning 

democratic society. The source of confrontation, while seeded in the cards, 

was the existing divisions between the participants: of opinion, politics and 

moral attitudes. The cards were the starting points for the confrontational 

exchange to occur, but the arguments were not simple opposition to the 
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Figure 3.9 Elizabeth Pedler and participants, including: Anna Dunnill, Thomas 
Ray, Marziya Mohammedali; Speedfighting, 2015-ongoing.



other; they were a discussion and debate around the topics, each participant 

attempting to persuade or defeat the other through argument. The 

participants were exposed to confrontation in a neutral gallery setting, 

wherein there was no winner or loser in the exchange, because there was 

nothing at stake. Thus, Speedfighting staged an agonistic confrontation 

through adversarial exchange, and provided opportunity for the participants 

to reconcile without necessity of a consensus. Speedfighting integrated 

agonistic confrontation with an opportunity for transformation, along with 

recognition of the positions held by others. Through the confrontational 

exchange, Speedfighting presented participants with a reciprocal critique of 

their own social and political views, both in their arguments with fellow 

participants, and in the opportunity for self-reflexive critique by encouraging 

participants to argue their positions. The artwork thus employed agonistic 

confrontational exchange to produce participant generated, reflexive, social 

and political critique of the fallacy of homogenous mainstream political 

opinion. 

The difficulty with agonist plural democracy, as Mouffe identified, is the 

tendency towards hegemony where there is consensus. I noted this myself 

during one debriefing. On one night, discussing the arguments with the 

group, I pointed out that certain topics can act as triggers, and despite the 

absence of criticism a listener can often feel judged or attacked by the person 

speaking, leading to stark divides. On this topic, I cited parenting, cycling, 

and lifestyle choices as common triggers, where the choice being made 

inherently contradicts with the worldview of the opponent. After a long group 

conversation about this, wherein people were frequently using veganism as 

an example, someone asked the group if anyone present was in fact a vegan. I 

had avoided this topic so far on any night, even when participating, due to the 

polarising effect we were discussing, and because veganism was a relatively 

new decision in my life, made barely two weeks before. Putting my hand up, I 

was then subjected to a barrage of questions about why, and how, and, if I 

had considered the nutritional values of meals to strategically account for 

absences in my diet. I tried to answer questions politely and explain 

coherently both my decisions leading to adopting veganism, and how I was 
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managing my diet, but after a few minutes of what felt like an interrogation, I 

closed off the topic by saying that I didn’t want to proselytise, and that it was 

a personal decision — not a platform for activism or recruitment. I felt that 

this was the exact reversal of the kind of confrontation that Speedfighting 

generated: I was put on the spot to answer to many people, not just one, and I 

felt like there was no scope for a real exchange of views, being asked to 

defend myself rather than participating in a two-way exchange. The moment 

provided a valuable experience of how the perception of consensus silences 

those it excludes, even when there are no tangible consequences for the 

speaker. Thus, even agonistic plural democracy is always on the verge of 

hegemony and exclusion – there are always certain ideas not brought up, 

certain voices absent. Where Speedfighting worked well in this regard was 

the rounds of adversarial exchange, where each participant faced only one 

other. In a one to one argument, with both participants encouraged to find a 

confrontation, there can be only temporary consensus.  

Finally, the debriefing, as much as it was more liable to groupthink and 

hegemony, was valuable for the capacity it offered participants to challenge 

me, and the structure of the artwork. The participants had each contributed 

up to 45 minutes of argument with each other. The debriefing offered an 

opportunity for each of them to then confront my contribution in the 

artwork, challenging the strategies and techniques I used, the questions 

posed by the cards, and the staging of the event. Without the debriefing the 

confrontation would be limited, the framing implying that confrontation is 

acceptable under precise conditions. The debriefing acted not to close the 

confrontation, but to attempt to facilitate increased willingness and openness 

to confrontation, with others (literal and symbolic) and with structures and 

organisations. Thus, while in my experience the briefing and debriefing 

structure functioned to insulate confrontation in Anger Workshops, in 

Speedfighting the debriefing opened the confrontation outward, encouraging 

participants to apply the agonistic plural democracy fostered in the artwork 

to the structure of the artwork, to me as the artist, and to individuals and 

entities external to the artwork. 
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VII. Summary 

The artworks discussed in this chapter each generate confrontation, a 

significant departure in experience from the interstices employed in the 

earlier chapters. Confrontational exchange, as applied in Speedfighting, 

encourages participation through rebuttal or challenge, each confrontation 

an answer in exchange to the last. Mouffe proposes agonistic confrontation as 

essential to the functioning of liberal democracy. The nature of agonistic 

plural democracy is that any consensus is only provisional. The agonistic 

system is always open to, and indeed necessitates, confrontation for 

continued functioning. In Speedfighting, the participants are encouraged to 

contest and refute both the statements and ideologies of others, as well as the 

structure of agonistic plural democracy itself. Agonistic pluralism functions 

through confrontational exchange, building, remaking and transforming 

itself by way of continued confrontational exchange. 

The challenge, or opening of confrontation, however, lacks a capacity 

for novel or prototypical contributions. Is it possible to create opportunity for 

participants to contribute something that is not predetermined? How can a 

social practitioner create an opening for something more than a reply in-

kind? Is there a form of exchange that is open to a contribution whose form is 

not predetermined by the currency offered? Whether commodity, gift, or 

confrontation, each form of exchange explored so far requires the 

contribution of participants to conform to the same form, pre-determining 

the outcome to some extent. The next chapter asks whether it is possible for 

the artist to create an open space, where participation is welcomed, but the 

form of which is undecided. 

I have noted earlier the critique, that I agree with, that Speedfighting 

was yet another artwork for a group of privileged participants to play out 

their conflicts. Integrating opposition into the artwork, and recognising the 

refusals, is perhaps one of the most challenging aspects of my social practice. 

One participant suggested I should recruit directly from the Young Liberals  36

to ensure a balance across different issues. While this would possibly result in 

a more heated debate, it would also determine to a large extent the division 

 The youth wing of the major right-wing political party in Australia.36
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along standard right-left lines, rather than opening the engagement up for 

more complex divisions. I am not interested in employing an “other” to use as 

a target, especially for what could easily become an antagonistic 

confrontation. However, the question remains: how can the artwork make 

space for the presence of other voices, so that those on the other side are 

represented but not instrumentalised? How do you get the other in the room, 

to give them space to speak? 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Chapter Four 
Dialogue: Political and 
institutional critique through 
dialogical exchange 

This chapter explores dialogue as a form of exchange. I do not wish to imply, 

through the structuring of the thesis, that dialogue is a progression or 

apotheosis of exchange in social practice. However, dialogical exchange 

emerges as distinct or different from other forms of exchange as social 

interstice. Just as gifting emerged distinct from analysis of commodity 

exchange, so too does dialogue present itself, by its difference, from 

confrontation. Each form of exchange is adapted to a subtly different context, 

and functions distinctly from others in its generation of social ties, critique, 

and participant experience. It is worth noting again that they may often 

overlap in context, functioning or appearance. 

My exploration of dialogue in social practice begins with the writing of 

art critic and theorist Grant Kester, who promotes “dialogical aesthetics” is 

his text Conversation Pieces (2004). I analyse how dialogue is generated in 

the artwork The Roof is on Fire (1994) by Suzanne Lacy, Annice Jacoby, 

Chris Johnson and T.E.A.M., and compare this with Stephen Willats’ models 

for social engagement and his work Brentford Towers (1985). To understand 

the dynamics of dialogical exchange, I examine the methods proposed in 

Richard Sennett’s Together (2012), and I discuss how these methods can be 

demonstrated in the artwork Wait Until Called (2014) by Amy Spiers. Lastly, 

I investigate how these methods, and the pedagogical approaches of Paulo 

Freire and Jaques Rancière, influenced my practice in the artwork Subject to 

Review (2014) at Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre. 

I. Dialogical art practice 

In “Autonomy, Agonism, and Activist Art” (2007) Grant Kester criticises 

Laclau and Mouffe’s agonist model of democracy, pointing out that agon is 
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etymologically masculine and competitive, and suggests an imposition, or 

aggressive assertion of identity, in the face of the other (114). Kester states: 

“According to Laclau and Mouffe, the full promise of democracy must remain 

unrealised, via an eternally unresolved agonistic conflict”(115). Kester instead 

advocates for artworks that provide “intersubjective exchange,” facilitate 

transformation, and envision alternative or novel models for working 

together. Effectively, artworks which seek not to diffuse opposition or 

conflict, but use it to promote inclusion (115). 

I disagree with Kester’s point that agonistic confrontation bars the 

realisation of democracy. Mouffe’s work outlines that agonism is the process 

of a functioning democracy, rather than an impediment to it. However, 

Kester offers the reader an alternative to the confrontation and masculinity of 

agonism, advocating for dialogue as a model for participation. Dialogical 

practice, Kester states, opens an intersubjective exchange between artists and 

participants: 

In dialogical practice … both the artist and his or her collaborators will have 
their existing perceptions challenged … What emerges is a new set of insights, 
generated at the intersection of both perspectives and catalysed through the 
collaborative production of a given project. (2004, 95) 

Dialogical practice is described by Kester as the creation of context, 

rather than content (2004, 1). The works Kester uses as his examples bring 

groups of people together to generate dialogue, rather than presenting them 

with a scripted or complete experience — what Kester dismisses as “textual” 

artworks, where the content has been predetermined by the artist, as in a 

performance (2004, 2-8; 2007, 112). Dialogical practice is therefore the 

creation of situations or contexts in which the social interstice of dialogue is 

possible between individuals or groups, especially those that would be 

considered “other”. Like confrontation, dialogue is an encounter where each 

of the parties has the opportunity to be heard, but in a more open and 

exploratory manner. 
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II. Dialogue in action: The Roof is on Fire 

One example Kester provides of dialogical art practice  is The Roof is 37

on Fire (1994) by Lacy, Jacoby, and Johnson, operating with the community 

under the group moniker T.E.A.M. (standing for Teens, Educators, Artists 

and Media-Makers) (Lacy 2010, 350). The project was developed in 

collaboration with youth in West Oakland, in response to the public 

perception of them as hostile and violent, and the alienation which resulted 

from that perception. These predominantly African American and Latino 

youths were seen as antisocial and aggressive, and were regularly targeted by 

police (Irish 2010, 148-149) (Kester 2004, 4). Johnson and Lacy came into 

contact with a group of young people while volunteering at Oakland 

Technical High School (advising on the curriculum and teaching a media 

literacy class) (Irish 2010, 149). At this time Lacy was employed as Dean of 

Fine Arts at California College of the Arts and Crafts (147). 

Having utilised the model of consciousness-raising circles for 

generating participation in previous works,  Lacy worked with Johnson first 38

on the project Teenage Living Room (1991), which operated in a very similar 

manner to The Roof is on Fire. Occupied by the same concerns and working 

with the same community, The Roof is on Fire is part of a series often titled 

The Oakland Projects (1991-2001). Each of the projects were part of an 

ongoing cooperative engagement with youth in Oakland, addressing issues of 

media, identity, and impoverishment. For expediency, I am focusing on one 

artwork only, however The Roof is on Fire should be understood as one work 

 Kester also uses WochenKlausur’s Intervention to Aid Drug Addicted Women as an 37

example of dialogical practice, discussed in Chapter Three in the exploration of 
confrontation. This difference of opinion on the nature of the social interstice in 
WochenKlausur’s work between myself and Kester is indicative of our different views on 
confrontation. Whilst Kester sees agonism as explicitly masculine and aggressive, in my view 
WochenKlausur demonstrate that confrontation can also be productive and critical. In this 
light, dialogue is not so different from confrontation, both involving an invitation to the 
“other” to speak.

