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→ In this paper I examine the role that social distance played in 

the dialogical art project Speak English To Me (2007-2008). This 

practical project, submitted for my Masters Degree in Fine Art at the 

University of the Witwatersrand,i allowed me to critique, from the 

position of practice, theory around “post-autonomous art” (Roberts 

2004) in terms of the power relations that play out in participative, 

socially engaged art practice. Specifi cally, I problematise Jean Luc 

Nancy’s (1996) theoretical notion of ‘spacing’ in the construction of 

community and the role that the aesthetic worker, or socially engaged 

artist, plays in community-based art settings. I critique Nancy’s 

theories of community and aesthetics in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s 

(1989; 1993) concepts of autonomy in the fi eld of cultural production, 

symbolic and transactional power. The tensions arising between 

Bourdieu and Nancy’s understanding of the role politics play in 

aesthetic practice are used as a departure point to address knowledge 

gaps appearing in the work of Grant Kester (2004), a key proponent of 

socially engaged art, especially in terms of his “dialogical aesthetic”. 

The main claim of the paper is that, as my experience of Speak English 

To Me suggests, Kester does not give suffi  cient attention in his work, 

to the “cultural capital” of artists and participants in dialogical art 

projects or to the social distance between them and the implications 

of this distance for the artists’ projects. I off er Jacques Ranciére's 

(2003) notion of “aesthetic reappropriation” as a means by which 

socially engaged, or dialogical, art practices can address the issue 

of social distance by focusing on how aesthetic statements can be 

opened up to radical misinterpretation. 
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Introduction: the problem of social 
distance for dialogical aesthetics 

Speak English To Me was a dialogical art project, 
conducted by myself in 2007 and 2008 in the Greater 
Yeoville area, Johannesburg. It involved myself as an 
artist and resident of the area meeting other residents 
informally on the streets, conducting intensive 
conversations and interviews with them in their own 
spaces (domestic, place of work, worship and so on) 
around issues critical to the area, such as xenophobia, 
foreignness and language, home and memory. The 
initial participants in the project (strangers I met by 
chance) were invited, based on the themes raised in 
our conversations, to refer me to new participants 
whose cultural backgrounds were radically different 
to their own. The methodology of the art project could 
be loosely described as ambulatory, situational and 
non-programmatic, because my movement as an artist 
through the area was largely guided by the referrals of 
the participants. Furthermore, given that participants 
preferred autobiography as their contribution to the 
themes raised by the project, Speak English To Me 
offered an intensely intimate experience of dialogue 
between myself, the artist, and the participant. This 
series of open-ended and intimate conversations 
held with residents in Yeoville became departure 
points for the collaborative production of a body of 
drawings, prints and animated sequences that were 
grounded thematically in the neighbourhood. The 
aesthetic materials generated by the project, ‘on the 
street’ as it were, in 2006 and 2007, culminated in 
an exhibition and ‘conversation workshop’ held at 
The University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) School 
of the Arts’s Substation Gallery in February 2008, 
where participants and other members of the Yeoville 
community were invited to speak to critical issues 
raised by the artworks exhibited there. 

The project allowed me to investigate how, as an artist, 
writer and educator, I could produce texts and materi-
als outside the formal boundaries of the artworld and 
produce a postautonomous artii within the context 
of the everyday. The project was ‘practice-led’ in the 
sense that it attempted to address, in a grounded and 
situated way, a set of problems that I had identified 
in Grant Kester’s (2004) “dialogical aesthetic”. The 
latter is a theory that attempts to explain the tenets 
of socially engaged aesthetic practices conducted 
in everyday settings. The problem with Kester’s 
theory is that, like others (Gablik 1992, 1995; Lacy 
1991, 1995; Felshin 1995), it assumes that collaborative 
projects conducted by artists in community settings, 

can be unproblematically described as ‘aesthetic’ 
because they are “dialogical” (Kester 2004:11). By 
conflating dialogueiii with aesthetics, criticism of 
socially engaged art often tends to sideline visuality, 
and hence commentary about it is frequently “less 
interested in a relational aesthetic than in the creative 
rewards of collaborative activity” (Bishop 2006:178). 
Kester’s (2004) Conversation pieces: Community and 
communication in modern art is symptomatic of 
this approach which conflates the aesthetic and the 
collaborative element of community-based project. 
This approach sidelines the importance of the visual 
statement in community-based settings. Kester, in this 
publication, focuses instead on the less material, social 
situations and establishes that artists ‘design’ for their 
participants in community-based settings. Given the 
emphasis his argument gives to the situational practice 
of artists rather than their production of aesthetic 
statements, Kester admits, in the final chapter of 
the book, that he has not given due attention to the 
visual dimension of their practices by asking, “what 
is to be gained by defining this work as art?” (Kester 
2004:190) and, later in this chapter, indicates that his 
earlier case studies of socially engaged art projects 
neglect “the visual dimensions of [these] projects … 

” (Kester 2004:190). However, the problems with his 
theory of dialogical aesthetics go beyond the neglect 
of the visual in socially engaged art projects. Despite 
professing the importance of giving credence to the 
experience of participants in the criticism of socially 
engaged art projects, participants’ voices are markedly 
absent from his own accounts of the dialogical art 
projects he deals with − an exclusion that brings the 
very dialogism of his aesthetic theory into question. 
Moreover, if Kester provides little information about 
the behaviours of project participants, he provides 
even less data about the aesthetic statements and 
situations with which they engage. 

Crucially, Kester (2004: 190, emphasis added) also 
admits that, beyond neglecting the visual dimension 
of dialogical art, his theory could have benefited from 

“an expanded analysis of the aesthetic, especially 
with reference to concepts of framing and distance”. 
What the author presumably means here is that more 
attention can be given by critics to the social modali-
ties built into collaboratively produced images and 
artefacts, the communicative/appreciative repertoires 
of participants in the dialogical process and most 
importantly, the cultural capital and symbolic 
resources that artists and participants bring to 
bear in the contexts in which they are collaborating. 
Perhaps what Kester is asking from dialogical artists 

