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Pull quotes:

These educational platforms as art projects develop out of the participatory turn, are influenced by the works of educational theorists, and develop out of the history of alternative education as political practice

Though these projects are interested in co-creating reality through the symbolic act of creating space on a small scale, at times these projects create vessels to be filled rather than platforms on which to build.

The structure of the art market is such that the name of a famous artist, such as Martha Rosler or Fritz Haeg, can produce the same capital returns that the former fetish object could.

In recent years the production of artworks that are models of participation has increased. Artists are creating work socially; they are no longer solely authors making works to be later read by an audience. Rather than filling the canvas or acting in a performance themselves, many artists are allowing for the work to take potentially unexpected turns as the audience becomes co-creator. This is nothing new. Known alternatively as community art-practice, post-aesthetic art, relational aesthetics, post-studio practice, social practices, dialogical work, the developing vocabulary of the art world has reconfigured their understanding of what it means to produce and where the position of the artist is within society. 

In the foundational text Relational Aesthetics, Nicholas Bourriaud sees participatory art practices as being a reaction to Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle, asking “is it still possible to generate relationships with the world, in a practical field art-history traditionally earmarked for their ‘representation’?”.
 Responding to such questions, artists create stage-like works, in turn calling for the audience to become actors and their products artworks. Formal qualities of the objects are (purportedly) considered asides in favor of allowing the situations to be the artwork. The artist, curator, and institution work together as researchers and laboratory
 testing new models of engagement and making. As with the sciences, theories are created and tested, as work created in the last two decades appears as “open-ended, interactive, and resistant to closure.” The model of the artwork is no longer about creating a beautiful object, but rather the work intends to create real encounters, social beauty.
 
A distinct vein of social practices, dialogical aesthetic works have a clear social aim, according to theorist Grant Kester.
 The term is an amalgamation of relational aesthetics and the desire to co-create humanity put forth by educational theorist Paulo Freire.
 Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed calls for a dialogical learning, where the educator and the student engage in a balance of conversation and action--praxis.
 Artists engaging in dialogical aesthetics hope to work within a specific community in order to assist in a project with social and political aims.  

Though the alternative art school has garnished some attention from critics, the increasing trend for artists to create educational platforms focusing not on art education has received comparably little attention. These educational platforms as art projects develop out of the participatory turn, are influenced by the works of educational theorists, and develop out of the history of alternative education as political practice. Because of their lineage, it is important to evaluate these projects with the criteria set forth by Freire and by the art world. 

Red76 states that “the facilitation of discussion, thought and action within public space, as well as the examination of what that space can be, and where that space may reside at any given time” is their hope.
 In their series, the “Laundry Lecture Series,” people spoke on areas of interest and expertise while utilizing the original function of the space--doing laundry. Topics included the shift of Jazz from danger to status quo with Tim DuRoche, gaming with the N.I.N.E., the politics of walking with Bonnie Fortune, and so forth.
 The “Laundry Lecture Series” expands the space of the classroom by moving it from structures designed for learning to the spaces we find ourselves in every day, allowing those using the space to contribute to the discussion and discover something new while the wash and dry cycle finishes. A space and time that feels like a chore becomes a space for possibilities. 

The “Sundown Schoolhouse” was a semi-mobile school-like institution developed by artist and architect Fritz Haeg. Self described as “part performance, part workshop, part seminar, intended to create a sense of convivial community among people who might otherwise never meet or consider one another’s professional interests as in any way relevant to their own,” Haeg pushes back from the language of the art world, eschewing relational aesthetics in favor of questioning what it means to collaborate.
 
 The school is characterized by an open enrollment as events are publicized online and via an email list. “Sundown Schoolhouse” creates space and community through a diversity of approaches and topics. 

Martha Rosler brought together her collection of more than 7,700 volumes in 2007 at e-flux’s New York space.
 Though removed from the original context of her Brooklyn home and Rutgers’s University office, the materials retained their original organization. Functioning somewhere between an archive – personal papers, clippings, and photo albums are scattered throughout – and a library, the materials could be used by viewers to the exhibition. With each installation a series of reading groups are scheduled using books culled from her library; Anton Vidolke organized the first, getting “some thirty people reading and discussing Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin, creating the sort of discursive space that gives rise to contemporary art at its finest”.
 

In looking at these select projects, we see a variety of types of institutions, functions, and desires. They have a collective interest in creating spaces and fostering community that allows for a mutual process of learning, not unlike the pedagogy put forth by Paulo Freire: “[teachers and students] discover themselves as its [reality and knowledge’s] permanent recreators.”
 His pedagogy looks to the development reality through action and reflection, pursued with revolutionary love between the oppressed and the oppressor, and that action and reflection can be seen here.


However, there is the potential with alternative educational models that they continue to oppress constituents they intend to empower. Though these projects are interested in co-creating reality through the symbolic act of creating space on a small scale, at times these projects create vessels to be filled rather than platforms on which to build. Within a vessel, the contents matter little and the materials form to the shape of the container; whereas a platform is little more than a space where things might potentially be created.
 Educational projects purport to be democratic, creating content together; however, in looking at the minutiae of each project, they can be viewed as more or less liberating, more or less democratic, more or less interested in increasing the humanity of the participants, as Freire would call for. 


We must address these projects in terms of authorship and audience, asking where these projects fit into the trajectory of art production and the role of the art institution within society. One artist is given authorship and authority over the project, which intends to speak for the participating group. Freire writes, “Any situation in which ‘A’ objectively exploits ‘B’ or hinders his and her pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person is one of oppression. Such a situation in itself constitutes violence, even when sweetened by false generosity, because it interferes with the individual’s ontological and historical vocation to become more fully human”.
  The structure of the art market is such that the name of a famous artist, such as Martha Rosler or Fritz Haeg, can produce the same capital returns that the former fetish object could. Even when collaborators dialogue one voice reigns supreme. 


And then, what happens next? If the audience is inanimate, by that I mean that it actually matters little who is in the audience, then so what? What is at stake? What can be done; can the work actually accomplish anything? If the audience is inanimate, is any more possible than the dialogue that can occur when looking at an object? 
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