 Consciousness-raising circles are a form of activism based on small, intimate group 38

discussions sharing personal experiences of the issue at hand. This model was defended and 
defined as activism by Carol Hanisch in “The Personal is Political” (1970). Lacy’s working 
methods, in particular consciousness-raising circles, have also been linked by Mady 
Schutzman and Jan Cohen-Cruz to Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed technique, which I 
discussed in Chapter Three (Schutzman and Cohen-Cruz 1994, 117). Lacy’s previous artworks 
utilising this model include Boycott Performance (with Laverne Dunn, 1980), Freeze Frame: 
Room for Living Room (with Julia London, 1982) and Whisper, the Waves, the Wind (with 
Sharon Allen, 1984).
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in a series that tests multiple approaches and strategies for bringing the 

marginalised youth of Oakland into dialogue with the community. 

As part of the ongoing engagement, leading up to and following The 

Roof is on Fire, Lacy, Johnson and Jacoby worked in cooperation with teens 

to produce self-directed video- and audio-based artworks, held classes on 

leadership and media engagement, and encouraged participants to speak in 

public forums and events (Irish 2010, 150-152). For the performance of The 

Roof is on Fire, 220 teenage participants (twenty percent of whom came from 

probationary programs) assembled in rented cars on the top floor of the City 

Center West Parking Garage, and shared conversations (see figure 4.1) 

(152-153). An audience of approximately 1000, including the families of the 

participants, moved around between vehicles, listening in to what the 

teenagers had to say (153). The conversations were prompted by topics 

printed on cards, chosen by the youth on the production team (Franklin 

1994). The topics ranged from issues such as racial discrimination, drug use, 

and sexuality, to music, the future, media, and education (Franklin 1994; 

Irish 2010, 153). These staged dialogues gave a voice to the teenagers of 
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Figure 4.1 Suzanne Lacy and T.E.A.M., The Roof Is on Fire, 1994. Reproduction 
courtesy of Suzanne Lacy.



Oakland, and demonstrated the intelligence, maturity and humanity of the 

participants to their audience, working to overcome the perceived stereotype 

of aggressive, violent and apathetic youth. The performance was documented 

in video and still images, and video documentation has subsequently been 

exhibited at museums (Thompson 2012-2014). The performance was also 

broadcast, by local NBC affiliate station KRON Channel 4, in a one-hour 

documentary titled The Roof is on Fire, directed by Craig Franklin (Franklin 

1994; Irish 2010, 154).  39

In The Roof is on Fire, the dialogue was a structural element of the 

engagement — the performance was developed over five months of extended 

meetings of T.E.A.M., involving the artists, teenagers and teachers (Irish, 

152). Secondly, dialogue was also the format of the performance, with the 

teenagers given the opportunity to voice their opinions and engage with each 

other in an exchange. Thus, The Roof is on Fire was dialogical both 

structurally and aesthetically. However, the dialogical structure of The Roof is 

on Fire is limited to the organisation T.E.A.M., and in particular to the 

teenagers. Of the collaborators in T.E.A.M., it was only the teens who sat in 

the cars and spoke to each other in front of an audience. The voices of the 

artists, educators and media-makers were integrated into the process, but not 

the performance. There was also no opportunity for the audience to engage in 

conversation within the participants: they stood outside the vehicles and 

listened (153). In Franklin’s documentary, Lacy, T.E.A.M., and the 

production crew explicitly instruct the audience not to engage in the 

dialogues (Franklin 1994). This aspect — the participation of a select 

audience, not all — is common among many cooperative participatory 

artworks. The dialogue in the performance was one-sided, and vulnerable to 

the critiques made of consciousness-raising circles in the 1970s — that the 

dialogue possible within a group of people sharing the same views and 

experience may be self-centred. To their credit, the following performances 

(Youth Cops and Videotape (1995) and No Blood/No Foul (1996)) brought 

the teens into dialogue with the police, overcoming this asymmetry. However, 

 This exegesis originally included a still frame from this documentary when it was 39

submitted for examination. The image has been removed due to copyright restrictions.
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it remains a feature of many works that, while a select group of participants is 

engaged and activated as co-creators, the audience who are invited to view 

the artwork, or the product of the artistic engagement, remains passive, and 

are not offered space to contribute to the conversation. 

Furthermore, the dialogical process, though attempting to give voice to 

the teens, achieves this only by the dispensation granted by T.E.A.M., the 

organising authority. As participant Leuckessia Spencer states in Craig 

Franklin’s documentary The Roof is on Fire (1994): 

To me it’s about self expression, it’s about having a voice, since teenagers don’t 
really have a voice in this society. And if they do have a voice it’s because it’s 
dictated by someone else who’s not a teenager. 

The documentary then cuts to Lacy giving directions to the crew and 

participants using a walkie-talkie. Franklin records the objections of some 

participants: while they were invited to be a part of the performance, they 

were excluded from the production and organisation of the work, one 

participant during the rehearsal commenting “the adults did everything” and 

another stating “people are just telling us what to do”. The teens in T.E.A.M. 

were not the only teens in the performance of The Roof is on Fire — thirty 

teenage participants were involved in the organisation — but 220 were 

engaged in the rooftop dialogues (Franklin 1994). The documentary makes 

clear that some participants saw themselves being instrumentalised in a show 

of dialogue which excluded many of the participants. Thus, The Roof is on 

Fire recreates the obstacle faced by the marginalised voices — having a voice 

only when permitted by what artist Chris Johnson calls the “big powerful 

white other, who isn’t making a place for you” (Franklin 1994). The artwork 

makes a place for the participants to engage in dialogue, but only with the 

permission granted, and under oversight and direction. 

III. Models for dialogical exchange 

This begs the question, how can dialogue be opened to form an 

exchange? John Fiske presents two alternative models for understanding 
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communication: the linear, or transmission model (also known as the 

Shannon-Weaver model), and the process model of communication, derived 

from semiotics (1990, original publication 1982, 2). These models of 

communication have been adapted by Stephen Willats to describe the 

relationships possible between an artist and an audience, in his text Artwork 

as Social Model (2012).  To illustrate the relationship between artist and 40

audience in the presence of a traditional artwork, Willats builds upon the 

transmission model (see figure 4.2, page 116), placing the artwork as an 

intermediary between the artist and the audience, each of which is in a 

separate cognitive engagement with the artwork, with limited access to the 

other (9A). In this scenario, “the audience is given the role of passive receiver, 

there being no provided means by which they can influence the 

transmitter” (9A). The audience is alienated from the process of art making, 

and the authority of the artist is reinforced. Willats goes on to suggest that in 

recent visual art practices the audience is objectified, to the extent that “they 

have become unwilling appendages to the internal referencing of the 

transmitting object” (9A). 

To illustrate a “socially interactive” art practice, Willats modifies the 

process model (see figure 4.3, page 116). Although I briefly discussed Willats’ 

tripartite model in the Introduction, I will elaborate on it further here to 

illustrate the possibilities of a dialogical relationship with the audience. 

Instead of meaning residing at the nexus between producer/reader, message 

and referent, here the artwork is formed through the interrelationships 

between artist, audience, and context (Fiske 1990, 4; Willats 2012, 13C). 

What is made clear by this adaptation of the process model is that the 

artwork, its meaning and its products, are a process that occurs in a 

reciprocal engagement. It is not a fixed object or transmitter, but a fluid 

thing, contingent upon contributions to, and responses from, all points in a 

tripartite network. The artwork is thus illustrated not as a one-way flow of 

information, but a mutually influential set of relations formed between 

 There is evidence of Willats’s use of these or similar models for communication as early as 40

1969, in Homeostat Drawing (1969) and The West London Social Resource Project 
(1972-1973). Kester’s text, predating Willats’ publication, dates both models as circa 1970 
(2004, 92-93).
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Figure 4.2 Stephen Willats, Relationship of Artist to Audience. Traditional Model, 
2012.

Figure 4.3 Stephen Willats, A Socially Interactive Model of Practice, 2012.



multiple parties, in which each is recognised as a contributor of equal 

authority (though not necessarily contributing equal content) in the process 

of making meaning. Importantly, the environment in which this engagement 

occurs is not a simple surface upon which the artist and audience enact their 

relationship, but also contributes to the construction of the artwork. The 

context influences and pushes back upon the artist, audience and artwork. 

Reading context as site, Willats makes clear that the social, geographic, and 

temporal aspects of the environment in which the engagement is enacted has 

an equally significant impact as any actions by the artist or audience. 

To reconcile with dialogue the socially interactive model created by 

Willats, I propose that in dialogical art practice, dialogue is the interstice 

between the parties represented by a singular arrow. Dialogical exchange is 

the reciprocation of dialogue, represented by the returning arrow. Each side 

of the tripartite model, each channel of the dialogical artwork, is thus formed 

by dialogical exchange. Perhaps the model is better imagined as a three-

dimensional tetrahedron rather than a flat plane (see A.34, page 188). The 

artist, audience and context are three points between which dialogical 

exchange creates a base or platform. Each point supports and contributes 

through dialogical exchange to the centre point, labeled by Willats as the 

artwork. Here I will further complicate the issue of an already amended 

diagram by offering that the central point of the tetrahedron is better 

understood as experience rather than artwork. This is courtesy of John 

Dewey’s concept of art as an experience rather than an object (2005, 113). 

This addition affirms that the dialogical artwork is experiential, and 

contingent equally on the dialogical exchange between the artist, audience 

and context.  The experience may be perceived by the artist, audience, or site 41

of the work, or may be perceived via documentation or secondary texts, but it 

is only through experience that the artwork is known; experience is what is 

shared and what is contingent upon all of the points. While audience, artist, 

and context are each a contributor via dialogical exchange, the artwork is 

known through the experience that is generated; the experience created by 

 For Kester, for whom dialogue is in fact the artwork (rather than a by-product of the work), 41

the whole system connecting the artist, audience and context is the dialogical artwork rather 
than just the experience generated at the central point.
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dialogical exchange. In dialogical practice this experience is most commonly 

conversational in format, but, as we saw with The Roof is on Fire, the 

experience may also be a performative or take other forms. 

IV. Dialogical exchange in Stephen Willats’ Brentford 

Towers 

For a clearer understanding of Willats’ social model and the generation 

of dialogical exchange, I examine his project Brentford Towers (1985).  42

Willats worked with residents of Harvey House, one block of the Brentford 

Towers estate located on Green Dragon Lane in West London, to produce 

artworks centred on their experience of the estate and their apartments 

(Willats 1990). Willats writes that, in the process of making this work, he 

attended meetings of the Tenants Association, and met individually with 

residents over a three week period to recruit participants (1990). Sixteen 

volunteers allowed Willats into their apartments, where he photographed 

objects they had chosen for their particular personal significance, and 

recorded an interview with them about their feelings relating to life in the 

tower block.   Willats worked with each participant to turn the images and 43

text from the interview into a display board, which linked the images, a 

portrait photograph of the participant, and a quote or excerpt from the 

interview, with an imposing image of the tower block (1990). Each of the 

boards followed a similar framework, with a directional line connecting the 

 This exegesis originally included a reproduction of this artwork when it was submitted for 42

examination. The image has been removed due to copyright restrictions.

 It is of note that the estate Willats worked in — Brentford Towers — is typical of the high-43

density, poorly-maintained housing estates of outer London, into which increasing numbers 
of residents have been crowded with little public concern (until recently) for safety or 
security, in large part due to the low socio-economic status of the residents. Brentford 
Towers narrowly escaped a fate similar to the Grenfell Tower fire, in which 79 residents died 
on 14 June 2017. At the time of the Grenfell fire, Hounslow Council was about to update 
Brentford Towers with the same cladding material responsible for the rapid spread of the fire 
at Grenfell (Peracha-Dnu 2017). The Grenfell fire has been revealed as a preventable tragedy 
(Serhan 2017). Reports produced in 2011, motivated by the 2009 Lakanal House fire in 
Camberwell, revealed that at the time, nearly three quarters of building managers 
anonymously surveyed did not believe the housing they were responsible for, to be “fit for 
purpose,” and the same number did not believe that a suitable risk assessment of the housing 
had been conducted (Prosser 2011). Brentford Towers, constructed in the 1960s and 
considered dated at the time Willats worked with the residents in 1985, is still awaiting 
refurbishment, and is admitted by Hounslow Council to be in a deteriorating condition 
(Peracha-Dnu 2017).
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components and identifying the apartment of the resident pictured. Similar 

display frameworks have been used by the artist on other projects, including 

From One Generation to Another (1992-1993) and From Different Worlds 

(1988).  