is that they analyse aesthetic participation in terms of 
“symbolic power” (Bourdieu 1989:9); in other words, 
how power is invested in transactions between artists 
and participants – how, as mutual participants in a 
social situation, they come to understand and frame 
some experiences as legitimately aesthetic and others 
as not, and how this is negotiated. A focus on the 
agonisticiv dimension of aesthetic practices would 
allow critics and artists to examine the social distance 
and symbolic struggles aesthetic objects instantiate 
in community-based settings and how social distance 
and the struggle for legitimacy largely define the 
quality of interaction in their projects. Kester’s work 
does not give concrete accounts of the tensions and 
struggles that emerge between artists and community 
participants in their transactions. Critics such as 
Miwon Kwon (2004) and Rosalyn Deutsche (1988) are 
more explicit about the agonistic relationship between 
artists and participants, implying that the distances, 
adjacencies and ideological frictions that take place 
between artists and participants should be taken as 
the theoretical starting point for socially engaged art 
projects. Kwon (2004:166), indeed, encourages socially 
engaged artists to take agonism as their starting 
point and challenges them to take on the “the task of 
demarcating the relational specificity … addressing 
the differences, adjacencies and distances between 
one thing, one person, one thought, one fragment 
next to each other rather than invoking equivalencies 
via one thing after another”. Whereas, Kester tends 
to idealise and flatten out the relationships between 
artists, contexts, sites and participants in the projects 
that he describes (the artist is rarely characterised as 
really being “[i]ntersubjectively vulnerable” (Kester 
2004:81) to their participants in terms of power), 
Kwon’s agonistic model calls for consideration of the 
power dynamics between artists and participants in 
dialogical art practices that play out in practice. 

In this paper, I address these crucial gaps in Kester’s 
seminal works (1995, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2005) on 
dialogical aesthetics by providing specific details as to 
how participants in Speak English To Me interpreted, 
responded and contributed to a given text or artwork. 
Specifically, I provide insight into how images and 
aesthetic statements can facilitate, frame, and 
produce particular kinds of sociability and also how 
aesthetic statements can widen or narrow the social 
distance between artist and participant. Given that 
Speak English To Me was situated within an informal 
and non-institutional setting, outside the normative 
parameters of the museum, gallery and so-called 
‘community-based art project’, it was also possible to 

interrogate how aesthetic statements operate outside 
the autonomous realm of cultural production, in the 
sphere of the everyday - a context in which the legiti-
macy of the aesthetic statement is under question. I 
found that the social distance between myself as an 
‘aesthetic worker’ and my neighbourhood participants 
provided key insights into how aesthetic statements 
can be utilised in dialogical art projects, which I 
demonstrate are crucial to an investigation of local 
socially engaged art practices. 

Aesthetic autonomy and the problem of 
collaboration 

Socially engaged art practices show potential to 
capitalise on the social distance between the artist 
and worker through critical collaborative work. By 
locating creativity and aesthetic activity in ‘other’ 
places, outside the sphere of legitimate, institutional 
culture - in places such as “the crèche, the school, the 
prison, the old age home, the HIV/AIDS hospice, [and 
the] mental facility” (Gaylard 2005:1) - artists and their 
participants can critique the relationships between 
creativity, intellectual labour, manual labour, privilege 
and power. A collaborative approach to art-making 
gives primacy to creative dialogue as the means by 
which labour can become de-alienated through its 
engagement with aesthetic activity. Artists, operating 
within a postautonomous, collaborative art context, 
are said by John Roberts (2004:535) to join “a common 
struggle with labour against the capitalist value-form” 
where the shared ambivalence of the dominated 
class (the worker), and the dominated fraction of the 
dominated class (artists) toward the ruling class are 
exploited by both parties to make symptomological 
readings of a capitalist economy. For Roberts (2004: 
560), collaboration is a “space of social experimenta-
tion … [c]ollaboration through art ... becomes the 
cultural form through which the aesthetic critique of 
the value-form and alternative uses of the technology” 
are co-jointly affected. Roberts (2004:560) argues that 
collaboration challenges artists to consider how the 
objects that they produce are implicated in capitalism’s 
value form. Collaborating with non-artists encour-
ages artists to ask if “there are problems immanent 
to art, rather than politics, that are resolvable by 
collaborative practice”. Roberts (2004:560) asserts 
that by situating “aesthetic labour in the realm of the 
heteronomous [sic], socialised labour” the “coercions 
of capitalist value form” may be unlocked by artists 
and their collaborators.
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Unlike Kester, who collapses aesthetic value into 
dialogical situations, Roberts (2004:563) argues that 
the aesthetic is an institutional ‘effect’ that cannot 
be simply subsumed into social or political projects 
because its institutional discourses are at odds with 
those of everyday experience. As many commenta-
tors (Adorno 1997; Ray 2009; Roberts 2004) have 
noted, art that operates entirely within the context 
of the socius, in everyday community-based settings, 
literally ceases to be ‘art’ and relinquishes its emanci-
patory and critical power. As Terry Eagleton remarks 
(1990:370-371), the problem for the “revolutionary 
avant-garde” is that, 

aesthetics is part of the problem, not of the solution ... 
the problem of art is art itself, so let’s have an art that 
is not an art … [F]or Adorno this is an unmitigated 
catastrophe … for if art smashes through the formal 
contours which demarcate it and estrange it from 
ordinary life, will it not simply succeed in spilling and 
defusing its critical contents?

Roberts (2004:563) observes that in order to retain 
its critical, aesthetic contents, community-based art 
practices must recognise their institutional defini-
tions and “return [from the everyday] to the art world 
in order to name [themselves] as art”. However, as 
Kester (2004:147-151) rightly points out, the danger 
exists that in ‘returning’ to the world of legitimate 
culture, community-based art projects run the risk 
of misrepresenting their participants, appropriat-
ing their voices, and exoticising everyday culture. 
These tendencies may subvert artists’ original critical 
intentions by buying into the “ameliorative” (Kester 
2004:88) or “orthopaedic” (Kester 2004:88) functions 
of community-oriented aesthetic practice. The issue 
of maintaining a critical tension or “clinamen” (Nancy 
1996:30) between everyday politics and institutional 
aesthetics, legitimate culture and ‘low’ culture, the 
worker and the artist in socially engaged art practice 
thus becomes a critical point of reference for the 
exploration for a postautonomous art practice. 

