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Target Practice vs Para-sites 
 
I would like to start by saying thank you. I am very happy to be here 
today and grateful to the labour that has been involved by Eva, Thomas 
and all who worked on and initiated this series of conversations.  
 
I have titled my little intervention today Target Practice vs Para-sites to 
pose a kind of complicated polemic, between two approaches to 
pedagogy and engagement of cultural institutions, one that relies upon 
an often well intentioned desire to give access and culture to people, 
to increase audiences for institutions and to target particularly 
disadvantaged communities. This is what, in the 1970s in the UK and 
other parts of Europe was called the democratization of culture, that is 
the notion that widening the viewer-ship, spectatorship and access to 
Culture (with a Capital C) as it has been constructed by the cultured 
elite.  
 
On the other side of this polemic is what I am calling the para-sitic 
approach to cultural pedagogy. This refers to what in the same period 
was described as Cultural Democracy, that is the taking up of the tools 
of culture for social and political action around issues of inequality, 
injustice in relation to class, race, gender and sexuality. 
 
I want to introduce this polemic to highlight that while it is often 
customary to speak of ‘the good’ when we refer to arts and education, 
or when we intend to reach out to ‘new’ audiences for art, when we 
speak of art and in particular arts education, we are in a terrain of 
conflict and contradiction and that these conflicts and contradictions 
have histories. 
 
Carmen Moersch has described this series of contradictory aims in the 
educational role of museums and art galleries in the Anglophone 
context as the ‘dispositive’ of arts education in galleries – an 
educational apparatus that is inclusive of colonial practices and 
civilizing rituals: the discourses of hygiene, of ‘cleaning  up’ or 
‘elevating’ the position of the poor by virtue of their access to art 
deemed good for them as well as providing support for social struggles 
against authoritarian, homophobic, coercive and exploitative regimes. 
Former Head of Education at the Tate, Felicity Allen has written about 
these latter histories in the United Kingdom : of galleries as spaces that 
feminists, autonomists, anarchists decided to use to support broader 
anti-racist and anti-imperialist  agendas. Their work, not yet 



considered to be art, did not qualify them for jobs in the art schools . 
Wanting these struggles to sit closer to the seats of social power, they 
entered or invented arts education departments. Where some at the 
time called this change from within, in the recordings of these histories 
we find that this within and without is more complicated. That many 
saw and continued to see themselves as outside of institutions even as 
they were working for them.  
 
In the contemporary atmosphere of cultural institutions colonial 
paradigms continue to assert themselves, not only in terms of the 
exclusive hegemonies of art content or interpellation into corporate 
branding exercises,  but in terms of the quest and pursuit of the 
audience. In the late 90s theorist Ien Eng, in her book Desperately 
Seeking the Audience, speaks of the dangerous trend of cultural 
institutions adopting television's desperate search for the audience, 
a pursuit to target, understand, coerce and control an audience 
using measures such as `people meters' as forms and instruments 
of measure. These militaristic terms have become commonplace in 
many cultural institutions. 
 
Colonial paradigms are also present as tendencies in the broader art 
context. In the aftermath of the summer of dissent, or what were 
described in the press as the London riots, we were met with a 
responses - of artist-educator as cleaner sweeping away the evidence 
of this dissent. 
 
Hence, how we ‘reach’, translate and make art with others are not only 
matters related to the arts audience and how we reach them, but part 
of what Henri Giroux called public pedagogy. Education is something 
that is not only taking place when we ‘reach’ or  ‘get them in’ but in all 
aspects of the production of culture. The concept of public pedagogy 
allows us to think of all of the processes of production that lead to and 
follow that moment, and the ways that they ‘educate’ those who are 
both included and excluded, those who are creating and those who are 
participating. Just as the ‘hidden curriculum is what is taught beyond 
math and science in the school is indeed how to sit and stand when 
told, how to survive in a hierarchy, how to gain approval and what 
happens when you don’t, so too do our quests for publics and 
audiences produce a hidden curriculum and mode of orientation for 
those throughout the production chain. 
 



 
 [SLIDE] 
 
At the heart of many public pedagogies of art that make use of the 
democratization of culture or as I call it today ‘target practice’ 
 is what Brazilian educator Paulo Freire would call the ‘banking concept’ 
of education. The banking concept is a uni-directional education form 
in which knowledge is deposited by those who know to those who do 
not.  
 
While many would suggest that their projects are dialogic, and provide 
spaces for discussion, if we think about the pedagogies of the 
production process itself, we are often back to the banking concept. 
When I have workshopped this production process with artists and 
curators from students to different scales of institutions, and working 
with content from the conservative to the revolutionary , the typical 
pathway: from the idea of an originator, to the initiation of the artist, to 
the production, to the delivery and THEN the dialogue with the public 
replicates this banking concept. That the so-called public, viewer, 
spectator, participant – in whose name the thing is produced - comes 
in at the last and therefore must be reached and brought in. 
 