The boards were presented on each floor of the tower, next to the 

elevators, moving up one floor every two days. The changing display was 

intended to encourage residents to move between floors, and potentially, to 

make new social connections: 

The effect of this sequencing of the presentation on different floors was to 
change residents’ behaviour, so that they would travel to those on different 
floors and in so doing meet other residents. The work could thus affect life in 
the tower block, not only conceptually, but also actually to stimulate new 
relationships countering the isolating physicality of the block. (Willats 1990) 

What I find significant in this work is that the products of the dialogical 

exchange — the display boards — were exhibited in the place they were made, 

to an audience made up of participants. While there were inevitably many 

residents who would have seen the boards and who chose not to participate, 

they had been invited to do so and non-participation had been their choice. 

The flow-on of the work represented a possibility of further, self-directed 

participation in, and engagement with, the estate and its residents. 

While Willats designed and maintained control over the structure of the 

engagement, the participants were capable of meaningful contribution to the 

dialogue, in the format of the text and images in the display. Moreover, 

Willats allowed room for extended participation because of the way the 

display boards were designed and exhibited. Although the boards function as 

an object-based artwork, if we opt for Willats’ social model, the experience at 

the centre is ongoing. It is worth noting that the residents had limited 

opportunities to alter the structure or the process of the artwork arranged by 

Willats: contributing the content but being unable to alter the form in which 

their contributions were presented. This is a challenge I also find in making 

work — how to create an artwork where the form or structure of the artwork 
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is open to change upon contact with participants. This may be where the limit 

exists between participation and collaboration, and I will return to this point 

in the conclusion. 

Perhaps here it is worth returning to the tetrahedron of the dialogical 

artwork. When it is encountered, it is impossible to see the whole from any 

one side. This is a cipher for all social practice, which is, in my view, best 

understood as experiential, rather than material. If the tetrahedron is 

perceived from the outside, then experience is always connected to other 

points, but then the connections between artist, audience or context may be 

occluded. To perceive the dialogical artwork from the inside, we have to take 

it apart. Then, experience is at the apex of each of the points of the flat 

triangle, but disrupted and incomplete — the experience of limited parties. 

Dialogical exchange thus builds a complex and connected whole, in which we 

are always embedded, and therefore have our view partially occluded. If we 

wish to make it flat to understand the whole, we must be separate from it, but 

to do so we break it apart, and cannot be certain how it connects together. 

V. Understanding dialogue through dialogics 

For dialogical art, defined by Kester in Conversation Pieces (2004) , the 

following are identified as necessary to the process: duration of engagement 

over time (85); de-centering, movement outside of self (self-interest) (85); 

open-ended interaction (87); and “collaborative interaction” — engaging with 

the audience as they are, rather than trying to change or improve them (88). 

These descriptors of a working process are all flow on-effects from a 

particular approach: the artist as a catalyst for conversation, or as facilitator 

of dialogue. 

In a dialogical exchange the role of the artist is to make space for 

conversation to occur, then to stimulate that engagement through a question 

and answer relationship. The artist’s approach, however, must be to address 

the other party with respect, to engage them into a dialogue, to respond to 

and integrate their contribution as equal to one’s own. It is a kind of feedback 

cycle, an open-ended discussion. It is important to note the difference here 

between a dialogical and a dialectical engagement.  
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The term “dialogic” emerged from the work of literary theorist Mikhail 

Bakhtin. Kester explains Bakhtin’s concept as viewing a work as a “kind of 

conversation — a locus of differing meanings, interpretations, and points of 

view” (2004, 10). Dialogic was used by Bakhtin to describe texts where 

multiple parties present different views and voices (Bakhtin 1981; Klages 

2012, 23; Sennett 2012, 19). In Together, Richard Sennett promotes 

dialogical exchange as a form of discussion that balances the forces of 

cooperation and competition (2012, 86). 

In dialogical exchange each party may learn and expand their 

knowledge through the encounter. However, the discourse results in 

divergent rather than singular conclusions: dialogical exchanges need not 

generate a resolution (Sennett 2012, 24). This is in contrast with dialectical 

discussion, which also features multiple viewpoints and an exchange of 

differing ideas, but which aims to generate a conclusion, synthesis, or 

resolution. 

The best example of the dialectical exchange I have encountered is from 

Richard Paul’s “Dialogical and Dialectical Thinking” (1993). Paul describes 

how during a legal trial, the jury listen to accounts from points of view — 

barristers, witnesses, officers, and experts — with the aim to make a decision 

on what happened, and who is innocent or guilty (309). Hegelian dialectics is 

another form of this multi-logical contest of truths or viewpoints: a thesis is 

challenged by an antithesis, resolved in a singular synthesis of both ideas, 

which is then replayed anew, each synthesis becoming the next thesis to be 

contested. Dialectical exchange is thus closer in form to agonistic plural 

democracy, discussed in Chapter Three. Dialogical exchange, while also 

multi-logical (or plural, to use Mouffe’s language) resists a single truth. 

For an example of dialogical discussion, I point to the classic dinner-

party conversation, an example offered by Sennett (2012, 79). In the instance 

of a dinner party, guests (who may not know each other at all) come together 

and engage in conversation, and often disagree. Through the exchange the 

guests may learn from each other, and as a result, become more informed 

about their own views. However, the exchange concludes by each party 

leaving with their own divergent viewpoints, none of the participants being 
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the winner or loser of the discussion.  Dialogical exchange is thus distinct 44

from dialectics or agonistic plural democracy in that the exchange is its own 

end (Sennett 2012, 45). 

Sennett outlines the necessary components for dialogic exchange: 

listening to the other, empathy, and the subjunctive mood — all factors in 

creating a cooperative or diplomatic environment. Listening, of the kind 

Sennett describes, is more attentive than hearing. It is not focused on 

generalities but instead on the manners and cues of the speaker, including 

intonation, gestures, and non-verbal signs (20). Listening is not a matter of 

agreement or identification with the speaker, but of attending to what is said, 

how it is said, what is specifically not said, and the basis of the speaker’s 

assumptions (24). Empathy is an extension of the act of listening. Rather 

than simply stating agreement or disagreement, empathy is the attendance 

to, and recognition of, the speaker’s experience. Dialogical exchange is also 

assisted by the subjunctive mood, or what could be more broadly called 

cooperative language (22). This is the use of conditional or qualifying words 

or phrases, such as “possibly,” “perhaps,” or “if I were in that position, I 

would …” (23). In using the label cooperative language, I suggest that 

cooperation can extend beyond the subjunctive mood. Rather than a specific 

tense, cooperative language can be applied to exchanges where the 

participants keep the discussion open and make an effort to include, using 

the subjunctive mood but also informality, common language, and by 

consciously creating openings for other speakers. 

How, then, can the artist foster dialogical exchange with and between 

participants in a social or relational artwork? The purpose of dialogical 

exchange is the process itself, of engagement with the other. The aim of 

dialogical exchange is not, as Bishop writes, to resolve problems “by making 

pinboard works about international terrorism, or giving free curries to 

refugees” (2004, 65), but rather to open a space where all contributors can 

listen and be listened to. 

 Perhaps the most tiresome kind of dinner party conversation is one which shifts from the 44

dialogical to the dialectical, as one or more guests make an effort to “win” a conversation, to 
convince the entire group of the validity their own viewpoint.
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This is what Kester is concerned with in the campaign for a dialogical 

aesthetics — a framework for consideration of the engagement (the 

structure), rather than the outcome, of an artist/audience/participant/

community interaction. As we have seen in the previous chapters on 

commodity, gift, and confrontational exchange, the form of the exchange, and 

thus the role of the artist, defines certain qualities of the engagement prior to 

the audience interaction. The focus on how the artist engages with the 

audience thus makes accountable the complete set of relations that occurs 

between the artist and audience, rather than just the interaction during 

performance, or the degree to which the community’s contribution is 

credited, or the visual qualities of a work. A call for dialogical exchange is a 

call for accountability in the workings of the artist with regards to their 

audience, but is also a shift towards the role of the artist as a catalyst and 

facilitator, as a gatekeeper of the space for dialogue, rather than artist as 

creator. 

VI. Dialogical exchange in Amy Spiers’ Wait Until Called 

To examine dialogical exchange in practice I will discuss Amy Spiers’ 

Wait Until Called (2014-2015). In this work the participants are brought 

together without any framework or instruction for engagement, other than to 

wait for their number to be called. When entering, the audience passes a 

machine from which participants can take a numbered ticket. In front of the 

ticket machine is an area with chairs, a clock on the wall, and a counter 

stating the number currently being called (see figure 4.4, page 124). 

The work brings together an art audience and the participants (who are 

asylum seekers, awaiting the outcome of their assessment for refugee status 

whilst living in the general community). During the period of the artwork, the 

audience is invited to participate by taking a number and sitting with an 

asylum seeker. The audience is given neither encouragement nor prohibition 

from approaching, speaking to, or engaging in any way with the participants. 

The only instructions are signs stating “Please wait until called” and “No 

Photography” — presumably for the protection of the identities of the asylum 

!123



seeker participants. The number being called was arbitrary, and did not 

change throughout the time of the artwork (Spiers 2017, 1).  

The work appears to echo Sierra’s Workers Who Cannot Be Paid 

(2000). However, the asylum seekers in Spiers’ work were visible to the 

gallery audience. The work, instead of presenting the asylum seekers as 

objects, invites the participants to wait without knowing what the outcome 

will be, or when it will come; much like the process enforced upon the asylum 

seekers during their application for refugee status, however, the audience has 

the opportunity to leave at any time. Spiers points out that the refugee 

application process and waiting period is a pointless and punitive measure, 

designed purely to deter applicants (Spiers 2015). Like Sierra, Spiers does not 

invite the audience to participate; Wait Until Called could be read as a 

performance by the asylum seekers rather than a participatory artwork. But 

Spiers, by providing ample seating, does direct the gallery audience to be 

seated with the asylum seekers, and imposes on them, for at least a brief 

moment, the experience of waiting without knowing. In email 
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Figure 4.4 Amy Spiers, Wait Until Called, 2014-2015. Photograph by Amy Spiers. 
Reproduction courtesy of Amy Spiers.



correspondence with the author, Spiers has stated that when the artwork was 

installed at Blindside gallery in Melbourne (2014), the gallery audience did 

engage with Nahar, Kadak, Rami and Batoul, the asylum seekers present; 

asking questions about their experiences (Spiers 2017, 1). 

There was a certain atmosphere of silence as the audience encountered the 
waiting asylum seekers/refugees. Sometimes people would, of their own 
volition, break this silence by sitting down and engaging in conversation or 
sometimes they would just look. I was most happy with the Underbelly [Arts 
Festival at Cockatoo Island] version because it implied audience movement 
without an explicit instruction. Because the seating was placed some distance 
from the entrance of this giant room, and the participants were seated so their 
backs were to the entrance, then the audience had to quite deliberately walk 
right down into the space if they wanted to see the refugees’ faces. Sometimes 
people wouldn’t walk in (either because they couldn’t be bothered, or they felt 
they couldn’t or they were happy to look) and others would walk right in and 
sit next to the participants, and even rearrange the seating to sit more 
comfortably face to face, and talk to them. Others used the seating to eat a 
snack, contemplate the work or rest their feet without interacting with the 
participants. (Spiers 2017, 2) 

Wait Until Called is an opportunity for empathy and listening, two of 

the key components described by Sennett for dialogical exchange. The 

engagement created by Spiers is reminiscent of the example Sennett offers of 

the distinction between sympathy and empathy: to sympathise is to claim to 

understand the other, to know what they feel, whereas to empathise is to sit 

silently, listening, and attending to the other on their own terms (2012, 21). 