Despite the obvious aporias in dealing with a postau-
tonomous art, writers in the field seldom deal explic-
itly with the problem of how aesthetic practices come 
to be legitimised and become legible to ‘ordinary’ 
community participants in socially engaged art 
projects. Instead, writers prefer to promote specious 
notions about the liberatory effects of aesthetic experi-
ence. However, if the aesthetic is not made visible to 
worker-participants as an object of knowledge, a 
discursive construct, or an institutional effect by 
artists in community-based settings, then how can 
artists critique the ‘capitalist value form’ of art itself 

with their participants? I contend that, rather than 
maintaining the so-called inherent emancipatory 
effects of the aesthetic, the tension between the 
artist’s aesthetic reading of the social world and the 
worker’s political reading of it should be asserted as 
the primary site of productivity in socially engaged 
art. These tensions should centre on conversation 
about the aesthetic statement itself. 

the aesthetic and community: Pierre 
Bourdieu and Jean Luc Nancy 

Jean Luc Nancy is sometimes touted as a theoreti-
cal support for the value of aesthetic practice in 
community-based settings (Kwon 2004:166). For 
Nancy (1967), the aesthetic paradigm paradoxically 
facilitates the construction of community by the 
community’s negation. He claims that “community 
cannot arise from work” (Nancy 1991:31), but rather 
that it is articulated through cultural play and that 
this form of play is epitomised by the aesthetic 
paradigm. Nancy (1996:12) asserts that this paradigm 
(responsible for the immanence of the community) is 
paradoxically both a place of intimate “communion” 
and one that produces the “ordeal of community”. 
In other words, within this logic, communities are 
neither sustained through work, sameness, commun-
ion, political solidarity nor through intimacy, but 
through the constant construction and deconstruc-
tion of difference and identity which takes place in 
the aesthetic and literary field. Given this situation, 
social groups can never achieve community through 
aesthetic activity, but only find themselves - through 
the practice of communication - “suspended upon 
[the] limit” (Nancy 1996:31) of community. Collective 
identity is never fully achievable without effecting the 
collapse of that identity into homogeneity and the 
sacrificial exclusions of others this usually entails 
(Nancy 1991:12, 1992:392). The aesthetic and literary 
paradigms, Nancy claims (1991:377), work against the 
totalising effects of a community organised on the 
basis of labour. Introducing aesthetic activity into 
community activities makes for social groups that 
are articulated rather than homogenously organised. 
Spacing, irreconcilability and tension, as aesthetic 
categories, are indispensible to the community’s 
well-being because they are concepts that allow for 
ongoing self-articulation and self-representation. In 
other words, under these conditions aesthetic activity 
is what prevents the community from collapsing into 
totalitarianism and exclusionary violence. In this 
regard, Nancy idealises the utopian community as an 
aesthetic surface in much the same way as Theodor 

Adorno or Jacques Ranciére. Nancy (1991:25, emphasis 
in original) asserts that,

singular beings are themselves constituted by the 
sharing, they are distributed and placed, or rather 
spaced, by the sharing that makes them others: other 
for another, and other, infinitely other for the Subject 
of their fusion, which is engulfed in the sharing, in 
the ecstasy of the sharing: ‘communicating’ by not 

‘communing’. 

The value of aesthetic work lies, for Nancy, in its ability 
to facilitate de-alienated communication and sharing 
that works against the grain of totalising, political 
communing. Nancy’s (1996:30) notion of “clinamen” is 
critical in this regard; the term refers to the “inclining” 
between individuals in a group, or the aesthetically 
calibrated “spacing” between them that he maintains 
is a form of special communication that keeps defini-
tions of community in constant tension. Adopting this 
theoretical framework, socially engaged artists would 
be required to employ their aesthetic competences to 
address “the differences of adjacencies and distances 
between one thing, one person, one place, one thought, 
one fragment next to another, rather than invoking 
equivalences via one thing after another” (Kwon 
2004:49). In other words, socially engaged artists 
would, ironically, collaborate with their participants 
in order to destabilise their coherent group identities, 
only being able to articulate a sense of community 
with them and for them. Nancy (1991:77) remarks 
that aesthetic and literary workers look forward to 
new forms of community that are more “articulate” 
than “organised”:

It is not an exaggeration to say that Marx’s community 
is, in this sense, a community of literature - or at least 
it opens onto such a community. It is a community of 
articulation, and not of organisation, and precisely 
because of this it is a community situated ‘beyond the 
sphere of material production properly speaking’, where 

‘begins the flowering of that human power that is its own 
end, the true reign of liberty’. 

In contrast, Bourdieu (1993:37-40) argues that the 
aesthetic experience is hardly an innate individual 
or communal capacity catalysed by the articulating 
artist. Nancy’s idealised notion of “spacing” could be 
reconsidered more concretely in terms of symbolic 
power, organisation and distance (Bourdieu 2005:167). 
Bourdieu recognises that the aesthetic experience is 
a critical instrument by which society is organised 
and art-making and reception is firmly situated as a 
technology of power “within the sphere of material 
production” (Nancy 1991:77). Sociologically speaking, 

artists are simply “producers of symbolic goods”, a 
semi-professional class of workers who collude with 
the ruling class in order to reproduce the privileged 
lifestyles of those with power and that, by extension, 
artists play a role in maintaining unequal social 
relations (Bourdieu 1987:201-210). For this reason, 
artists cannot, by definition, facilitate the “flowering 
of that human power that is its own end, the true reign 
of liberty” (Nancy 1991:77), because their aesthetic 
work is on the level of the work itself and, in terms of 
its reception, constrained by the symbolic economies 
in which these artists operate. 

Art-making is socially unreflexive to Bourdieu because 
the field of artistic production functions to hide, at all 
costs, its interest in the economic sphere, routinely 
asserting that the aesthetic is at the same time a 
universal human capacity, a disinterested practice 
and autonomous realm of activity (Bourdieu 1987:201-
210). Bourdieu argues that the aesthetic is none of 
the above. The aesthetic is a domain that is entirely 
marked by the structure of its own subfield and that 
this subfield articulates within a broader field of politi-
cal power. The attempts on the part of practitioners to 
assert the autonomy of their field are therefore largely 
illusory and thus artists promote false consciousness 
through their work (Bourdieu 1993:70). Artworks 
are imagined by Bourdieu as a manifestation of the 
collision between the disposition, or habitus, of an 
individual creator and their given position within 
a circumscribed, economic field. As such, aesthetic 
statements are mundane goods that only become 
articulations in so far as they are complex expressions 
of the dominating logic of capital. 