Freire wrote about the banking concept in 1968. Updating the banking 
concept to today, while the deposit or chain of production from idea to 
participant is also as the arts might be the most visible component of 
the transaction – like the banks we have come to know today, this 
relation is only the surface level, beneath which many other 
transactions are taking place. If the primary staging of the deposit is in, 
beneath and around are the many disciplinary tools in which the 
pedagogy of art is engaged.  The most obvious of these are the ways in 
which the exhibition and education programmes serve corporate 
images but also the ways in which government and developers 
interested in gentrifying areas, are most happy to host temporary 
exhibitions and art projects, in preparation for the removal of unruly 
elements, as part of new neigubhourhood branding. They also serve as 
an example for the flexibilisation of work. 
 
[SLIDE LABOUR STATS] 
 
Though we might believe in this power in art, we must be aware then 
that neither art nor pedagogy are necessarily on the side of the good or 
the virtuous…. We achieve this power of art through our conducts and 



actions and by virtue of our answer to the question: why and in the 
service of what configurations of power are our projects working? 
 
Cultural Democracy or Para-sitic Pedagogies  
 
Let us now turn to the other sides of our polemic. Here, I use the term 
para-sitic because, while such projects might inhabit the museum or 
gallery space to find funding, legitimacy, profile the sites, 
constituencies and consequences of their work remain both in the 
realm of cultural institutions and elsewhere. To start from a para-sitic 
position is to  ASK WHAT IF WE WERE TO REMAP CULTURAL ACTIVITIES 
AROUND SOCIAL COMMITMENTS? That is, IN RELATION TO which 
PARTICULAR STRUGGLES. RATHER THAN THE PROFESSIONAL 
CATEGORIES THAT RENDER AN US OF GALLERY WORKERS AND A THEM 
OF COMMUNITY THIS IDEA ALSO MOVES BEYOND THE INSIDE OR 
OUTSIDE INSTITUTIONS BUT SOLIDARITIES ACROSS social spaces.  
 
The term para-site also refuses the idea the resistance takes place only 
through the romantic figure of the avant garde artist, opting for a more 
complex and intimage imbrication with its host.  
 
In this diagram I outline four kinds of para-sitic engagements 
 
Occupying 
Dialogic 
Critical/Transformative 
Commissioned/Outsourced 
 
Occupying is just that: a group of artists and/or activists take over a 
space or an image for social purposes 
 
[SLIDE ] National Gallery, occupation of images 
From the outside  
 
Dialogic 
Dialogic means that the use of the space of the cultural institution has 
been instigated through a dialogue between social agents and 
individuals working in a cultural institution, usually because someone 
in the institution is involved in social issues. Here we might look at the 
Black Audio Film collective, who with their colleagues at the Tate, and 
youth groups,  devised an alternative response to the riots, to engage 
in a conversation with young people and others to support and situate 



the dissidents of this summer in their ability to tell the public why they 
took to the streets, and how the cuts to education have impacted their 
futures. The pedagogies of art situates itself in contradictory ways 
through public presentations in the gallery of the street. 
 
Here DIALOGUE, is not a form nor an after - effect … but is oriented 
towards changing something concrete, to impact something in the 
world beyond themselves.  
 
 
Critical/Transformative 
A third kind of para-sitic activity is critical of the insitution’s elitism 
and also aims for broad social transformation through the use of the 
profile of cultural institutions.  Here activists and or artists use the 
institution to intervene in a broader social situation 
 
We might also look to Precarious Workers Brigade’s use of the funding 
of cultural institutions to begin a broader pedagogy, de-bunking the 
myths about culture perpetuated within its walls 
 
Examples of this parasitic operation might also include those of 
Documenta10 for example, to create the widespread No One Is Illegal 
network, which became an incredibly important global mobilizing 
organisation for migrant rights across Europe and now in many other 
parts of the world. Similary the use of galleries during the AIDS crisis of 
the 1980s was pivotal to producing the analysis and visibility of a 
disease that governments denied or attributed as punishment.  
 
 
Commissioning. 
 
A fourth and final mode of para-sitic activity might be described as 
‘commissioned’, that is instigated through the invitation of the 
institutional curator or educators.  
 
This is the model that is often used at the Serpentine Gallery in its long 
history of engaging people with art in social context. Commissioning 
para-sitic work means that one begins with a sense of an issue and 
introduces artists, educators or other social agents into this model. 
 
Commissioning sits on the edge between the banking concept and the 
para-sitic model and the line between them is quite fine. 



When I began at the Serpentine Gallery five years ago this was the 
dominant model. A number of rhetorics surrounded this model. 
 
[SLIDE] 
 
The project Skills Exchange however, led me to believe that the power 
in such an engagement could extend much further than simply placing 
art in unexpected locations. Skills Exchange was a project that took 
place in five London neighbourhoods. Artists were placed in contexts 
with older people in spaces undergoing transformation. 
 