The resulting affect (on both sides) arises from being in physical space with 

the other: a real rather than imagined encounter, between the art audience 

and the asylum seekers. Wait Until Called Spiers creates an opportunity for 

the gallery audience to participate by waiting-with, by sharing in the 

experience of not knowing, and perhaps by listening to what is said. It is an 

example of dialogics and dialogical exchange, with no resolution or end-

product. Spiers creates a space for an encounter with the other, and then 

(literally and figuratively) leaves the room, allowing the participants to share 
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in whatever engagement arises. In this way, Wait Until Called epitomises 

what Kester describes as a focus on the creation of a context, rather than 

content (2004, 1). The artwork is known only in the encounters remembered 

by the participants (Spiers 2017, 4) and the encounter is open to multiple 

logics and viewpoints.  45

The encounter framed by Spiers neither objectifies the participants nor 

seeks a solution to the issue at hand. By bringing together the participants, 

however, Wait Until Called offers a critique of the artworks and audiences 

otherwise encountered in art institutions. In creating an opportunity for a 

dialogical exchange between a gallery audience and asylum seekers, Spiers 

highlights the absence of the voices of asylum seekers in institutional spaces, 

and the relative homogeneity of the white middle class, who are 

predominately represented in art exhibitions and audiences. Wait Until 

Called is jarring because the context of the art gallery in which it is presented, 

and the participating asylum seekers, are an uncomfortable fit. In bringing 

together the participants — both asylum seekers and the gallery audience — 

the dialogical exchange thus generates an estrangement of the participants 

and the institutional context in which the artwork takes place. The 

estrangement created by Spiers offers a critique of the lack of diversity and 

the relative homogeneity of art audiences. 

Wait Until Called presents gallery audiences with an opportunity for 

dialogical exchange, by creating a context that encourages empathy and 

listening, but passes over the temptation to seek a resolution or answer to the 

issue of asylum seekers in Australia. 

VII. Dialogical exchange in practice — Subject to Review 

Kester’s model of the artist as a dialogical agent functions by creating a 

space for dialogue to exist, or by catalysing a dialogical exchange. This is the 

approach I adopted for the work Subject to Review (2014) at Casula 

 The form of participation enacted by Spiers, is similar to what Dominick LaCapra 45

describes as “secondary witnessing” — a bearing witness to the experience of the witness 
themselves, proceeding from an “empathic unsettlement” (2009, 66, 81). LaCapra’s 
empathic unsettlement, like Sennett’s dialogical exchange, resists speaking for, or 
identification with, the other, and instead promotes a respect for their differences and 
experiences (66).
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Powerhouse Arts Centre (hereafter CPAC). The participatory work, which 

culminated in an audio artwork and a participatory display, was the result of 

six months of planning and five weeks in residence at Casula. 

Speaking with the curator Adam Porter about the possibility of making 

a work for the exhibition Subject to Ruin at CPAC (A.35, page 189), I 

discussed with him the relationship between the arts centre and the 

community. It was clear that, as well as geographic isolation from the Casula 

and Liverpool centres,  there was a sense of cultural alienation between the 46

institution and the community in which it is located. This was something the 

institution was very aware of, and was taking action to address through 

exhibition programming and events. I proposed the idea of participants from 

the community reviewing the exhibition on display: a variety of local people 

offering their response to contemporary art. The concept of this work was 

therefore centred on the idea of dialogue between the arts centre and its 

community. From the beginning, Porter was interested in an audio format, 

something I had used in an earlier participatory artwork The Walking Project 

(2013). I was interested in pursuing a dialogical exchange in the form of an 

audio-guide, capturing the discussion between participants in response to the 

exhibition. 

I liaised with Khaled Sabsabi, the Cultural Engagement Officer at CPAC 

(and an artist of international renown), throughout the development. Khaled 

highlighted to me the diversity of the population in Liverpool, the community 

in which CPAC is located, and advised how to engage with the community to 

recruit participants. Khaled had links to Navitas English School, an English 

as a Second Language (ESL) school for adults in Liverpool, whose student 

cohort is mostly recent migrants who have settled in the area. He also 

introduced me to Curious Works, a youth-oriented film company, whose 

office was located in the building housing CPAC. Once I arrived at Casula, I 

 Casula is one suburb within the City of Liverpool. CPAC is located adjacent to the Casula 46

train station, and just 2km from the Casula Mall (shopping centre) by foot, but the train line 
adjacent to the Arts Centre forces drivers to take a detour, for a 6.3km journey. The Liverpool 
City centre, the Macquarie Street Mall, is 4.3km from CPAC by car or 3.8km by foot. The 
route from either centre to CPAC was not well signed at the time of my residence at CPAC. To 
get to Liverpool, I most often caught the train between the Casula and Liverpool stations or 
cycled along the bike-path. My main form of transport between CPAC and Casula Mall was 
on foot as the route included multiple stair-climbs.
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made appointments with administrators at both organisations, accompanied 

by Khaled, and used this as an opportunity to present my concept, ask for 

feedback, and invite participation. Both organisations were supportive, 

however the administrator at Navitas voiced concerns about the images and 

the kind of art that would be on display in the exhibition. She was wary of 

exposing her students to offensive material, or graphic images of violence, 

given that many of the students had fled war in their native countries and 

may be sensitive to images and artworks of that nature. I assured them that 

while the exhibition was political, the works themselves were not graphic nor 

did they show violent or explicit images. This process of engagement with the 

administration of Navitas and Curious Works, as well as with CPAC, drew my 

attention to the fact that participation includes more than just the 

participants themselves — the community and the institution (the context) 

must be engaged with and brought into the dialogue for participation to 

occur. 

Having discussed the work, responded to their concerns, and gained the 

support of the administrators in each organisation, I visited students in four 

classes at the school, as well as members of the film company. I spent about 

ten minutes with each group explaining the idea of the work, and what was 

required of them if they chose to take part. As it was part of their class time at 

Navitas, I or the teacher wrote some of the words I was using on the 

whiteboard, such as artist, installation, ruin, and conversation. To clarify that 

I wanted their help to create an artwork, I stated that some artists make 

sculptures and others paintings, but that I make conversations and 

experiences, and that was the work I wanted to make with their assistance. I 

was very clear that they didn’t need to know anything about art: I just wanted 

their honest opinions — how the art made them feel, whether they liked it or 

didn’t like it, what it made them think about. I explained that I would be 

recording the conversations to create an audio-guide for other audiences to 

listen to while viewing the artworks. I answered their questions, and asked 

how many would be interested in taking part. In each class, the whole cohort 

agreed to participate (raising hands to opt in), and the teacher and I made 

arrangements for when they would be able to attend the following week. 
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Some of the teachers confided their doubts whether the students had 

sufficient language skills for this level of expression. I emphasised repeatedly 

that all I wanted was honesty, and what they thought of the works. 

I did four walk-throughs over three days: three with classes from 

Navitas, and one with a group from Curious Works. In total 48 participants 

took part in the walk-throughs. The walk-throughs each began at the CPAC 

front desk, with a briefing, the signing of consent forms, and taking 

photographs of consenting participants. Thirty-six participants consented to 

be photographed for the artwork. The walks took a consistent route though 

the gallery. 

The participants offered complex, insightful and sometimes very funny 

interpretations of the artworks. One stated in a joking manner that the rusted 

Mercedes vehicle of Will Coles’ Memorial (2013) was in fact her car. The 

same work in another group inspired a very different discussion: when I 

asked what they thought it was a memorial for, one participant reflected that 

it was a memorial for war; where he came from, it was the kind of vehicle that 

was popular due to their status, but were also commonly seen abandoned and 
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Figure 4.5 Elizabeth Pedler, Subject to Review, 2014. Participants pictured 
discussing Alex Seton’s Recycle Bags (2013). Reproduction courtesy of Casula 
Powerhouse Arts Centre.



destroyed on the streets. Facilitating these discussions, I tried to avoid 

commenting on the works myself — limiting my input to describing how the 

work was made or how it functioned, if that was required.  I encouraged the 47

dialogue by asking participants open-ended questions, aiming to promote 

dialogical exchange through empathy, listening, and cooperative language. 

I edited these recordings to create a tour of the gallery (A.41, page 191), 

recreating as much as possible the experience, including awkward silences, 

stilted and heavily accented English, and the slow unravelling of stories via 

the artwork as both mirror and reference point. Certain works seemed to 

stimulate conversation easily, while of others very few people commented on 

in depth in any group. The responses to the artworks demonstrated to me 

that dialogue will not occur where there is widespread agreement 

(hegemony) or absence of opinion (apathy). In order to stimulate dialogical 

exchange, there needs to be a degree of disagreement or difference. What can 

 For example, where the object being examined was the result of a performance that had 47

occurred on the opening night, in the case of Madeleine Beckett’s Is There Something 
Between Us? (2014), or where the work was interactive, such as Denis Beaubois’ The 
Stamford Case (2014).
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Figure 4.6 Elizabeth Pedler, Subject to Review, 2014. Participants pictured in front 
of Khaled Sabsabi’s Tourist (2008). In this artwork, a map of the world’s 
landmasses is cut from rigid plastic card printed with images of backpacks. 
Reproduction courtesy of Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre.



be learned from the other is limited if they share precisely the same views as 

yourself. 

When selecting which clips to use for each artwork, it was usually a 

matter of which group had the most in-depth or varied discussion, or piecing 

together multiple conversations to make them sound to the listener like a 

single large conversation. However, in several instances I was torn between 

which clip to use, and I didn’t feel like they could be put together without 

seeming repetitive or incoherent. In these cases, I decided to use one set of 

comments for the complete audio-guide tour (A.41), and another for the 

individual sound-bites (A.42, page 191). It then became a matter of making 

sure both the complete tour and the sound-bites were interesting and 

listenable, yet still representative of the variety of participants. I have 

included here a transcript of an excerpt from the finished audio-guide, a 

discussion of Tourist (2008) by Khaled Sabsabi (pictured in figure 4.6, page 

130): 

Most of us from Iraq, here. You are from Egypt, here. 

Middle East. 

That is South America. 

Which bag is heavier, Serbian bag or Australian bag? 

Serbian. 

Persian bag. It’s the best bags. 

If you’re in America or in Africa, still carry bags. Common, emotional baggage, 
still the same. 

Different. Different problems. 

We all have our problems. 
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Should be empty here. 

[EP] It’s not very accurate is it? 

The Arctic Sea too. 

And below is a sample of the discussion responding to Kate Just’s 

Postscript: A Burial Suit (2013). 

It’s the thing they wear when they died? 

[EP] Yes 

*speaking in another language* 

[EP] So this is what she has made to wear when she dies. 

In Iraq, we have the same thing but white colour. 

[EP] Does it go to your fingers as well? 

No, no. 

Like a roll. They roll … 

[EP] They roll you up. 

No, it’s for Muslim, but in other groups it’s different. I am from another group, 
they make person wear something like shirt and the thing they wear when they 
died. 

Like suit? 

And they cover. It’s all the body, and they put it in the grave. 
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[EP] So it’s like a shroud. 

Shroud? 

[EP] So that’s when it’s a loose covering for the body to be buried in, a shroud. 

We don’t like to think like this because we are come from country where we 
lived in war and many … we see many body, killed body. 

The street. In the street. 

We don’t like to see something like this. And it’s special this. It’s very … for me 
it’s very disgusting. 

No. 

Seriously. Because it’s like body. It’s like something hang. 

[EP] It’s like her skin hanging there. 