For Bourdieu, art is closely linked to taste. Artists 
provide the social, cultural and educational capital 
that the ruling classes must acquire in order to attain, 
demonstrate and maintain their power in a symbolic 

“war of manners” (Bourdieu 1989:54-68) against the 
classes below them. The symbolic goods and services 
of artists are acquired by the dominant class so that 
they can exercise the deciphering practices that 
separate them from the vulgar worker. Artworks are 
but commodities that are converted and consecrated 
via the exercise of taste into symbolic goods or “badges 
of class distinction” (Bourdieu 1989: 60). In short, it 
is the exercise of taste that gives the products of art 
their cultural aura and this aura is entirely dependent 
upon the machinations of taste. Bourdieu (1993:221) 
argues that “the work of art considered as a symbolic 
good [sic] (and not as an economic asset, which it may 
also be) only exists as such for a person who has the 
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means to appropriate it, or in other words decipher 
it”. The art object, seen in this way, is thoroughly 
ideological in the sense that through it the ruling 
classes can neutralise the threat of the working class 
by naturalising the cultural and intellectual superi-
ority in the exclusive domain of high culture. The 
dominant class’s “claim to authenticity” and “natural 
taste” (Bourdieu 1989:74) is asserted through the 
cultural rather than economics medium, because 
asserting its authenticity through the cultural is a 
less vulgar way of claiming its ‘natural’ right to rule. 
The art object, seen in this way, is ideological in the 
sense that through it, the ruling classes can neutralise 
the threat of the working class by naturalising the 
cultural and intellectual superiority in the exclusive 
domain of high culture, and the aesthetic becomes 
an illusion. However, this view of aesthetic experi-
ence is reductive. Eagleton (1990:370) remarks that 
although aesthetic goods are “deeply locked into the 
structure of commodity production” they also possess 
an “ideological autonomy of their own”, granted by 
the very economy in which they operate. This allows 
them to “speak against the very social order with 
which it is guiltily complicit”. Eagleton (1990:347) 
claims that the work of art “suspends identity without 
cancelling it, broaches and breaches it simultaneously, 
refusing at once to underwrite antagonism or supply 
false consolation. The aesthetic statement is accord-
ingly defined by its “perpetual deferrals” of meaning, 
by its ambiguity of quality of which, one may argue, 
Bourdieu (1993) has misrecognised as the artwork’s 

“disinterested” autonomy. For Bourdieu (1993:19), the 
aesthetic field’s apparent disinterestedness in the 
economic sphere is a sign of its complicity with power. 
Using this argument, Bourdieu can simply write off the 
paratactic dialectic lodged in the aesthetic statement 
as mere “illusion”, a social act of collective magic” 
(Bourdieu 1993:72). However, Bourdieu may be right in 
the sense that artists do occupy an ambiguous position 
in the social order because the goods that they produce 
do indeed problematically embody a dialectic between 
cultural and economic logics. It therefore follows that, 
given the ambiguity of the objects that they produce, 
artists operating within a capitalist economy, are 
hardly autonomous agents in the conventional sense 
of the word, but are both marginal and privileged, 
interstitial actors, the “dominated fraction of the 
dominant class” (Bourdieu 1993:201). 

Despite the reductiveness of his theories, Bourdieu’s 
general critique of the field of cultural production 
and the aesthetic domain raises serious questions for 
artists seeking to de-alienated labour through socially 

engaged aesthetic practice. On the one hand, the social 
distance between artist and worker may be too wide 
to be dialogically and aesthetically productive in 
community-based settings and, on the other hand, if 
aesthetic practice ventures too far from the domain 
of legitimate culture artistic practice, it might lose its 
critical effect. Gerald Raunig’s (2007:155) description 
of the Constructivist artist Pavel Tretyakov’s agitprop 
performances, produced at the Moscow Gas Works in 
1924, gives a concrete example of some of the problems 
that are outlined above: 

In the midst of the workers’ customary working 
environment the actors operated alongside the gigantic 
apparatuses of the plant on the scaffolding of the stage 
in workers’ uniforms to blur the difference from the 
watching workers - not, however with complete success, 
as it became apparent in a later account from one of the 
protagonists. ‘But it already became clear after the first 
performance that we were disrupting their work … They 
put up with us for four performances and then politely 
showed us the door’ (Tretyakov cited by Raunig 2007:15). 

From the position of the urban proletarian 
(active=work, passive=cultural consumption), artistic 
interventions may be seen as possessing symbolic 
value but no use value. Following Bourdieu’s logic it 
could be argued that working class subjects simply 
cannot accept that the artist can be either an authentic 
labourer, or a genuine revolutionary, because working 
class subjects implicitly know that, although aesthetic 
situations and representations may be symbolically 
disruptive, they can never be materially revolutionary. 
If workers know that the artist performs the vital and 
practical function of supplying the goods by which the 
ruling class maintains its symbolic dominance, then 
these workers must assume that the artist is, at best, 
a stranger visiting their alienated world temporarily 
from the domain of legitimate culture and, at worst, 
a representative of privileged interests, diverting and 
displacing their political interests into the sphere of 
aesthetic experience (Bourdieu 2005:193). In contrast 
to Nancy, Bourdieu’s theories imply that the workers’ 
participation in the arena of legitimate culture cannot, 
by any stretch of the imagination, be understood as 
authentic or liberating. The artist and proletariat 
stand at opposite poles of the social order with artists 
occupying a position of relative freedom and privilege 
in the superstructure, serving the interests of capital, 
and the worker occupying a position of disenfran-
chisement and alienation at the base of the social order. 

Fig. 1. Gray, B. Wall Literature 21, Speak 
English To Me. 2009. Key frames in 
animation sequence. Digital print on 
archival paper. 150cm x 110cm. 
Photograph by Brenden Gray. 
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Cultural capital and dialogical art practice

If Bourdieu’s criticisms of the field of cultural produc-
tion are warranted, then how do socially engaged 
artists make sense of the disparity between their 
own cultural capital and that of their ‘community 
participants’? If the aesthetic is at once an institu-
tional effect, a reproductive technology, and, as 
many have argued (see, for example, Guattari 1995; 
Adorno 1997), also the last vestige of human emanci-
pation, then how do socially engaged artists proceed 
to operate authentically and meaningfully within 
the context of the everyday? How can artists make 
their work more inclusive, or participatory, if to do 
so is to break the circle of decipherment upon which 
the aesthetic depends in order to realise its critical 
potential? Kester (2000:7, 2004:161) implies that the 
aesthetic is indeed a form of cultural capital, possessed 
by socially engaged artists. When the latter assume 
that their role is to dispense their cultural capital 
in community-based settings, the resultant activity 
with a community usually takes the form of a highly 
problematic aesthetic reformism. Artists who assume 
that their aesthetic competences are innately benefi-
cial, universal, transcendental, and liberating (rather 
than a manifestation of cultural capital) could be said 
to be guilty of patronising their community partici-
pants and adopting, unconsciously, an “ameliorative”, 

“orthopaedic”, or “evangelistic” (Kester 1995, 2004:88) 
attitude toward their participants. This approach 
implicitly assumes that the community is deficient or 
deformed: a community of “commonplace others eking 
out their existence within the normative parameters of 
a given social order” (Kester 2006:2) that requires the 
services of artists to ‘de-alienate’ their labour.

