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Transpedagogy

For what I really wish to work out is a science of singularity, that is to say, a science of the relationship that 

links everyday pursuits to particular circumstances.  And only in the local network of labor and recreation can 

one grasp how, within a grid of socio-economic constraints, these pursuits unfailingly establish relational 

tactics (a struggle for life), artistic creations (an aesthetic) and autonomous initiatives (an ethic). The 

characteristically subtle logic of these  ‘ordinary’activities comes to light only in the details.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, I-ix

In 2006 I proposed the term “Transpedagogy” to describe a series of projects by artists and 

collectives  around the world that blend the educational processes and art making in ways 

that are clearly different to the more conventional functions of art academies or of formal art 

education. The term emerged not with the pretense to define a “movement” in any way, but 



out of the necessity to describe a characteristic that appeared as a common denominator in 

the work of a number of artists and which escaped the usual definitions used around 

participatory art.

Thinking on how to articulate this relationship became a need for me when, over the last 

decade, I realized I had been incorporating aspects of interpretation and audience dialogue 

in my work in ways that, in my view, did not fall neither in the easy definitions of “art 

education” or “museum education” nor in the fashionable categories of institutional critique 

or relational aesthetics. While aware and indebted of both the tools of museum and art 

education as someone who has worked in museums for decades, and also aware of XXth 

century conceptual and performance traditions that have questioned the institution and 

politicized the art field, I felt that the direction that these works were taking were distinctly 

different, responding to their own time and particular contexts.

In recent years, the emergence of art projects with a pedagogical twist has become almost 

ubiquitous, and buzzwords such as “radical pedagogy” and  “ignorant schoolmaster” 

entered the language of contemporary art magazines, and debates around pedagogy now 

range from earnest utopian and political gestures to outright satire and light-hearted critique. 

Yet, in the discussions about projects that are connected to these practices, the term 

“pedagogy” is employed in vague and ambiguous way, and there is insufficient discussion 

on how artist-led pedagogical projects are, or can be, different from more traditional means 

of education. 

While not pedagogues themselves, artists have become gradually curious about the history 

of learning and teaching both to art-informed audiences and to people without a particular 

background in art or with a social investment in the art world. The critical reading, 

mimicking, or misunderstanding of that history – deliberate or not— has produced a rich 



multi-disciplinary way of working that is currently spread in many ways, from utopian and 

earnest gestures to outright satire and irony. In itself these projects have become an “art 

school of  everyday life”, paraphrasing De Certeau’s thought— that is, alternatives to more 

conventional learning and artmaking environments. 

 I hope this text to become a first effort at surveying the general issues around the 

relationship between contemporary art and pedagogy as it is now.  My primary focus in 

this short essay will be to make a case for a new model of pedagogy-as-art, trying to 

consider the obstacles and potential that this inter-disciplinary —or perhaps in-disciplinary

— mode of working offers. Due to the absence of a term that describes this new model, I 

have resorted to propose the term Transpedagogy. I define the word as the migration of the 

discipline and methods of education into art-making, resulting in a distinct medium where 

the artwork is constituted simultaneously of a learning experience or process and a 

conceptual gesture open to interpretation. 

In contrast to the discipline of art education, which mostly focuses on the interpretation of 

art or the teaching of skills to make art, Transpedagogy focuses on the pedagogical method 

as an extension, and sometimes as the very core, of the artwork. For this reason, projects 

that focus on teaching art through traditional means are in this respect of less interest since 

that is an activity that has been true of every art period in the past.  While I will try to 

pinpoint examples of some of those projects, what I will focus on here is precisely the 

“misuse” of educational structures to create interactive and hybrid environments that exist 

somewhere in between formal and informal experiential learning. 

I will argue that contemporary art has adopted, in a selective an unorthodox way, some 

basic notions and principles of education to produce a tactical and diversional modality that 

implicates audiences and criticism in a particularly tangled way.  The two questions thus 



that I will try to address here is how this practice is different from previous equations of art 

and education or pedagogical practices in general, and how (and why) it is possible and 

necessary, to re-invigorate these practices with a built-in critical framework from which to 

analyze and understand them.   Finally, I will argue that mixing art and education into a 

unified practice constitutes a misapplication (premeditated or not) of education methodology 

which may or may not result in a productive experience and in a relevant artwork.