The display for Subject to Review included photographs of the 

participants, text explaining the process of making the work, and instructions 

for listening to the audio (see figure 4.7, page 135). The audio was available as 

tracks online (accessible via QuickRead barcodes, leading to the online 

archive of the project, see A.42, page 191) as well as on media players on loan 

from the front desk. The audience had the choice also to listen to a complete 

tour, lasting 46 minutes, or smaller sound-bites relating to individual 

artworks (QR codes were placed beneath the artwork descriptions, 

accompanied by instructions). In the display panel of Subject to Review, I 

included a pin-board, with notepaper, pens, and thumb-tacks provided, 

encouraging audiences who listened to the audio to respond to the exhibition 

(figure 4.8, page 135). My intention with the pin-board was to make space for 

those participants who listened to the audio to engage in a dialogue about the 
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artworks as well, rather than limit response to only those participants who 

were present during the walk-throughs. This allowed for a continued 

exchange between the audience and the artworks, encouraging those who 

listened to the artwork to express their opinions about the exhibition, 

including Subject to Review. This continuation of dialogue, that I modelled 

on the display boards presented by Stephen Willats in Brentford Towers, 

permits for open-ended participation in the work, rather than limiting 

participation to the primary audience only. 

I was pleased with the audio-guide as a response to, and critique of, the 

exhibition and institution. However, I would do the walk-throughs differently 

were I to repeat the project. The participants who attended were a cross-

section of the local community, and not by any means specifically inclined to 

view or discuss art. This means that a large portion of each group hardly 

spoke, or hung back, or even left before the end. I would have liked to work 

exclusively with those who participated actively, and I feel like they would 

have generated a more fruitful and lively discussion. This is problematic, 

however, as it may have been enjoyable for these passive participants to take 

part, and may have had some impact on them, even if they did not verbalise 

their thoughts. Also, if I selectively targeted those who were interested in 

engaging, it would have subverted my aims of working with a representative 

selection of the local population. Another alternative would have been to have 

more groups, but the timeframe for producing the work prevented this. 

It is worth consideration that apathy or boredom are valid responses to 

contemporary art. In addition, as a confident, articulate speaker, I probably 

underestimate the effort that others expend to express their opinions, and the 

anxiety they may face when speaking to a group or to someone they have only 

recently met, or perhaps to a woman. I was also in a position of significant 

authority, and although I repeatedly told the participants that I only wanted 

to hear what they thought, that there was no right or wrong, I was 

nonetheless likely intimidating to a few. Many of the participants possibly felt 

more comfortable simply not speaking at all than risk saying something that 

might seem ignorant or rude. 
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Figure 4.8 Elizabeth Pedler, Subject to Review, 2014. Participant comment from 
pin-board. Reproduction courtesy of Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre.

Figure 4.7 Elizabeth Pedler, Subject to Review, 2014. Display panel installed in the 
Turbine Hall as part of Subject to Ruin exhibition at Casula Powerhouse Arts 
Centre. Reproduction courtesy of Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre.



It is also important to remember the impact of what Pierre Bourdieu 

describes as “cultural capital” (2010, first published in French in 1979), on 

the participants’ responses to artworks at CPAC.  Liverpool’s socio-48

economic profile suggests its population would be on average less familiar 

with contemporary art.  However, while I was working with the participants, 49

most of whom were recent migrants learning English, I noted that among 

them were many individuals with high levels of cultural capital: participants 

who were at ease responding to works of art even if they were not familiar 

with the artist, and despite their language barrier. The groups of students 

from Navitas were more diverse in their educational achievements, and 

therefore in their cultural capital, than their postcode would suggest. In 

addition, the relevance of Bourdieu’s surveys of French populations in the 

1960s, have been contested in the realm of sociology, and the application of 

cultural capital to the Australian context in particular, has been 

problematised by Bryan S. Turner and June Edmunds (2002). Furthermore, 

the particular tastes and aptitudes of 48 individuals from the Liverpool area 

in NSW in 2014 are likely to share similarities and differences with 

 In his text Distinction (2010) Bourdieu analysed the responses to a survey on taste in 48

music, art, cinema and theatre, against class and educational background. What Bourdieu 
makes clear is that “legitimate” taste, or aesthetics, is merely the dominant aesthetic of the 
upmost social class, and that each strata, broadly categorised as working, middle and upper 
class, have their own tacit, collectively recognised and condoned aesthetic (2010, 6-9). The 
aesthetics that each individual ascribes to, his or her preferences, are shaped by both 
“domestic” or inherited culture, and “scholastic” or learned culture (68). These two forms of 
culture combine to shape an individual’s personal taste and their aptitude to respond to art 
(47), as well as their ability to demonstrate their cultural aptitude in other areas such as 
interviews and conversations (82). In light of Bourdieu’s work, it might appear that the 
variability of participants’ engagement in discussion, in the work Subject to Review, and 
their diverse responses — from emotional and ethical to symbolic and aesthetic — could 
perhaps be attributed to the varied cultural capital of the participants involved, however as I 
have discussed, their responses can be attributed to a variety of other factors as well, 
including apathy and confidence (or lack thereof).

 Liverpool, here defined as the Local Government Area of the City of Liverpool, measured 49

by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in the 2016 census. Casula is one suburb within the 
City of Liverpool. According to this data, Liverpool’s population is below both the state and 
national average for proportion of the population who has attended a tertiary institution or 
technical college: 19.4%, compared to 22.4% for NSW, and 22% for Australia. Liverpool has 
below average rates of population currently enrolled in tertiary or technical education: 19.3% 
compared to 22.4% for NSW, and 22% nationally. Liverpool also has an above average rate of 
unemployment according to 2011 census data (2016 census data on employment has not 
been released at this time): 7%, compared to 5.9% for NSW, and 5.6% nationally. Most 
significantly, Liverpool is a very multicultural population: 62.1% of 2016 census respondents 
stated that both their parents were born overseas, compared to 37% for NSW and 34.4% 
nationally. Of Liverpool residents 51.7% were born in Australia, compared to 65.5% for NSW, 
and 66.7% nationally (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011, 2016).
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Bourdieu’s findings, given the chasm of both time and space between the two, 

and the small number of participants who took part in Subject to Review. 

Contemporary art, in particular the exhibition Subject to Ruin on display at 

CPAC, is also more diversified in medium than the section of the survey on 

painting that was used by Bourdieu to infer attitudes towards visual art 

(Bourdieu 2010, 518). In addition, Richard A. Peterson and Roger M. Kern 

observe that “legitimate” taste has shifted from “highbrow snobbery” to 

“omnivorous inclusion” among high-status individuals, most of all in 

contemporary art (1996); further problematising assumptions of the capacity 

of an individual to respond to visual art based on their cultural capital. I have 

no doubt that there are still impacts of both inherited and learned culture in 

taste and aptitude for discussing contemporary visual art. Cultural capital is 

still an aspect of participation that is significant to consider, and doubtlessly 

impacts the aptitude for and depth of participation in Subject to Review and 

other participatory artworks. 

The issue of cultural capital and the willingness of participants to 

engage with a participatory artwork in an art institution returns my attention 

to the complex relationship of power, authority and privilege attached to 

working as an artist within an art institution that I raised in Chapter Two. In 

inviting the participants from Navitas and Curious Works to take part in a 

dialogue about the artworks on display in Subject to Ruin, I was attempting 

to open the discursive space of contemporary art at CPAC to local voices who 

were not represented in the exhibition, and who were either ignorant of or 

felt alienated by the institution. This was an experiment to bring the “other” 

into dialogue with the institution, in a dialogic exchange in which each party 

involved — myself the artist, CPAC the context, and the participants — could 

learn through the encounter. In this context however, not all parties come to 

the encounter as equals. I was armed not only with the cultural capital of my 

education and experience in contemporary art, but also with the authority 

endowed by the institution. CPAC, represented in the exhibition, the building 

and its employees, had authority over me as the artist: as both a local 

authority in the community, and as a patron or employer. The participants 

were then invited into this situation. In particular the participants from 
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Navitas were already in the didactically subordinate position of students in a 

classroom (being instructed in the dominant language of the country), and it 

was in this context that I was granted authority by the Navitas faculty and 

teachers to speak. The aim of creating a dialogue with the participants in 

which they have equal authority to speak was clearly fraught. 

One model for a more equal and democratic engagement that addresses 

this power differential is Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire 

2005, original publication in Portugese, 1968), which is suggested for artists 

by Tom Finkelpearl and by Kester (Finkelpearl 2001, 277-293; Kester 2004, 

10).  Finkelpearl adopts Freire’s model for social engagement in the text 50

Dialogues in Public Art (2001), with a chapter devoted to dialogue-based 

community art projects prefaced by an interview with Freire, and an 

introduction that lays out how Freire’s model for the teacher is applicable to 

the artist (277-293). 

Freire criticises the “banking concept” of conventional pedagogy, where 

the teacher is posited as an authority who deposits knowledge into students 

(2005, 46) — a similar structure to the Shannon-Weaver transmission model 

of communication, and Willats’ Relationship of Artist to Audience. 

Traditional Model (Willats 2012, 9A). Freire offers as an alternative, the 

“problem-posing” model, wherein the teacher and students are equal 

participants in their shared education (52). The “teacher-student” instigates 

and facilitates a discussion with “students-teachers,” offering an object from 

the world, around which is mounted a dialogue (52-54). In this scenario, 

applied to art, the artist and audience have a shared encounter, mediated by 

the world, where meaning is created, and equally contributed. The artist-

participant and the participants-artists are brought into dialogue through a 

shared exploration of an object or issue from the world. 

Jaques Rancière’s similar model, from The Ignorant Schoolmaster 

(1991, original publication in French, 1987), offers additional instruction in 

the approach of the teacher and students each coming to an mutually 

 Although European-centric critics such as Bishop have drawn upon Jaques Rancière’s 50

Ignorant Schoolmaster (Rancière 1987/1991; Bishop 2012, 266) as a model for the artist in 
dialogue with an audience, Rancière is predated by Paulo Freire, whose Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1968/2005) offered a similar model of teacher in communication with a class, 
both tackling the mutual task of learning through contact with the other.
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unknown text or object (2). This runs counter to the criticism of Freire, 

whose model inherently suggests an authority in the artist “who will open the 

minds of ‘the people’ for their benefit, whether they like it or 

not” (Finkelpearl 2001, 281). Nonetheless, Rancière and Freire are closely 

aligned. Freire’s model of the creation of knowledge through problem-posing 

is similar to Rancière’s model of the teacher and the class mutually 

examining an unknown. 

In the interview with Finkelpearl, Freire acknowledges that the artist 

may not come as an entirely blank slate to the engagement (Freire 2001, 

286). Freire pragmatically accepts that artists will of course have questions 

already written or developed for an audience. However, so long as they allow 

for variance in response, and the flow of conversation to take a path other 

than what was planned, then the dialogue is not diminished (2001, 286). 

What is not legitimate is to try to impose on them precisely the arguments I 
thought beforehand. It’s not legitimate, because a true conversation cannot be 
preestablished. I cannot know beforehand what you will say to me in 
answering my question. I have to become engaged in order to follow our 
process of conversation. Do you see? Of course, I have to program my 
conversation. Nevertheless, I have to know that my conversation cannot be 
precisely as I planned it. (Freire 2001, 286) 

This absolution to artists is a pragmatic response, as the artist obviously 

will come to a community or audience loaded by their cultural, educational 

and social background. Even were they not to have pre-formulated questions, 

they will likely have certain attitudes, assumptions and ideologies that relate 

to their audience.  