For Kester (2004:88), such a reformist approach 
goes against the revolutionary ambitions of socially 
engaged art practice. In order to prevent this form of 

“aesthetic evangelism”, as he terms it, the dialogical 
is motivated as an antidote to these revolutionary 
ambitions, because it yields an “equitable process 
of exchange and mutual education, with the artist 
learning from the community and having his or her 
own presuppositions … challenged and expanded,” 
thereby undermining “a sense of epistemological 
mastery” (Kester 2004:75). In other words, Kester 
understands the transactional exchange between 
artist and communities as a symbolic struggle wherein 
various forms of cultural capital are exchanged. 
However, he fails to account, in any concrete and 
empirical sense, what these capitals are or how they 

are distributed in the projects he discusses. At the 
same time, his work does not describe the role that 
aesthetic practice, as an institutional construct, 
plays in dialogical interactions between culturally 
privileged artists and their working class subjects. His 
criticism tends to evacuate the visual and the aesthetic 
from the projects that he studies, perhaps because 
there is reluctance on his part to dismiss the aesthetic 
statement entirely as an institutional manifestation of 
cultural, educational or symbolic capital. 

Speak English To Me: the aesthetic 
statement in informal places 

Speak English To Me took the social distance between 
the artist and working class subject that Bourdieu 
describes as its theoretical departure point. Of central 
concern to me was that if Bourdieu’s criticisms of the 
field of cultural production are warranted, then how 
could I, as a socially engaged artist, make sense of 
the disparity between my own cultural capital and 
that of the community participants with whom I was 
engaging? If the aesthetic is at once an institutional 
effect, a reproductive technology, and, as many have 
argued (see Guattari 1995; Adorno 1997), also the last 
vestige of human emancipation, then how do socially 
engaged artists proceed to operate authentically and 
meaningfully within the context of the everyday? 
The project largely pointed to the failure of aesthetic 
statements to provoke critical dialogue and suggested 
that the participant’s radical misinterpretations and 
re-appropriations of the aesthetic statements they 
were shown revealed promise for further work within 
postautonomous art practice. I briefly reflect now 
on some of the critical moments of the project as it 
unfolded on the street, highlighting how participants 
engaged with the artworks I made based on the conver-
sations that we had. 

the artistic process in Speak English To Me 

The title of the project was derived from a placard worn 
by Diogo Gaspar,v a Portuguese and English speaking 
foreign national whom I met on Muller Street in 
Yeoville in the initial phase of the project. Gaspar was 
homeless and complained to me that he was wearing 
the sign ‘speak English to me’ on his chest as a protest 
against those who were discriminating against him on 
the basis of language. I appropriated this sign both as 
the conceptual driver for the project and as its title 
because in it were registered the difficulties involved 
in being a white, English speaking artist attempting 
to engage other residents (from a variety of linguistic 

backgrounds) in Yeoville to collaborate on the produc-
tion of aesthetic statements. At the same time the issue 
of language discrimination and xenophobia, raised 
by Gaspar’s sign, would provide the starting point 
for conversation with other residents of Yeoville and 
the thematic departure point for the construction 
of the artworks produced by myself and the partici-
pants during the project. Thus, from its outset, the 
project registered in its title (which functioned as my 
introduction to strangers) a profound and ironic sense 
of the potential failure of the ‘white’, Anglo-Saxon, 
Yeoville resident-seeking artist to enter into authentic 
dialogue with his mostly black fellow residents, or to 
generate a shared aesthetic language with ‘them’. 

The project involved ‘carrying’ Gaspar’s complaint to 
the residents of Yeoville and also meant meeting with 
strangers on the street (by chance) and inviting them 
to enter into intimate dialogues with me around a set of 
themes, related to Gaspar’s narrative and present-day 
Yeoville, such as home, migrancy, language, xenopho-
bia and memory. The transaction between myself and 
a participant was mediated by a process of drawing 
and writing that I usually conducted in the space of the 
participant (their home, place of work, worship, public 
space). Existing participants were invited to refer me 
to other individuals who were living in Yeoville (whose 
home languages were significantly different their 
own), interested in speaking about the issues raised 
by Gaspar’s sign. This system of referrals subsequently 
activated a chaotic, ambulatory movement as I was 
guided by the participants through the neighbourhood 
of Yeoville. 

The long-term creative engagement with an interlocu-
tor opened with a simple conversation about Yeoville 
moving on to our histories, in particular how we 
arrived at living in the area. I recorded the exchange 
(which became both narrative and conversational) 
in a journal that I kept throughout the project. This 
material was thereafter reviewed by the participant 
and myself in order to develop ‘a home language 
drawing’; a representation of an object in the partici-
pant’s environment that was seen by both of us to 
contain or encode aspects of our initial conversation 
and storytelling. The ‘home language object’ was 
framed for the participant as an object that registered 
for them a sense of home and as embodying what 
they considered to be ‘their’ language whether that 
was their mother tongue or language of use. The 
request for the participant to deal with ‘home’ and 
‘language’ was designed to provoke a meditation on 
their status and identity within Yeoville, a largely 

migrant community. Our conversations around the 
selection of the ‘home language object’ were often 
strained because of our differences in home language. 
Once an object was settled upon, a drawing of this 
object was produced in the participant’s space, in 
pen and ink on a plastic sheet, so that it could later be 
animated on a light table. At this stage of the project, 
the visual medium played a vital role in translating 
our different experiences of the project themes and 
the area of Yeoville into a shared form. Thereafter, the 
participant and their guests were invited to collabo-
rate with me on the production of a storyboard, in 
a workshop or their own environment, where the 
original ‘home language object’ would be ‘set in motion’ 
by critical themes identified in their narrative or in 
our initial conversations. This was returned to the 
participant for subsequent revisions over a period 
of a few months. The reiterative four-step process of 
speaking, drawing, construction and publishing was 
repeated as I was referred by one participant to the 
next. These stages were characterised by continual 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation which 
were registered in the montage construction of the 
works themselves. The final step in the process, the 
creation of the storyboards, was subsequently used 
as a starting point in my studio, for the development 
of a polyphonic projected animated sequence, titled 
Wall Literatures 2/1 (Fig. 1), that would be shown later 
as the consummative statement of the project at Wits’ 
Substation Gallery. Project participants, members 
of the Yeoville community, and the general public 
were invited to view this animated sequence as 
well as the body of photographic mapping material, 
drawings, storyboards and field-notes generated by 
the neighbourhood project. I hoped that this mingling 
of incomplete aesthetic materials, bodies and voices 
would catalyse a public and critical conversation 
about the experience of living in the neighbourhood 
of Yeoville. 

