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   Relational/Dialogical/Aesthetic? 

‘Participatory art is not a privileged political medium, nor a ready-made solution to a society of the 
spectacle, but is as uncertain and precarious as democracy itself; neither are legitimated in advance 
but need continually to be performed and tested in every specific context.’ 

           Claire Bishop, 2011.9 

Much of the naming of practice, terminology and language in the field of participatory arts draws 
on the debate around socially engaged visual arts practice.  

In creating his Quality Framework for Helix Arts Participatory Practice, Lowe (2012) argues the 
key elements of participatory arts move between, ‘the role of the participants, the authorship of 
the work and the ethics of participation’ (Lowe 2012).  The question of authorship is central and 
crucial to the argument.   

At either end of his spectrum are Grant Kester and Claire Bishop; both cultural critics and 
theorists whose concepts of ‘relational’, ‘dialogical’ and ‘aesthetic’ practice have informed the 
socially engaged or participatory visual art debate for the past ten years.   

 

In one corner 
On the ‘Kester’ end is what Kester terms ‘dialogical’: work that places social cohesion and 
breaking down the hierarchy between professional and non-professional artist at the centre of its 
practice.  Work that has a ‘pragmatic openness to site and situation, a willingness to engage with 
specific cultures and communities in a creative and improvisational manner….and a critical and 
self-reflexive relationship to practice itself’ (Kester 2011 p. 125)10.  ‘Another important 
component’, as he goes on to explain, being ‘the desire to cultivate and enhance local forms of 
solidarity which may, or may not, bear a relationship to larger political struggles or collective 
action’. 

In the other 
On the other end is work Bishop champions as intentionally provocative and disruptive, 
challenging the status quo and dealing directly with the class, social and economic issues that may 
face the participants, while leaving the artist in a position where she/he retains their autonomy and 

                                                
 

9 Participation and Spectacle.  Where are we now? http://dieklaumichshow.org/pdfs/Bishop.pdf 
10 Kester, G., The One and the Many, Duke University Press. 2011 
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makes the final creative decisions.  Bishop’s concern around much participatory practice is that 
artists might increasingly be judged ‘by their working process’ rather than the resulting aesthetic11; 
sacrificing ‘authorship’ for the ‘quality of the collaboration’.  In giving up authorship Bishop feels 
the artist gives up their capacity for creative antagonism and ‘disruption… as a form of resistance to 
instrumental rationality and as a source of transformation.’   

Bishop draws on French philosopher Rancière’s,12 belief that the ‘dialogical aesthetic’ must 
embrace the artist’s ‘ability to think contradiction’.  As Bishop notes, ‘For Rancière the aesthetic 
doesn't need to be sacrificed at the altar of social change….it already inherently contains this 
ameliorative process. In other words, art heals. No need to hurry it along.’13  Kester’s position is 
much closer to art critic Bourriaud’s notion of ‘Relational Aesthetics’14:  A set of artistic practices 
which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole of human relations and 
their social context, rather than an independent and private space. 

Here the artist is the ‘catalyst’ for ‘collective encounters’ with his audience or participants, rather 
than provider of goods for the individual consumption of art.  Although, Kester later distances 
himself from what he sees as Bourriaud’s focus on projects that have a ‘choreographed’ or ‘staged 
event’ at the end and begins to champion more ‘immersive’, open and long-term projects, feeling 
only that when the embedding of the artist within the community can really authentic participation 
and co-creation happen15. 

The collective space 
Despite their on-going battles and a tendency to take a stand at either end of the spectrum, 
however, both Kester and Bishop support what Bishop calls, ‘the communal, collective space16’ of 
participatory art. Both are also equally critical of the seizing of the Participatory or Community 
Arts agenda by the, ‘neoliberal capitalist state’ or what Kester identifies as the promotion of,  
‘participation‘ in the arts as a tool for ’self-determination’ but one, ‘planned’ and administered by 
the state,’ supposedly ‘on behalf of the disenfranchised’.  What concerns each of them is the need 
to find a new language to analyse and evaluate participatory art.  While Kester finds it in exploring 
the ‘agency’ projects offer their participants, for Bishop it is much more concerned with defining 
the aesthetic and a need to retain a ‘space for perversity, paradox and negation’ within the work of 
the artist. 