I made an effort to adopt this approach to dialogue, influenced by Freire 

and Rancière, in Subject to Review. Although I entered their classroom and 

offices with a certain level of authority and privilege, I repressed the impulse 

to explicate the works. As Rancière observes: “to explain something to 

someone is first of all to show him he cannot understand it by himself” (1991, 

6). Bringing Freire’s model to CPAC, I invited the participants to respond to 

the artworks in the exhibition, and encouraged dialogue around these objects 
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by asking questions. The artworks occupied the role of the mutually unknown 

object, around which I encouraged an open dialogue in which all comments 

and interpretations were welcomed. The intention of using open ended 

questions was to foster, as much as possible, an open outcome and to 

emphasise the authority of the participants in the engagement. But it was 

also intended to create a context for empathy and listening. As Sennett points 

out, dialogical exchange relies on empathy, rather than sympathy, expressed 

by creating an opportunity for the other to speak and share their experience. 

Bringing the groups to CPAC, and asking them to respond to the exhibition, 

places at the forefront of the dialogue not the curator’s nor institution’s 

interests, nor the artists’ (of the artworks being discussed), but the 

participants: Liverpool residents, predominantly recent migrants. Subject to 

Review created an opportunity for these participants to be heard in the 

institutional context, and to speak back to an institution that operates in their 

community. My role as artist in this work, was to create a context in which 

participants voices were brought into a space the community was distanced 

from; the dialogical exchange was thus between myself as the artist, the 

participants, and also the institution.  

One point I emphasised to the groups in the briefings was that my views 

on the artwork in Subject to Ruin exhibition were not relevant. However, I 

am not absent from the dialogical exchange, and my experience is the filter 

through which the secondary audience encounters the artwork, represented 

in the audio-guide. The audio-guide also functioned as a playful critique of 

the institution. The display panel was stylised to mimic the didactic texts in 

the exhibition and blend in with the institution’s own signage. The audio-

guide thus aimed to perhaps be read by some audiences as an official 

narration of the exhibition, created by CPAC. The stylisation of the display 

lent further authority to the participants; their voices were not just present, 

but appear as an official, institutionally sanctioned commentary. 

The walk-through and the audio-guide components to Subject to 

Review are more distinctly separate artworks than I had originally conceived. 

I had planned for it as one artwork, the audio-guide being a document much 

like a photo or video of the event for later audiences. Upon looking back at 
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the walk-through and the audio-guide however, I realise the level of editing, 

and the disparity between my experience of the groups and the experience 

offered by the audio-guide, makes for two significantly different encounters. 

Although each participant of the walk-throughs would probably recognise 

parts of the audio-guide as their experience, by editing the groups together, 

and shortening the pauses or cutting out certain comments, I made a more 

engaging version of events. The audio-guide also lacks the social 

awkwardness and anxiety I experienced engaging with the participants, the 

worry that I am somehow simultaneously boring them and asking too many 

questions. By editing the groups together I lost the thoughtful and 

uncomfortable pauses, sometimes lasting minutes, to provoke responses 

from the participants, and the times where a group honestly had nothing to 

say about an artwork. As I wrote earlier, apathy is a valid response, and that 

isn’t expressed to the same extent in the finished audio offered to the 

subsequent exhibition audience. By trying to make the recordings more 

palatable to the secondary audience, I moulded the audio-guide into 

something that is perhaps more listenable, but also less reflective than what I 

experienced in the walk-through groups. 

I never planned the audio work as pure documentation — that would be 

excruciating for some audiences, and more importantly, I wanted to play with 

and critique the voice of authority offered by the audio-guide in an 

institutional setting. The audio-guide is better understood as a representation 

of a memory, rather than a recreation of the experience. Like a memory, it 

selects the best bits, forgets the rest, and communicates the feeling of the 

experience (my experience — I edited the audio to fit how I remembered the 

walk-throughs). The audio-guide tries to simulate my memory of the walk-

throughs as an aggregate, rather than give a perfect and complete 

understanding. The audio component of Subject to Review is therefore more 

like a story about the walk-through, as told by someone who participated. I 

believe this is a legitimate compromise. There really is no way of offering a 

true or complete simulation of an experience as it is received. The important 

thing to me as an artist is not to conceal the difference, and to remain 

transparent about how the artwork is created. 
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VIII. Summary 

For most of my previous social practice artworks, I tried to approach the 

situation as an equal participant, thinking about how I would engage in the 

participant’s position. Planning the work for Casula, however, I was faced 

with the high likelihood that the participants were of a variety of educational 

levels, definitely with limited English skills, and with vastly different 

experiences and cultural backgrounds to myself. I was most certainly not in 

the position of an equal. Rather than participant then, I placed myself in the 

role of instigator, or gatekeeper, of the activity.  This is in alignment more 51

closely with Freire’s model of the teacher-student, who together with student-

teachers, examine a third object from the world. The dialogue created in 

Subject to Review was a shared process, contributed to by the participants as 

well as myself.  

Viewing the work in comparison with Willats’ tripartite model of the 

social artwork, the context (Liverpool, CPAC and the exhibition Subject to 

Ruin), the participants (students at Navitas and Curious Works), and the 

artist (myself) each were equally involved in the dialogical exchange mounted 

around the artworks in the exhibition, and, conceptually, in a cultural 

dialogue around the function of contemporary art and the relationship 

between an art institution and the community. Significantly, this dialogue 

was not limited to the primary audience only. The dialogue extended to 

include the audience listening to the Subject to Review audio-guide, open to 

all visitors to CPAC from the launch on 7 June (see A.36, page 190) until the 

exhibition closed on 6 July, and through the display and pin-board 

encouraging ongoing feedback to both Subject to Review and the exhibition. 

Thus the process of the conceptual development, the engagement with the 

community, as well as the aesthetic process of participation, were all centred 

on the premise of creating dialogical exchange, rather than being envisioned 

as a complete artwork to be delivered to the arts centre. 

 I was of course also observer, but not standing back — in fact I placed another person in 51

this role, photographing the conversation for documentation.
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Artworks generated in consultation with community, even the briefest 

of engagements such as Subject to Review, necessarily entail consultation 

with multiple organisations and individuals, to come to fruition. This is a 

filter of sorts, which favours artworks delivering some benefit to the 

community. In order to gain support from any (non-arts) organisation, the 

artist has to demonstrate why they should be involved, when this is not 

within their standard function. In the case of Subject to Review, the benefit 

was to the participants to exercise their language skills, and engage in 

conversation about a different topic to what they would usually practice in 

class. Whilst for the film group, it was to exercise their cultural 

comprehension abilities. The benefit to CPAC was exposure to new 

audiences, and to gain feedback from the local community. For myself, the 

benefit was to learn dialogical exchange through practice as a means of 

engaging with participants and generating critique, and secondly to trial the 

idea of documentation as a functioning participatory artwork. This idea of 

reciprocity of gain should be kept in mind when working with communities 

and non-arts organisations, that of course the community or audience will 

want something in return for their service to the artist. This is a two-way 

street (or multi-way intersection). As Kester points out, there are many 

dangers for artists who treat the participants as just another material for 

their use (2004, 138). It is also important to remember that a participant is 

not engaged on their own. Even when working one-on-one, a participant 

comes from a community. In the case of Subject to Review, the community 

structures of Curtin University, CPAC, Curious Works Film Co and Navitas 

English School were each asked to participate. The dialogue enacted was not 

only with the participants, but also with each of the organisations I engaged 

with to make this artwork. Even though these organisations’ voices are not 

audible in the audio documentation, their consent and support for this 

project were as vital as any of the participants whose voices are recorded. 
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Conclusion 
This thesis is about the methods and the making of social practice. I began 

this course of study with the intent to know more about how to make social 

practice critically, in a society and in institutions which often did not 

represent my interests. Creating exchanges in contexts that were often 

compromising and uncomfortable enabled me to work with audiences and 

communities, and to critique the economic and social norms upheld by 

institutions. The alternative is to remove our practices from institutional 

contexts, to leave the audiences alone in institutions, or with the 

governments who back them. To set up our own alternative institutions is an 

appealing idea,  but it is impossible to withdraw entirely from the neoliberal 52

commodity economy and the society which supports it. To practice we need 

to pay rent, to take jobs, and to accept residencies, commissions and sales 

with organisations we would disagree with, if given the chance. To make a 

social practice is a compromise. It is a way for me to do the work I believe in, 

and perhaps to query institutions from within — whether that be the 

institutions I am employed by, or the ones I carry within myself, within my 

practice. This thesis investigates how artists are able to make exchanges 

critically: how social practice is taking the social interstice of exchange 

embedded in the neoliberal economy, and making something that works 

subversively, raises doubt, and generates critique. Using exchange in social 

practice to generate critique — of our institutions, of our society, of ourselves 

— is a critical action.  

In the Introduction, I define social practice as art that requires social 

engagement with the audience, and participatory art as a subset within social 

practice, which is contingent upon the participation of the audience to 

 I have personally participated in the creation and maintenance of alternative, not-for-52

profit, critical, art-centred, art institutions. I am proud to have been a part of Moana Project 
Space in Perth, as Gallery Manager throughout 2016. I also volunteered in the creation and 
transformation of Success, the largest independent Artist-Run-Initiative in Australia, which 
operated in Fremantle, 2016-2017. I worked as part of the team to create the arts platform 
and alternative and artist-in-residence program Raft, 2015-2017. These independent and 
subversive para-institutions are critical testing grounds for artists and arts workers, 
especially in the increasingly freelance, crowdsourced, and economically unstable arts 
environment.
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complete the artwork. Social practice is generally focused on creating 

experiences through processes, contexts and systems, rather than generating 

tangible or traditional artistic outcomes.  

I review the histories of social practice, outlined by Claire Bishop, Tom 

Finkelpearl, Grant Kester and other authors. Despite Nicolas Bourriaud’s 

proclamation of social practice’s emergence de novo in the 1990s, these 

authors, and Bishop in particular, trace a lineage of antecedents of social 

practice linked to moments of social and political upheaval: Italian Futurism, 

post-revolutionary participatory events in Russia, Paris Dada, Argentinian 

artists in the face of oppressive government, Eastern Bloc artists working 

covertly, British community art and the Artist Placement Group, and the 

eventual blossoming of project art and socially engaged exhibitions in the 

1990s. Finkelpearl adds to this history the rise of social practice in North 

America, which built on strategies of community organising learned from the 

civil rights movement. What these histories point to is the relationship 

between social practice and social unrest: at each of these moments, social 

practice forms part of a countermovement to conditions of oppression, 

upheaval, unrest or insecurity. This is not to be confused with social practice 

in itself being exclusively critical — at times, social practice has been 

employed in service of government ideology and nationalism, and practices 

have been instrumentalised for government policy. 

The contemporary wave of social practices since 1990 has been 

suggested by Bishop to have occurred in response to the global spread of 

neoliberalism, and the collapse of functioning communism as an alternative. 

This causality is affirmed by Michael Burawoy’s argument: that we are seeing 

the emergence of a growing social countermovement, a third wave of 

Marxism, in response to the spread of neoliberalism. Burawoy suggests this 

countermovement can be identified in the current emergence of grass-roots 

initiatives, cooperatives, and micro-economic projects, all alternative 

strategies for existing in neoliberal reality which bear distinct resemblance to 

social practice. Contemporary social practice as a critique of neoliberalism, 

however, is not clear-cut: Bishop reminds the reader that the tools and 

techniques of social practice resemble closely neoliberal modes such as 
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networks, affective labour, project work and mobility. If social practice is to 

be a critique of neoliberalism, artists need to be conscious of the vulnerability 

of social practice to instrumentalisation, and engage critically with their 

practice and with neoliberal institutions. 

Regarding the making of social practice, and how artists generate 

critique, the discourse is equivocal: Bourriaud and Ted Purves call for 

anticapitalist economic models of exchange and gifting; Bishop argues for 

antagonist aesthetics; while Grant Kester promotes dialogue as a paradigm of 

social practice. Each of these models, I claim, is a mode of exchange: (para-

capitalist) commodity exchange, gift exchange, confrontational exchange and 

dialogical exchange. 