the participant’s selection of a ‘home 
language object’ 

The request for the participant to show me a signifi-
cant everyday object (Fig. 2) - what I termed a ‘home 
language object’ - set the ground for a more intimate 
relationship of sharing, storytelling and conversation 
between myself and a participant. By asking the partic-
ipant to show me some ‘thing’, an object significant and 
intimate to them, but also one that registered a theme 
or point of contention that emerged in our conversa-
tion, a moment of crisis, or fracture, was introduced 
into the continuity of informal conversation and 
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joint storytelling. Usually when the conversation had 
reached a pitch of sharing or had entered a state of 
flow, I would interrupt our ‘world-making’ by putting 
forward a strange request, introducing a punctum into 
the fabric of our relationship, by asking the participant 
to be active in a way that was not verbal or narrative 
but visual. The introduction of a new modality of 
sharing, a commitment to the visual and performative 
as singularity, constituted a crisis that, if resolved, 
was endured together, thus setting the ground for a 
new kind of relation between myself and a participant.

The suture of the sentence in storytelling and conver-
sation (the speech and gesture of the participant, the 
speech and writing of the artist performed together) 
became fractured by my request for the participant 
to make something singular, sensuous, tactile and 
visible. The showing of the ‘home language’ object 
as a performance in aestheticisation created a work 
of art of an ordinary thing, whose making-process 
created crisis because, I would suggest, “the work of 
art suspends identity without cancelling it, broaches 
and breaches it simultaneously, refusing at once to 
underwrite antagonism or supply false consolation” 
(Eagleton 1990:347).

My request placed a certain responsibility on the 
participants to represent themselves to me by identify-
ing with an object in their environment that indexed, 
symbolised or represented their story in a more sophis-
ticated manner, or which registered critical points in 
our conversation. For me, the request also became a 
crisis because I needed to be the bearer of the burden (a 
demand/request – the only the stubborn programmatic 
nature of the project) and show sympathy in making 
this incisive request. Furthermore, I would have to 
explain why ‘the project’ needed this demonstration 
at all, an explanation I simply could never succeed in 
supplying. I suspect that this request was difficult both 
for me and the participant because it went against the 
grain of our previous investment in storytelling and 
conversation - a form of visibility that represents 
becoming and process rather than being and state. My 
demand that the participants perform a radical act, to 
show their being as it were, to move from the passive 
to the active, also became a burden for them. I knew 
that somehow, despite the crisis this request/demand 
provoked, the joint carrying of this singular burden 
(an unworking of sorts) resulted in a new relationship 
between myself and a participant emerging. 

The ritual of showing me, an artist, their object in 
their space, allowed a participant to activate their 

habitus. In most cases, the selection of the home object 
reiterated major themes that took place in our earlier 
conversations/storytelling sessions. Participants 
generally responded in a bodily sense to my request to 
them to show me a home language object. The request 
triggered concrete movements in space rather than 
discursive interpretations. Sometimes participants 
were not tentative in their showings, but asked that the 
objects that they had selected from their own environ-
ment speak to their personal histories and their 
present situations in Yeoville. This was often the case 
when the initial conversation/storytelling exhibited a 
thick and sympathetic relational texture upon which 
such showings could be performed. I noticed that if our 
speech was dense in reciprocity, and the participants 
took the opportunity to narrate reflectively when the 
home object was shown, the experience of making the 
storyboard would have a greater resonance for them. 
Drawing such heavily charged objects was difficult 
for me because I was aware that the introduction of 
this singularity into the space of narration could be a 
traumatic experience for the participant.

The above suggests that the selections that the partici-
pants made were hardly incidental or unconsidered. 
They tended to invest in the decision-making process 
intensely, which revealed an aesthetic disposition to 
their environment and the objects that surrounded 
them. In this way, their selections refute the notion 
of a working class mired in a ‘primitive’ universe – “a 
working class world more sunk in nature than the 
‘primitive’ universe of the ethnologists since objects 
there have only the value of utility and foods only the 
function of filling oneself – since one is reproduced 
here ‘as such’ without rites of seduction, education or 
passage” (Rancière 2003:196).

the participant’s response to the ‘home 
language object drawing’ and Wall 
Literature 2/1 storyboard texts 

The home language drawings (Fig. 2) presented in 
these informal contexts, were not seen as artworks 
in their own right but rather as catalysts for further 
action and speaking. However, this was not the case 
when the artworks were recontextualised in a gallery 
setting (Fig. 5). On the whole, the showing of the home 
language drawing in and of itself did not throw up any 
significant or profound responses (identification or 
appreciation was the primary response) on the part 
of the participants. When they were informed that 
the object would be subject to further processes of 
animation, intervention and publication it became 

Fig. 2. Gray, B. 2008. Home Language 
Object Drawings, Speak English To Me. 
Digital print on archival paper. 135cm x 
110cm. Photograph by Brenden Gray. 
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more resonant for them. In other words, when shown 
to the participant, the home language object drawing 

“remained silent about its legitimacy”; it “induced the 
mute discourse of the object” (Rancière 2003:188) but 
when it was imbued with a practical and symbolic 
function (that it was the starting point for the develop-
ment of a public statement) the drawing became less 
mute. 

This process of returning to each participant to show 
them the storyboard was the most intense and exhila-
rating experiences of the project for me. During this 
two-week period, the project became more genera-
tive. If the aesthetic is merely an institutional effect, 
then the experience of returning to the participant 
negated that idea completely. If the showings of 
the drawing generally prompted silence, then the 
reconfiguration of that object into a different kind of 
text, such as a more designerly, storyboard montage 
(Figs. 3 & 4), promised to elicit a completely different 
response. Unlike the participants’ responses to the 
home language object drawings, their response to the 
storyboards was effusive, garrulous and generative. 
They were now able to transform an image rather than 
merely respond to it.

It seemed to me that the “durational” (Kester 2004:59-
69) nature of our transactions began to exhibit a kind 
of self-regulating, recursive autopoetic autonomy of 
its own. I had a glimpse, at this stage of the project, of 
what I might be able to achieve. The storyboards, as 
open assemblages of identificatory symbols (broken, 
half-made, provisional stories) registered mixings 
and minglings, and allowed participants to intervene 
in their construction. The storyboards were designed 
to make meanings proliferate; to allow for sutures 
and mixing. The participant felt entitled to cut into 
the artwork’s fabric and to reorganise it. However, 
at the same time, in reflecting on this experience of 
returning to the participants, there were those who did 
not engage in the storyboarding process because they 
saw no practical, financial or material benefits being 
accrued by their engagement in an aesthetic statement. 