Approaching participation largely from the view of the performing arts, and the work of Brecht, 
Boal and others, Bishop later suggests in, Artificial Hells, Participatory Art and the Politics of 
Spectatorship, that the tensions around collaboration and relational practice are not necessarily ‘as 
fraught’ in the performing arts as in the visual. ‘Collective authorship in theatre’ she notes, ‘did not 
require a radical overhaul of its traditional modus operandi, which has always been 
collaborative’17.  For those working in performing arts, it is clear that tensions around authorship 
and ownership, particularly when it comes to performing the work, are still abound.  As one of the 
artists working on the Scheherezade participatory dance project for the Welsh National Opera as 
part of Artworks explains, ‘I think one of the most important jobs we do is editing. I edited 
furiously to find quality. What I mean is you really get to the nub of what it is; of what the 

                                                
 

11 Bishop, C. (2006) “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents,” Artforum 44, No. 6 (Feb. 2006): 179. 
12 Rancière, J., Aesthetics and its Discontents, Cambridge: Polity. 2009 
13 Bishop, C. (2006) “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents,” Artforum 44, No. 6 (Feb. 2006): 179 
14 Bourriaud, N. (2002) Relational Aesthetics. Les Presses du Réel  
15 Autonomy, Agonism, and Activist Art: An Interview with Grant Kester. Art Journal 66 no3 Fall 2 
16 Bishop, C. (2012) Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. London, New York: Verso Books 
17 Ibid 
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participants can do, of the aesthetic you can build, and what the production needs.’18  Working 
with high profile organisations and meeting the expectations of regular audiences adds additional 
pressure. ‘It’s about reputation….I can’t afford to have WNO buy in, and the theatre to buy in, 
and for it to be no good.  It’s my reputation.’19 

Contextualisation 
What Kester and Bishop’s intellectual boxing match offers the participatory performing arts is one 
way to contextualize its own practice and an opportunity to re-visit some of the big questions.  Is 
participatory work about the quality of the exchange with the participants or about making a piece 
of work where an individual artist grapples with their issues through a more single-authored piece?  
Bishop’s argument against collaborative authorship seems to be that its ethical stance may lead it 
to avoid ‘disruption’ of the status quo, omitting to reveal the ‘unease, discomfort or frustration – 
along with fear, contradiction, exhilaration and absurdity’ she feels is crucial to artistic and social 
impact.   

Many performing arts practitioners might wish to disagree, suggesting instead that participation can 
often create an aesthetic of its own: by taking work outside the cultural institution and challenging 
who has the right to be seen on stage: work in the disability arts sector by companies such as 
Drake Music, Entelechy or The Lawnmowers being particularly potent in challenging the latter.  
Creativetime’s ‘Waiting for Godot in New Orleans’20 and Cardboard Citizen’s ‘Mincemeat’21 
provide powerful examples of work where the aesthetic is totally interwoven through the ‘dialogic’ 
process: where collaboration is integral to the work’s social and political impact.   Site-specific 
work may have been partly subsumed into the mainstream, but the possibility to create 
participatory work that questions, discomforts and disrupts what Kester and Bishop identify as the 
dominant, neoliberal consensus, remains.  

Instrumental v Intrinsic:  Social Impact and the Arts 

‘The instrumental/intrinsic debate has tended to polarise on class lines: aesthetic values for the 
middle classes, instrumental outcomes for the poor and disadvantaged’   

John Holden, 2004.22 

Intrinsic 
The debate surrounding the ‘intrinsic’ or ‘instrumental’ value of art is one of the oldest in history. 
Intrinsic usually referring to something of value in itself or for its own sake (e.g. Art for arts’ sake): 
instrumental referring to wider impact in terms of the social, economic and cultural environment. 
Plato being one of the first to point out what he saw as the inherent dangers of art (and artists) to a 
civilised society, while Aristotle offered a counter argument: the case for art’s capacity (through 
catharsis) to act as a force for moral good. This debate was compounded in the 18thcentury in 
Western philosophy by Kant’s insistence on the ‘intrinsic’ or aesthetic value of what he terms ‘fine 
art’: art that contains within it an innate worth or value that is beyond question.  

This focus on the ‘intrinsic’ value of certain kinds of ‘high art’, Schusterman23 suggests, places it, 
‘apart from and above the realm of instrumental value’ and ‘essentially distinct from reality or life’.  