I define an artist or practitioner as the primary (though not sole) author 

of an artwork, an audience as those intended to receive an artwork, and a 

participant as someone who contributes to making the artwork. I compare 

Suzanne Lacy, Sherry Arnstein and Stephen Willats’ models of audience 

engagement. The difference between these models indicate the diversity of 

perspectives on social practice, and the shortcomings of diagrams to illustrate 

complex social engagements. Though Lacy’s and Arnsteins’ models offer 

insights, I primarily refer to Willats’ model in my practice. 

I discuss my methodology, creating what Estelle Barrett describes as 

embodied vision, by integrating the theory and practice of exchange in social 

practice into a dialogue, and then writing from my experience. The social 

practice artworks I produced for this thesis took place inside art institutions, 

and I present my approach to operating inside those spaces. As a practitioner 

who works in neoliberal art institutions, I am in a position of both weakness 

and power. I offer Michel de Certeau’s la perruque, or, the wig, as a working 

method: the worker’s own work disguised as work for the employer. I employ 

this tactic with the aim of practising critically: using the opportunities 

afforded by my position to generate social, political and institutional critique. 

In Chapter One, I introduce exchange as a social interstice. Social 

interstice is the region of inter-human encounters, commerce, and models of 

sociability; the space in which relational aesthetics as a form exists, according 

to Bourriaud. Exchange in social practice is any social interstice wherein the 
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artist and participants mutually contribute to an encounter, and from which 

there is a reciprocal outcome, and a movement of some thing between 

parties. 

Different forms of exchange exist, such as commodity or capital 

exchange, and gift or social exchange. Exchange predates neoliberalism and 

capitalism, and though it has become affiliated with the neoliberal economy, 

it is a building block of human society. Social practice offers an opportunity 

to take the social interstice of exchange and renegotiate it, to estrange 

exchange from the neoliberal economy and remodel it for alternative uses. 

These estrangements and alternatives, through the interstice of exchange, 

create opportunities for critique. 

The path of this thesis is the examination of different forms of 

exchange, and their employment (or deployment) to generate critique in 

social practice. Exchange of these different forms contributes to, and 

reinforces, economies of their kind; these types of exchange even have the 

power to transform the objects exchanged into currency. Specifically, a 

commodity economy is a system constructed through repeated and 

systematic commodity exchange. A commodity exchange has the power to 

transform non-commodities into commodities — the currency of a 

commodity economy.  

An incompatibility or mis-fit between an exchange interstice, a 

currency, and an economy, can create an estrangement. The estrangement — 

of an object out of place — highlights both the mismatch and the norm from 

which it deviates, drawing attention to both and opening space for critique. 

An example of this in social practice is Rirkrit Tiravanija’s Untitled (Beauty) 

(1994). By offering a social exchange of food in an art institution (which is 

part of the commodity economy) Tiravanija creates an estrangement that 

highlights the atypicality of the social exchange and the commodity economy 

in which it is uncomfortably placed. This estrangement opens up for enquiry 

both the social exchange and the normalised commodity economy of the art 

gallery. 

Exchange may also generate critique through the creation of an 

alternative currency or economy, which then reflects back upon the dominant 
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economy. This is the method employed in Time/Bank (2009-ongoing) by 

Julieta Aranda and Anton Vidokle. The artists created an economy whose 

currency is not money but time, and in which all hours are equal, and can be 

exchanged by participants as currency. This alternative economy of Time/

Bank presents a critique of the neoliberal economy it parallels. By creating a 

substitute that allows participants to function economically outside of the 

neoliberal economy, the artwork opens a dialogue questioning the utility and 

impacts of the neoliberal economy — and associated institutions — in order 

to facilitate exchange. 

Diversion, the commodification of a typically non-commodity item 

through an act of commodity exchange, also has the capacity for 

estrangement. This is the method I employed in making Imposter Syndrome 

(2015). Through an act of reciprocal identity exchange, the artwork 

commodified the identity of the participants, including myself. This diversion 

estranged the identity of participants, and highlighted to me the instability, 

and the performative and relational aspects, of identity. The estrangement of 

identity thus queried the construction of identity as the stable expression of 

an authentic self. In the failure of identity to be exchanged cleanly; in its 

leakages and ruptures, Imposter Syndrome also highlighted the limits of 

commodity exchange by demonstrating that certain objects resist 

commodification. This shows that the commodity economy is constrained by 

society. 

Bringing together conflicting exchanges, currencies, and economies, 

such as the placement of a social exchange within a commodity economy or 

the commodification of a non-commodity, highlights an uncomfortable 

configuration and fosters critique of each part of the exchange (whether the 

interstice, the object, or the context of exchange). Creation of alternative 

systems of exchange also generates critique, by reflecting back on the 

normalised economy from which it differs. 

In Chapter Two I expand on the capacity of alternative economies to 

generate critique, focusing on the social interstice of gift exchange and the 

creation of gift economies in social practice. Gift exchange as a social 

interstice is similarly reciprocal, like commodity exchange. Gifts are not 
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priced, but they nonetheless demand reciprocation. Each gift — the currency 

of a gift exchange — must repay not only the gift it reciprocates, but also the 

spirit of the gift, what Marcel Mauss describes as hau. This leads to a chain of 

gifting, building social ties between participants. Gift economies are thus 

perpetuated by social obligation; they contribute to, and propagate, the social 

systems of kinship, obligation, and hierarchy, which support the gift economy 

in a social and economic symbiosis. 

The separate economy of the gift, as opposed to the commodity 

economy of the art gallery and institution, means that gift exchange in social 

practice creates an estrangement, through the misfit of exchange and 

economic context. According to Ted Purves, the gift exchange creates a 

détournement, piercing the spectacle and subverting the artist-audience 

relationship. The obligation to repay, reciprocate and move the gift onward is 

used by Lee Mingwei in The Moving Garden (2009-present) to generate 

open-ended participation. The gift exchange transgresses the economy and 

social code of the art institution: the gift of a flower Lee offers takes the 

participants outside of the institution, generating a gift economy which 

exceeds the institution socially, economically, and geographically. 

However, gift exchange is not selfless: it is conditional, and engenders 

complex power dynamics between the donor and the recipient of the gift. 

Henrik Plenge Jakobsen points out that a gift can be leveraged for financial 

profit as a form of capital investment raising the value of the artist’s oeuvre. 

Gift exchange obligates participants, but can obligate the artist just as easily.  

Ben Kinmont’s work Waffles for an Opening (1991-1992) is an example 

of how the exchanged gift obligates the receiver and creates a social debt. 

First it obligates the participant, then the artist, then the participant, and so 

on. The obligation to reciprocate a gift is as true of the gift given by the 

participant to the artist, placing the artist in an inferior social position until 

they are able to reciprocate in kind. The spirit of the gift ensures the gift’s 

continued progression in a chain of exchanges, increasing its social value and 

creating a miniature economy, constantly shifting the impetus for 

reciprocation. The gift exchange generated by Kinmont spurs a gift economy 

that extends beyond the social and geographical confines of the art 
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institution, and the exchange also encourages and validates the participants’ 

contributions to the artwork, critiquing the delimiting parameters of the 

institutionalised power structure that shapes the artist-audience relationship. 

I partially modelled my work, A Dinner Engagement (2014), on Waffles 

for an Opening. Whilst in residency at Central Greenough, I invited members 

of the community to share a meal with me. The invitation catalysed a chain of 

gift exchanges with the participants, culminating in a potluck dinner and 

closing party. A Dinner Engagement was not one gift, but a series of gift 

exchanges that created a gift economy, fostering social bonds with 

participants and the community.  

The invitation I offered to potential participants was a transgression of 

the artist-audience relationship, creating a détournement. The ensuing 

exchange transformed the artist-audience hierarchy into an intimate social 

relationship, resulting in a reduction of the distance (both geographically and 

socially) between the artist and the community. The gift economy generated 

by A Dinner Engagement presented to the artist-in-residence program a 

subtle critique. By suggesting an alternative gift economy for the creation and 

consumption of art in the Geraldton community, the artwork challenged the 

social norms maintained by the program, and, more obliquely, the 

commodity-centric neoliberal economy in which the art institution is 

embedded. 

I learned from participants that the gift offered in the invitation — a 

meal — requires a specific form of participation, placing demands and 

obligations on the participants. There was no way of dropping in briefly to 

participate, as one may drop in to see an exhibition. The form of the 

experience was heavily influenced by social codes, just as it constructed and 

reinforced those social ties through the exchange of gifts. The exchange was 

governed by the social norms of the gift economy, and those norms 

discouraged or prohibited certain forms of participation. I conclude that gift 

exchange engenders participation that conforms to the gift economy, pre-

determining to an extent the contributions of the participants. Gift economies 

lack the capacity for confrontation — with the exception of potlatch and 

competitive gifting, into which antagonistic tendencies are channeled. 
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To explore how exchange can include confrontation and challenge, in 

Chapter Three I examine artworks that incite antagonistic and adversarial 

participation. Antagonism is championed by the historian and theorist Claire 

Bishop as a relational form which is more democratic, inclusive, and 

representative of a functioning society. A lack of relationship, lack of 

exchange, or a confrontational exchange between participants, is no less 

relational, and still valuable in a study of social practice. I agree with Bishop 

that social practitioners should consider how they may represent and create 

space for confrontational responses, if they are to avoid circumscribing social 

engagement to communitarian micro-topias. 

In my response to Bishop’s “Antagonism and Relational 

Aesthetics” (2004), I highlight the distinction between antagonist and agonist 

confrontation, as defined by Chantal Mouffe. Whilst antagonistic 

confrontation is alienating, othering, and promotes seeing the opponent as a 

threat, agonist confrontation is adversarial, de-othering, and encourages 

seeing the opponent as an equal competitor. These two approaches to 

confrontation are discernible in the artworks Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, 

Remunerated to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes (2000), by Santiago 

Sierra, and Intervention to Aid Drug-Addicted Women (1994), by 

WochenKlausur. In Sierra’s artwork confrontation is generated by the 

audience’s lack of intervention or engagement with paid participants inside 

cardboard boxes. This othering, antagonistic confrontation is generated by 

participants, as much as by Sierra. WochenKlausur, on the other hand, 

generated an agonistic exchange. The confrontation is shaped by the 

conditions and the enclosure of the artwork on board a boat on Lake Zürich. 

Opponents met as adversaries with a common goal, creating the potential for 

reciprocal confrontation and exchange. When protected from exposure, 

participants contributed to an agonistic plural democracy, and together 

formulated a solution for the crisis afflicting sex-workers in Zürich. In this 

way, agonistic confrontation, when reciprocated as an exchange, has the 

potential to build an agonistic plural democracy as theorised by Mouffe. 

Agonistic confrontational exchange works against hegemony to include the 
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other in an exchange of ideas, recognising the other not as a threat, but as an 

adversary with equal right to participate. 

I analyse Stuart Ringholt’s artwork Anger Workshops (2012), in which I 

was a participant. Whilst the experience produces the affect of confrontation, 

it lacks an other to reciprocate confrontational exchange. This form of one-

sided confrontation creates catharsis, not exchange. However, I was able to 

learn from Ringholt the value of seeking conflicts from participants 

themselves, allowing them to embody and experience their emotional 

response, and empowering the participants to confront and resolve conflict 

themselves. These methods for generating confrontation emerged from my 

experience of Anger Workshops, and are also promoted in Augusto Boal’s 

Theatre of the Oppressed.  

To investigate confrontational exchange in practice, I created the 

artwork Speedfighting (2015-ongoing). Using cards with cues for arguments, 

and a rigidly timed structure to ensure participants have a confrontation with 

every other participant, the artwork encouraged participants to participate in 

a reciprocal, controlled confrontation. I focused on comprehensive 

facilitation — using briefing, debriefing, timing and direction — to create the 

conditions for agonistic exchange. The artwork prepared and rehearsed 

participants for confrontation and offered participants opportunity to 

challenge each other and have their own perspectives challenged. The 

framing of the engagement with briefing and debriefing encouraged 

reflection on how confrontation is handled outside of the artwork. The 

structure of Speedfighting therefore opened the confrontation outward 

towards the world, encouraging continued critique and self-reflection. 