In the final phases of the project, I could see myself 
from a greater distance, spreading out the digital 
prints tailor-made for participants on their dining 
room sofas, church foyers, favourite restaurant tables, 
beds, for their comment and fecund misinterpreta-
tions. I discovered, in this process, that the habitus is 
not a prison: it is a universe, and I managed to celebrate 
its expansiveness, its radiance, and its struggles with 
the participant. As Nancy (1991:4) writes: 

“[A]n inconsequential atomism, individualism tends 
to forget that the atom is a world”. Every participant 
narrativised his or her life struggle in their responses 
to the storyboard and I attempted to do justice to 
this narrative by producing animated sequences 
that reflected this struggle. The storyboards were 
presented to the participants without explication or 
explanation. If anything, this process of ‘returning’ (a 
game of sorts) represented a possibility of a new kind 
of appropriate practice where participants “detached 
[my] art” from its “old functions and judges” (Rancière 
2003:199). Many of the participants, because they 
were given an opportunity to intervene in the artwork 
materially, through their speech, could re-appropri-
ate and transform its meaning. Ranciére (2003:199, 
emphasis added) links this sense of renewed agency 
to the perceived autonomy of the artwork: 

This art that detached itself from its old functions and 
judges but still has not closed itself up in its autonomy 
then offers itself as the aim and privileged support 
of strategies of reappropriation; the ‘denegating’ 
aesthetic gaze can now take, among the intellectuals 
of the proletariat, the full force of an ‘other’ gaze (d’un 
re-garde autre) upon the propriety of the other that 
becomes an ‘other’ gaze (qui deviant regard autre) 
upon the proletarian’s dispossession. Such is the game 
in which the working-class pathos transforms itself into 
an aesthetic and militant passion for re-appropriation.

There was a sense that, for many participants, the 
storyboards did have significance, as they presented 
an opportunity to reflect on their lived experience, 
personal history and position in Yeoville. Although 
they were often not able to explain this explicitly, or 
provide evidence that the experience had transformed 
them, I could see from the proliferation of their 
gestures, facial expressions and especially in their 
verbal responses and contributions to a given piece 
that there was rich potential in this kind of work to 
develop a sense of agency and community in Yeoville. 

the participants’s interactions in the 
exhibition Speak English To Me, Wits 
substation Gallery, 2008. 

If my experience of collaborating with participants 
in a shared neighbourhood offered a glimmer of the 
potential for a more authentic postautonomous art, 
and one that was perhaps more intimate than public, 
then the gallery would widen the social distance 
between the participants, the artist and the partici-
pants and shut down engagement with the collabora-
tive materials presented at the exhibition. The partici-
pants were invited to speak amongst themselves to the 

Fig. 3. Gray, B. 2008. Joshua’s 
Storyboard Sequence, Wall Literature 
21, Speak English To Me. 
Digital print on archival paper.  
80cm x 69cmm.  
Photograph by Brenden Gray. 

Fig. 4. Gray, B. 2008. David Onare’s 
Storyboard Sequence, Wall Literature 
21, Speak English To Me.  
Digital print on archival paper.  
85cm x 69cm.  
Photograph by Brenden Gray. 
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aesthetic materials in the university gallery. However, 
with the collaborative works re-contextualised in the 
gallery setting, participants, feeling out of place, were 
compelled to act as representatives or delegates of 
their culture and position in Yeoville and, to my mind, 
were prevented from speaking openly, qualitatively 
and in an authentic manner, as they had done in other 
places, to the aesthetic representations exhibited. In 
the move to the gallery space, the proliferations and 
richness of responses that had been evident on the 
streets of Yeoville simply evaporated.

The transposition of the aesthetic materials (which 
remained under construction) into the gallery 
motivated a new set of criteria in terms of the 
expectations of the visiting public: the participants 
were expected to perform as ‘good subjects’ and to 
confirm, through their performances, the findings 
of the artist and his representational/performative 
mastery, presenting his findings through the objects 
on display. The decision to exhibit the body of drawings, 
storyboards, photographs and animated sequences in 
the university gallery context was a difficult one for 
me. I knew that the expansiveness and proliferating 
nature of the project would not be entirely visible in 
the gallery context. At the same time, I was aware that 
the visitor of the exhibition would anticipate seeing 
a project that had realised the “tangible, political 
outcomes” (Kester 2004:182) expected of a community 
based art project. The exhibition workshop confirmed 
my suspicions because the participants certainly did 
not interact and perform in the complex ways as they 
had done in their own environments nor did they 
legitimise the work we had produced together in the 
gallery setting. Rather, the gallery context increased 
the social distance between myself and the partici-
pants, and one another, and effectively alienated them 
from the work with which they were once intimate. 

Conclusion: Art, place and participation 

Rancière (2003:188) argues how the sociologist of the 
aesthetic, Bourdieu, “keeps everyone in their place” 
through deferral, denunciation and dissimulation. 
Rancière hints how it may be possible to find smaller, 
less obvious moments of a radical interconnectedness 
that escape the totalising logic of cultural communism 
and the universalist language of critique. It is interest-
ing that he locates his critique precisely at the moment 
when the proletarian engages directly with, appropri-
ates and remediates an aesthetic representation for its 
own, smaller purposes. He comments on the absurdity 
of Bourdieu’s presenting people with “questions of 

aesthetics” (Rancière 2003:189). Rather he argues that 
the sociologist should present aesthetic representa-
tions themselves which Speak English To Me attempted 
to do. Rancière (2003:189) argues that Bourdieu poses

fictitious questions of aesthetics … [that] produce 
inevitably what is required by the sociologist: the 
suppression of intermediataries, of points of meeting 
and exchange between the people of reproduction and 
the elite of distinction. Everything happens as if the 
science of the sociologist-king had the same require-
ment as the city of the philosopher-king. There must be 
no mixing, no imitation … the subjects of this science ... 
must be unable to ‘imitate’ anything else than their own 
dye … artistic fraud must be excluded from it. 