Beyond simply ‘reaching out’ the project brought up a number of 
issues and uses of cultural institutions that had not been anticipated. 
For example, a project with residents on the Woodberry Down Housing 
estate began with the idea that the artist could do a project to reach 
the people on a social housing estate undergoing re-development, that 
art would help the gallery to engage these people.’ 
 
After  few months of work it was clear that that they had a very strong 
social agenda, as they had been struggling against the developer to 
ensure that they could stay on the estate and also ensure social spaces 
in the re-development. They felt that their mis-treatment in this 
process and the degradation of the estate was related to the negative 
image portrayed of social housing residents. They proceded to use the 
opportunity to work with an artist to make a film that changed this 
perception. The project was called ‘A Palace for Us’ to denote the 
passage of social housing from the post-war period in Britain in which 
it was valourised, to the moment today in which working class people 
who live on estate are vilified. Scenes from these days were re-enacted 
by actors and younger people living on the estate. The use of the 
galleries resources to make and screen the film and even more, to get 
media attention on the issue was key. It was aired on BBC website, has 
been screened over ten times in the area and at meetings related to 
housing re-development. Hundred of copies have been distributed 
locally to initiate conversations on the estate. 
 
Since then we have concentrated Projects in one neighbourhood, the 
Edgware Road. The Edgware Road is the closest neighbourhood to the 
Serpentine. The Project we have developed, the Edgware Road Project 
takes what was learned from Skills Exchange and is committed to a 
reversal of the usual direction of gallery operations, particularly given 
that in the idea of taking art to those people. Against the notion of  



outreach we began with the idea that we would try to make the 
alignment of the art space with local and popular struggle. This is at 
odds with the gallery’s main programme which relies much more 
heavily on the banking concept. 
 
The Edgware Road neibhbourhood is incredibly complex and adopts 
many of the problems we find in global cities these days. It is the home 
of thousands of people in poor, social housing and equally the home of 
Tony Blair. It is undergoing development and therefore we hear the 
term ‘cleaning up’ a lot, mean the removal of people who are 
unwanted. These take the form of migrants, young people, beggars 
and other poor people. 
 
Here in the midst of all of this and the gallery’s own complexities we  
created a space called the Centre for Possible Studies.  
What could possibility mean here? 
Our project was set up a space for research into the possible. 
It includes an international residency programme, involving artists from 
London and elsewhere, as well as a space to be used by community 
organizations. 
 
Some principles: 
 
SLIDE 
, 
These possible studies take many forms and interrogate many lines of 
enquiry in the neighbourhood.  
 

 
• STUDY 1 with local shop owners who have been targeted for 

reform in the re-development, we have created an open source 
community archiving and publications tool, to both record the 
histories and claim histories relation to the area and to 
communicate issues of the neighbourhood. These are issues on 
pamphlets and placemats. Here we have a series of placemats 
that reveal the local governments plans for the area, that were 
not communicated to the shop owners and workers. This tool was 
developed by artists in residence CAMP, from Mumbai 

 
 
• STUDY 2 relates is with secondary students in a local high school 

and relates to questions of migration and citizenship from a 



governmental perspective. Students have analysed the citizenship 
test, and applied the dichotomy between state defined and 
socially defined notions of citizenship. An exhibition last year at 
the main gallery allowed for their along with all other studies to 
be made public. Incidentally, this exhibition was extremely well 
attended. 

 
• Study III is by X:Talk and attempts to move out of the 

commissioning tendency all together. X:talk are a sex workers 
rights network, who use the space as a non-stigmatised location 
for working with sex workers. They have embarked on a possible 
study of how to represent sex workers when all means of speech 
and articulation are taken over by religious , moralistic groups 
and anti-migrant groups. At the centre they have issued a report 
on the way in which police have used a crack down on trafficking 
to deport hundreds of migrant women but also have held 
sessions with the artists Lamia Joreige and Rania Stephan, two 
feminist film makers from Beirut, about the politics of the image 
in sex work and feminist film. 

 
• Study IV is the PUBLIC SPACE SEMINAR, a group we work on with 

high school students on work experience in a local school that is 
dedicated to international business. Students interrogate not 
what work is but what they would like to be by collaborating on 
projects related to the re-development of the housing that they 
are living in, making interventions and suggestions. 

 
 

• Study V is IMPLICATED THEATRE – a project in which migrant art 
and non-art workers change roles in relation to each other, 
forming a collective, budgeting collectively, developing dramatic 
pieces to share issues with other groups and changing authorship 
models,  linking with other groups to join issues of cultural 
labour to those of  precarious sector and others, such as 
London’s unpaid migrant cleaners. The group has recently 
developed a piece to inform migrants of their rights during police 
raids. 

 
The final study is likely the most important one in which we ask: 
When are we the parasites, when are we the hosts? 

 
     When are we enstating the banking concept, how can we think  



     about the practices in which we are engaged ethically? How do we 
deal with questions of authorship? When are ‘we’ the cultural workers 
speaking on behalf of the ‘others’ with whom we work? 
 
 
 
 
 