I learned from Speedfighting how easily agonistic pluralism and 

confrontational exchange can become antagonistic attack, reinforcing a 

hegemony. This experience lead me to conclude that agonistic plural 

democracy is possible, but is vulnerable to dissolve into antagonism and 

defence of hegemony to the exclusion of the “other,” if there exists a 

perceptible majority, whether real or projected. The vulnerability of agonistic 

exchange underlined to me that, for marginalised viewpoints, and for 

participants othered by mainstream society, it is not enough to bring 
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participants together and expect exchange. Social practitioners need to create 

space for, and amplify, marginalised voices, if the other is to be heard at all. 

In Chapter Four I investigate dialogical exchange. According to Kester, 

dialogical aesthetics and dialogical exchange is the creation of a context 

rather than content in social practice. Dialogue is an encounter with the 

other, but exploratory rather than adversarial in nature. As an example of 

dialogical aesthetics, I examine The Roof is on Fire (1994), one of the 

Oakland Projects series, by Suzanne Lacy, Annice Jacoby and Chris Johnson 

working with the community under the moniker T.E.A.M. This artwork 

focuses on giving voice to marginalised youth in Oakland. The audience, 

however, is only able to listen and does not enter into any exchange. The 

engagement process limited agency and decision-making to a select group 

among the participants, and directed their contributions in a way that 

alienated some participants. Although intending to give voice to the 

marginalised, I feel The Roof is on Fire replicates, to some extent, the 

subjugating power dynamic the artists were aiming to subvert. 

To explore how dialogue can function as an exchange, I analyse A 

Socially Interactive Model of Practice (2012) proposed by Stephen Willats. 

In this model, the artwork exists at the nexus of artist, audience and context. 

I propose that this model is better understood as a three-dimensional 

tetrahedron, rather than a flat triangle. Viewing the engagement as a 

tetrahedron, the artwork requires a base of dialogical exchange connecting 

the artist, audience and context in order for it to be supported. Each point is 

connected through reciprocal dialogue with the other — without dialogue, the 

form does not emerge. Once created, the three-dimensional form cannot be 

seen completely without some part always remaining hidden. If we then 

flatten the tetrahedron again to examine it closely, the artwork — the 

experience — is always fragmented, known only in parts. 

The socially interactive model created by Willats can be seen in his 

work, Brentford Towers (1985). In this project Willats engaged in dialogical 

exchange with the Tenants’ Association of an apartment block, and 

participating residents, to create display boards communicating through text 

and photographs participants’ experiences of living in the apartments. These 
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boards then were exhibited in the tower block beside the elevators, moving 

regularly to foster continued engagement between participants and fellow 

residents. In Brentford Towers the contributions of the artist, audience, and 

context are visible, and each are vital for the artwork to exist. 

In Together (2012), Richard Sennett suggests empathy and listening are 

required for dialogical exchange to occur. Dialogics, as opposed to dialectics, 

do not lead to a resolution, but to recognition of difference and a respect for 

the other. These components are discernible in the artwork Wait Until Called 

(2015-2016), by Amy Spiers. In this work, Spiers brings asylum seekers and 

an art audience together for a mutual encounter with the other. Wait Until 

Called creates opportunities for the audience to listen, but does not direct 

their participation and does not shape or facilitate a resolution. The artwork 

recognises the voice and position of asylum seekers in Australia without 

attempting to shape their contribution. The artwork is only this experience, 

as there is no recording, no other outcomes: only a dialogical exchange. 

The artwork Subject to Review proceeded from dialogue with the 

curator at Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre (CPAC) about the geographic, 

political and social relationships between the centre and the community. This 

dialogue identified that CPAC was perceived (or perceived itself) to be 

isolated from the local community, in particular recent migrants. With 

assistance from CPAC, I approached the local English school Navitas, and the 

film company Curious Works, and sought the participation of these 

organisations and their cohorts. For the artwork, I brought participants into 

the exhibition Subject to Ruin, and elicited their responses to the artworks on 

display, in a recorded conversation. Later, I presented an edited recording to 

the gallery audience as an audio-guide to accompany the exhibition. 

I became acutely conscious during the making of this work of the power 

dynamic inherent to my position. As artist-in-residence, I was in a position of 

authority in the institution, with permission to speak sanctioned by CPAC 

and by the administrators of Navitas and Curious Works. I made an effort to 

challenge this dynamic by asking participants open-ended questions, 

listening, and avoiding the voice of expertise during the engagement. I 
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perceived my role to be making space for the participants to contribute, 

sometimes through questions and sometimes through silence. 

The display for Subject to Review deliberately adopted the aesthetic of 

the institution, making official the voices of the participants and subtly 

subverting the authority of the institution. The presentation format of Subject 

to Review encouraged ongoing dialogical exchange through the pin-board, 

whilst the audio-guide gave authority foremost to those voices from the 

community that were otherwise absent or excluded from the institution. 

I learned from making Subject to Review that working with community 

organisations requires delivering an outcome of some benefit to those 

organisations in order to secure their involvement. Is this requirement a 

compromise? Or is it a requirement for artists to be useful if they desire to 

work in the community? Perhaps it is both. People are not a material for the 

artist to manipulate, that would be objectifying and instrumentalising the 

audience, as pointed out by Kester (2004, 138). Artists who want to work 

with people in their practice should ask themselves what they are delivering 

to the people involved. Who benefits from the experience? It is important to 

recall that the context, which includes the community, is one of the three 

foundations of the tetrahedron model. To engage with the community, the 

artist needs to facilitate an exchange in order to generate support. Without 

the contribution of the artist or the artwork to the community, the artwork 

will lack representation from this corner. Dialogical exchange is the glue, the 

matrix of the socially engaged artwork — without dialogue in both directions, 

between each of the points on the foundation, the form falls apart. 

The aim of this thesis is not only the generation of social practice 

through exchange. It is to examine how exchange generates critique in social 

practice. In order to have potential for critique, exchange requires 

boundaries. To produce estrangement and reflection, the exchanges 

discussed in this thesis place limits and conditions upon the exchange. These 

are the limited amount of time, and the distinct return of identities in 

Imposter Syndrome; the conditional giving to invited guests, rather than the 

creation of a commons, in A Dinner Engagement; the timing, the rules not to 

touch or abuse, and the directive to respectfully acknowledge fellow 
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participants in Speedfighting, closing the artwork; and the briefing and 

debriefing conducted for all of the artworks I created for this thesis. These 

conditions are what highlight and maintain the transgressive potential of the 

exchange. Without limits, these exchanges become desensitised, normalised. 

Conditions placed around the exchange preserve it, and draw attention to its 

difference from the norm, fostering estrangement, reflection and critique.  

The tension in the exchange, between artistic control and shared 

authorship is a difficult and fragile balance. Willats maintains a hold over the 

form of the artwork in Brentford Towers, and Lacy, Jacoby, and Johnson 

strictly control “the arrangement” in The Roof is on Fire. This is perhaps the 

boundary of participatory art, as opposed to collaboration, community art, 

and other socially engaged art forms. For there to be an exchange, the 

situation must allow for contribution from multiple parties, the reciprocal 

movement of some thing between them. The artist maintains a hold over 

certain elements whilst also inviting contributions from participants; the 

artist is a catalyst, creating a space for exchange. To offer the participants 

further responsibility, with the aim of their unadulterated authorship, means 

the end of reciprocity. Without an other to engage with, there is no dialogue, 

only monologue. This leads me to ask: when is it appropriate for an artist to 

speak at all, and where should they create an opportunity to hand the reins 

over to the community? In some situations, it is not appropriate for an 

outsider to be involved, and the artist’s contribution would be at the cost of 

the community’s full expressive potential. There exists a spectrum of 

engagement in art practice, and within that spectrum, a range of authorship 

in social practice. Participatory art, and the interstice of exchange, is one 

small territory in this range, and in this field the artist and the participants 

share or negotiate authorship, and reciprocally contribute to the artwork. The 

exchange between artist, audience and context offers enormous potential, but 

this form is not appropriate for all contexts, audiences, or artists. 

This research has by no means definitively answered the question of 

how exchange functions in social practice to generate critique. Through my 

analysis of theory and contemporary practices, and my practice in the four 

artworks presented, I have merely fleshed out the question, and represented 
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a fraction of the ways that exchange may be enacted, employed, and 

renegotiated in social practice. I hope that in future work, I and other 

researchers and artists, continue to ask the question through both theoretical 

and practice-based means of enquiry. Through these avenues, we may 

perhaps expand the bounds of the question: to ask how exchange functions as 

a more explicit institutional critique; how exchange may be enacted in more 

interactive, and more community-oriented practices; and how exchange can 

be condensed, and extended, over time. Exchange is a variable and capacious 

social interstice, and I anticipate continued scrutiny of how exchange 

functions in social practice, and in the neoliberal social context, in the 

discourse yet to come. 

I am drawn to exchange to de-colonise my own practice, making my 

own practice more than my privileged point of view. As a relatively affluent, 

white, educated voice, I could easily make work that was only about my own 

interests. This would be my right and my prerogative. There is no duty or 

obligation to artists to make their practice social, or socially engaged. I simply 

feel that my work is more relatable, aesthetically and critically, for having 

other people in it. It is an aesthetic choice, not an ethical imperative, to make 

socially engaged art. Audiences, participants, communities, institutions, 

colleagues, friends and family: these people enrich my work by contributing 

more perspectives, more analyses, more time, more imagination, than I am 

capable of alone. Their contributions are always present. What I am doing by 

making social practice is attempting to include these voices deliberately, and 

to credit accurately, the work they do. 

One of the voices I still do not know how to include in my practice is 

that of the audiences who choose not to participate, who object to the work, 

rejecting it before they even begin. Is it possible to make social practice that 

credits and recognises an audience that opts out? The choice not to 

participate is a kind of critique, so how do we make work that validates and 

recognises this critique, rather than ignoring it? The social interstice of 

rejection is awkward and difficult, and I do not know how (or whether) it fits 

as an exchange. Perhaps non-participation is a disavowal of exchange? If 

!157



there is an opposite of an exchange, can it too be reciprocal? Or is it always 

isolated and singular? How does rejection function as a social interstice? 

Social practice is, at its core, about people. About people together, about 

how people relate, coexist, communicate, make decisions, and respond. The 

interstices between people, what happens between people in an artwork and 

in society, are the concern of this thesis. But stating that social practice is 

about exchange is akin to stating that painting is about pigment. Exchange, 

and social interstice, are the materials the social practitioner works with. If 

the reader recalls the tetrahedron model from the last chapter, exchanges are 

the bonds of the tetrahedron that hold together the artist, context, and 

audience. Using exchange as social interstice to engage with audiences makes 

the social artwork possible, creating an opening. The artwork, the experience 

made therein, is more than an exchange and more than the sum of artist, 

audience and context. The artwork is a field in which ideas, concepts, and 

critiques emerge immanently. An experience may be made through exchange, 

but what is exchanged, how it is catalysed, who contributes, where and when 

and how this exchange takes place are all vital. These factors determine an 

experience which is more than merely the label of a dialogical, 

confrontational, gift, or commodity exchange. 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Elizabeth Pedler’s Subject to Review, 2014, included as figures 4.5, page 129; 4.6, 
page 130; 4.7 and 4.8, page 135; A.25 and A.26, page 180; A.27 and A.28, page 181.
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A.53 Permission to reproduce photographs by Brad Coleman of the exhibition 
Higher Degrees 17, included as figures A.1, page 169; A.2 and A.3, page 170; A.4 
and A.5, page 171; A.6. and A.7, page 172.
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A.54 Permission to reproduce pages from Fringeworld Festival Guide 2016, 
included as figures A32, page 186; A.33, page 187.
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A.55 Permission to reproduce invitations by Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, 
included as figures A.35, page 189; A.36, page 190.
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