                                                
 

18 ‘Scheherazade’ Learning Group Report Artworks Cymru, 2013 http://alturl.com/myb4a 
19  ‘Scheherazade’ Learning Group Report Artworks Cymru, 2013 http://alturl.com/myb4a 
20 http://creativetime.org/projects/waiting-for-godot-in-new-orleans/ 
21 http://cardboardcitizens.org.uk/events/mincemeat 
22 Holden, J.  (2004) Capturing Cultural Value. Demos 
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The idea that art might also have ‘instrumental’ outcomes being generally understood as 
something promoted by those who wanted to bring art to the masses: an activity largely favoured 
by interfering governments or those politically concerned with social change.   The polarisation 
often happening, as Holden24 points out, ‘on class lines: aesthetic (or intrinsic) values for the 
middle classes, instrumental outcomes for the poor and disadvantaged’.   A two-tier system often 
replicated in terms of arts funding.  

Instrumentalisation? 
The establishment of the Arts Council post-war, followed by the rise of community arts in the ‘60s 
and ‘70s and the GLC’s participatory programme in London in the ‘80s, encouraged a late 20th 
century consensus that, ‘instrumental’ and ‘intrinsic’ might be aspects of the same thing.  The arts 
were increasingly asked to justify public funding in terms of their contribution to public life. 
Comedia’s The Social Impact of the Arts conducted detailed case studies of projects funded by 
Regional Arts Boards, the Scottish Arts Council and local partners to demonstrate exactly how this 
was being achieved across the UK.  

The findings from this research form the basis of Matarasso's Use or Ornament? The Social 
Impact of Participation in Arts Programmes25. 

In Use or Ornament Matarasso provides us with a seminal touchstone for the ‘instrumental’ value 
of participatory or community arts: placing them firmly within governmental agendas of personal 
development, social cohesion, community empowerment, self-‐determination, identity, health and 
wellbeing. Citing examples from projects he feels illustrate participatory arts transformational 
process; he concludes engagement brings about a range of social benefits.  His fifty examples 
include the possibility to ‘(1.) Increase people’s confidence and self-worth’, ...‘(16). Promote inter-
cultural contact and co-operation‘(34). Improve perceptions of marginalised groups’.  Despite 
such wide-ranging and often difficult to prove claims, for artists working in the field, he offered a 
much-needed framework from which to argue the instrumental case. 

Delivering Government Agendas? 
New Labour was quick to recognise this potential and the arts and culture became one of the 
cornerstones of government initiatives to combat social exclusion and encourage regeneration of 
inner cities. Merli, in her critique of Matarasso26, suggests it was this, ‘strong desire to be relevant 
and useful to the policy process and to contribute to decision-making’ that finally negates the 
research. The blurring of boundaries between government social policy and artistic outcomes 
becoming part of the on-going tension around the role and meaning of participatory practice, 
especially in the neo-liberal political climate that has prevailed for the past 25 years.   While 
earlier participatory practice, Merli suggests, was often focused on bringing about ‘emancipation 
and liberation from any form of social control’ the need to meet funding criteria inevitably 
involved compromise. In her view, Matarasso’s desire for the arts to, ‘contribute to a stable, 
confident and creative society’ is in total contradiction to artist’s potential to bring about radical 
solutions to social problems.  Or what David Edgar recently suggested as their role as, ‘the voice 
of criticism, provocation and dissent’.27  

                                                                                                                                                                               
 

23 Shusterman, Richard, (2002) Pragmatic Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking Art, 2nd edition, Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers. 
24 Holden, J.  (2004) ibid 
25 Matarasso, F. (1997) Use or Ornament? The Social Impact of Participation in the Arts. Stroud: Comedia 
26 Merli, P. (2004) Evaluating the social impact of participation in arts activities A critical review of François Matarasso's Use 
or Ornament? Variant Issue 19 
27 http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2012/jan/05/david-edgar-why-fund-the-arts 
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Merli, along with Belfiore28, also criticises the flawed nature of Matarasso’s methodology, noting, 
‘Many of the 50 hypotheses are expressed as relationships between abstract concepts which are 
not observable, nor measurable.’ More recently Matarasso himself has acceded it was probably, 
‘... a mistake to transfer the word “impact” from an economic discourse to a social discourse 
where it is simply not appropriate’.29  What Belfiore does concede30, is the value of Matarasso’s 
work in ‘striving for an alternative evaluation model to the output driven ‘Performance Indicator’ 
model favoured by the Arts Council’. As such Use or Ornament lays down a marker for taking 
social impact seriously: despite making participatory arts vulnerable to being equated solely with 
‘instrumental’ outcomes. 