Rancière suggests that the sociologist of the aesthetic 
(Bourdieu himself) establishes a distance between 
the legitimate aesthetic and the life of the worker 
in order to preserve his distinction confirming that 
the worker is fated to stay in his place. Bourdieu’s 
questions of aesthetics are “fictitious” (Rancière 
2003:189) because, in his analysis of their responses 
to artworks in Distinction (1989), the interviewed 
workers are prevented from engaging directly with 
works of art. Bourdieu’s mediation of their aesthetic 
experience prevents the fraudulent mixing and 
mingling between the products of legitimate culture 
and the culture of the worker. To allow for this kind 
of unmediated mixing would challenge the practice of 
sociological analysis because the misinterpretation 
and re-appropriation of the aesthetic statement may 
liberate the workers from remaining in their “proper 
places” (Rancière 2003:188-194) in the social order. 
The concrete aesthetic representation, rather than 
the idea of it, plays an important role in this regard 
in its displacement and throwing into question of the 
social order. Concrete representations are dangerous 
and deceptive precisely because, in their structure and 
form (despite being owned or coded by a dominant 
class and contextualised for its consumption), they 
are inherently open to appropriation, remediation and 
the production of new configurations and meanings, 
if these representations are situated in new places:

No double meaning must ‘break down’ the language of 
the dominated. No deceptive image must be allowed 
a mix-up through which reasons of distinction would 
come to mingle with those of amor fati. Nothing must 
supply a link between the ‘pretension’ of the challeng-
ers and the ‘dispossession of the disposed’. The evil 
is the community of appearances (Rancière 2003:197, 
emphasis added).

For Ranciére, it is precisely the deceptive quality of 
aesthetic statements, their illusio, to use Bourdieu’s 

Fig. 5. Gray, B. 2009. Exhibition space, 
Speak English To Me. Wits Substation 
Gallery. February 2009.  
Photograph by Brenden Gray. 
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term, or their inherent ambiguity that allows aesthetic 
statements to facilitate the mixing between bourgeois 
distinction and proletarian fate. Emplacing artistic 
practices in new ways attempts to address Bourdieu’s 
criticism of the field of cultural production as one 
that is elitist. By emplacing the products of legitimate 
culture in new contexts artists can find new ways of 
developing a postautonomous art practice. However, 
Ranciére contends that this practice cannot take 
place without loss. Artistic practice, if it is to remain 
pure, transcendental, and uncontaminated, cannot 
transpose itself meaningfully into everyday cultures. 
A postautonomous art must, therefore, accept a loss 
and become material, so that it can mix with everyday 
culture and its daily intricacies. And yet, at the same 
time, artistic practice must retain something of itself in 
the process of becoming postautonomous, without its 
difference becoming exhausted and without becoming 
a perversion. Rancière (2003:189) is categorical in 

this regard: a new social-aesthetic practice, if it is 
to realise its emancipatory or egalitarian principle, 
must put itself at risk in other places. The aesthetic 
as an institutional effect must be accepted by artists 
and the transcendentalism associated with aesthetic 
practice debunked. They need, perhaps, to be able 
to demystify their practice or allow their work to be 
radically misinterpreted so that it may be reappro-
priated by “the dispossessed workers” (Rancière 
2003:190) to enable the generative practices of their 

“vast misunderstandings”. This may, at first glance, 
appear to a critic such as Kester to be an entirely 

“undialogical” state of affairs because a postautono-
mous art would entail a violent and fraudulent kind 
of mixing. The aesthetic must become material again 
and allow itself to be dominated in new places. It can 
no longer make absolute claims about the essentials 
of human nature if it seeks to become mingled with 
other, everyday, aesthetics.

endnotes

i. Much of the material in this paper is based on my Masters of Fine Arts Research Report titled ‘Aesthetics in the street; 
Rethinking the terms of engagement in public art practice’ (2010) that was submitted for examination at to the University 
of the Witwatersrand in February 2010. Other articles generated from the Master’s research report include ‘Making art in 
the wrong place: Neighbourhood and otherness in Speak English To Me’ (Gray 2010). 

ii. Postautonomous art is a complex term that refers to art making practices that attempt to operate outside the ambit of 
what is conventionally understood as the art industry/art world. It refers, in the most general sense, to cultural and 
visual practices that overtly attempt to address audiences and contexts that are not typically associated with ‘high 
art’ or what Bourdieu (1995:95) describes as the sphere of “legitimate culture”. Discourse around autonomy in art 
production often takes, as its starting point, the notion that aesthetic practice can neither be politically disinterested nor 
aesthetically neutral because it is intrinsically related, institutionally, to “a broader field of political power” (Bourdieu 
1990:70). Autonomous art (or indeed any art that serves the interests of a dominant class) is seen as “an ideological 
support for the social status quo and contributes to the reproduction of a class society” (Ray 2009:80). Autonomous 
art is said to challenge the insularity and elitism of the art world, with its fetishisation and overinvestment in the art 
object (Ray 2009:83) as well as the coopting and reification of everyday culture by art and the “valorisation of artistic 
labour” (Exposito 2009:143). As a result of the difficulties of defining a ‘postautonomous art’, the term, as it is used in 
different contexts is variously framed in terms of aesthetic vanguardism (Bourriaud 2006), institutional critique and 
the transversal (Raunig 2007, 2009), dialogue and interdisciplinarity (Kester 2007) and site specificity (Kwon 2004). 
Emergent discourses tend to link postautonomous artistic practice with audience participation which is reflected in the 
terms used to describe some artistic practices as “socially engaged” (Bishop 2004), “community oriented” (Felshin 1995), 

“collaborative” (Wright 2004) and “revolutionary” (Ray 2009:86-87).

iii. ‘Dialogue’ in Kester’s work is a complex formulation, generally derived from Mikhail Bakhtin’s work on dialogism. In 
Conversation pieces: Community + communication in modern art, Kester (2004) implicitly understands dialogical art as 
being opposed to avant-garde art that seeks to transmit messages to viewers that shock them on a somantic level (Kester 
2004:84). The viewer’s response to a given artwork cannot be encoded into a static art object which, in Kester’s mind, 
makes avant-garde, modernist art monological, monotextual or “mono-authorial” (Kester cited by Stott 2006:177). Rather, 
for Kester, art projects are dialogical when they reveal a participatory, intersubjective and embodied transaction between 
artist and participant (Kester 2004:75).

iv. Agonism is understood here in Chantal Mouffe’s (2006:2) terms,  

as a form of adversarial politics in which conflicts are played out in a symbolic register ... This type of relation I have proposed 
to callagonism … While antagonism is a we/they relation in which two sides are enemies who do not share any common ground, 
agonism is a we/they relation where the conflicting parties, although acknowledging that there is no rational solution to their 
conflict, nevertheless recognize the legitimacy of their opponents. 

What Mouffe is suggesting here is that agonism is where there is a recognition by both sides in a conflict that a symbolic 
struggle for legitimacy is a preferable discursive space to resolve conflict. In this vein, Mouffe equates the practice of 
democracy with the agonistic fora that are made available to the citizenry and various social groups. 

v. Not the participant’s real name. 
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