A false polarity? 
Building on Putnam’s Bowling Alone31 challenge to arts institutions to contribute to the lives of 
their communities, the Rand Foundation’s report Gift of the Muse: Reframing the benefit of 
participation in the arts offers a framework which melds ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ benefits. 

 

‘Common sense’, as Glenn Lowry, Director of MoMA noted, suggesting ‘the instrumental value 
of the arts is in direct proportion to their intrinsic value and the greater the former the more 
significant the latter’.32 

A concept Tim Joss 33 in New flow: A better future for artists, citizens and the state, (2008), 
develops further by suggesting a ‘false polarity’ has grown up between ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ 
in the arts debate.  The difference for him being that the intrinsic is concerned with the personal 
and individual and the instrumental with delivering a broad realm of benefits to society and civil 
life.  ‘From an arts funding standpoint,’ he suggests, ‘the success of arts organisations and arts 
programmes in intrinsic terms is an essential precondition for instrumental success.’    

                                                
 

28 Belfiore, E. (2002) “Art as a means of alleviating social exclusion: does it really work? A critique of instrumental cultural 
policies and social impact studies in the UK.” International Journal of Cultural Policy, Vol.8 (No.1). pp. 91-106 
29 Matarasso, F. (2010) Full Free and Equal: on the social impact of participation in the arts 
http://www.demandingconversations.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Full-free-and-equal-Matarasso.pdf 
30 Belfiore, E. (2002) International Journal of Cultural Policy, 8.1. 
31 Putnam, R. (2000) Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community New York: Simon & Schuster 
32 Glenn Lowry, (2005) Director MoMA. Is there a Better Case for the Arts? Arts Journal.com. 7 March 2005 
33 Joss, T. (2008) New Flow - A Better Future for Artists and citizens and the State. Mission Models Money 
http://www.missionmodelsmoney.org.uk/resource/new-flow-better-future-artists-citizens-and-state-tim-joss-2008 Accessed 
Nov 2013 
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Referencing Brown & Novak’s study, Assessing the intrinsic impacts of a live performance he cites 
their ‘six key intrinsic impacts’: ‘captivation, intellectual stimulation, emotional resonance, spiritual 
value, aesthetic growth and social bonding.’  Many of them mirror those suggested by RAND, 
although they might be said to be as subjective and difficult to evidence as Matarasso’s social 
outcomes.   

Re-inventing the language? 
The solution may lie in re-inventing instrumentalism (in terms of artistic and public good) as Knell 
and Taylor34 suggest or, as McCarthy et al propose, developing ‘the language for discussing 
intrinsic benefits’.35 Highlighting the ‘limitations of the research on instrumental benefits,’ they 
note the difficulties involved in the arts trying to adopt the ‘social science model that focuses on 
measurable outcomes’; and advocate moving towards qualitative as well as quantitative models.  
Or, as Holden suggests in ‘Capturing Cultural Value’36, it might rest in becoming more confident 
in our use of existing vocabulary.  Where, Business schools happily refer to ‘case studies’ as 
evidence of effective practice, the arts, he notes, are accused of producing ‘anecdotal evidence’.  
Even by those working within them. ‘When Government pays commercial private sector 
companies for R&D,’ he goes on to state, it enters into a contract resulting in experimentation, but 
in the cultural sector the same thing is called upholding the ‘right to fail’. 

Dewey, despite the fact he was writing in 1934, might offer a possible starting point.  Repudiating 
the ‘conception of art’ that ‘spiritualises it out of connection… with concrete experience’ he argues 
the role of the art philosopher is, ‘to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms 
of experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are 
universally recognized to constitute experience...”.37 In that context, the intrinsic and instrumental 
work of the participatory arts practitioner is clearly part of the same continuum. 

  

                                                
 

34 Knell, J and Taylor, M. (2011) Arts funding, Austerity and the Big Society RSA London 
35 McCarthy, K. and all. (2004) Gifts of the Muse. Reframing the Debate About the Benefits of the Arts. Commissioned by 
The Wallace Foundation RAND: Arthur Books 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2005/RAND_MG218.sum.pdf 
36 Holden, J.  (2004) Capturing Cultural Value. Demos 
37 Dewey, J. (1934) Art as Experience Perigree Trade 