EDUCATION, PEDAGOGY, ACADEMIA, DIDACTICISM

It is useful to observe the interesting dichotomy of usage between the terms “education” 

and “pedagogy”. Technically, “education” refers to the very process of teaching, while 

“pedagogy” refers to the set of ideas that inform a particular method of teaching—the 

science of teaching. If we strictly follow this reasoning, then when we describe an actual 

artwork that incorporates learning processes we should describe them as “educational”, 

while “pedagogy” should be used when we describe the theory behind that artwork.  

Thus it is useful to note how, in the emergence of interest for learning-teaching as an art 

form, the word “pedagogy” would be favored over “education”. This is, I believe, a largely 

unconscious tendency that nonetheless may illustrate how the artworld at large feels about 

the notion of education in general. The art market has little, if any, use to it, unless if it is in 

capitalizing on the notion of instruction (by creating art schools, curatorial schools, 

connoisseurship/collecting courses, etc.). In museums, the schism between curatorial and 

education departments is well-known and openly acknowledged. In many instances this 

arrangement functions as a healthy division that promotes a debate between content and 

interpretation, but it is also not uncommon to encounter situations where overzealous 

curators who push for the presentation of pure content without mediation clash with 



educators who place accessibility for the general audience as their priority. What remains is 

the fact that there is an institutional stereotype of museum educators that they are overeager 

to simplify artwork for audiences and generally interfere in the direct experiencing of it. 

These feelings toward museum education are not exclusively shared by curators, but also 

by critics and artists. 

Thus “education” to some who are familiar with exhibition spaces may have a particularly 

institutional connotation that connects it to the unglamorous fields of museum education, art 

education, or even, art therapy. Nonetheless, the term may also bring unsavory memories to 

most people about compulsive type of instruction (elementary school, high school, etc).

 Education-related terms, in general, actually tend to be used in negative connotation in art 

criticism when used to discuss artworks. Two examples are the terms “didactic” and 

“academic”. The former is generally used to describe work that overplays its moral 

message, while the latter is associated with the conservative instruction of the art academy.  

While the notion of didacticism is fairly straightforward in its meaning and somewhat 

subjective in its interpretation, it may not be too useful to focus on this term. 

The term “academic”, in contrast, packs a series of connotations that I believe are worth 

sorting out. The historical weight of the word “academy” conjures up the old art school 

model against which modernism built its critique. Since then, the terms “scholar” or 

“academic” in art are reserved to art historians or curators, but rarely if ever used to 

describe artists (This point, which perhaps until now could be discussed again since the 

emergence of the idea of PhD’s for artists, is interesting to think about even if it is just for 

our purposes here for reflecting as how artists are implicitly perceived by academia as 

individuals outside of the confines of active scholarship, theoretical discourse, or even 

criticism). Furthermore, an uncomfortable fact that is usually overlooked is that the culture 



created by institutionalized learning in art (in universities and art schools) has the tendency 

to promote, amongst tenured art professors, a kind of marginal art practice that usually is 

more theoretical than engaged with the actualities of the public sphere. As I will try to show 

later, what we are describing here as “transpedagogy” involves the creation of its own 

autonomous environment, mostly outside of an academic or institutional framework.

In contrast with the pedestrian word “education”, the term “pedagogy” is much more 

opaque, philosophical-sounding, and perhaps more appropriate to the supposedly more 

elevated  contemporary art discourse. I think important to point out, however, that when 

contemporary critics, curators and artist speak of pedagogic art projects as alternatives to 

“conventional notions of education”, generally they are referring to notions that are 

generally outmoded in the field of education —what Rancière describes as stultifying 

education, relying on explication and straightforward lecturing. 

The reason why the distinction of terms between “education” and “pedagogy” is important 

is because there is a key and inherent contradiction between the use of the term “pedagogy” 

and the set of goals that most of these educational art practices purport to attain with their 

audiences— a contradiction which also gives rise to the need of finding new terminology to 

describe them.

Once the distinction between the pedestrian “education” and the more philosophical 

“pedagogy” has been made, it would follow to discern what specific philosophical ideas of 

pedagogy are being invoked, and how these ideas have permeated the work of artists who 

have influenced the contemporary art discourse.
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Two of the most influential art schools in the Twentieth Century  — the Bauhaus and Black 

Mountain College—  were places where education and art practice often merged, helping 

develop the notions of collaboration and inter-disciplinarity that have been so important for 

the art practice. When we look at the writings of the Bauhaus masters like Klee, Itten, 

Kandinsky, and Albers, their art precepts and teaching philosophy were to their their work 

what manifestos were to the avant-garde movements.  Similarly, Black Mountain College, a 

product of the progressive education movement, created a generation of artists for whom 

collaboration and inter-disciplinarity were a central aspect of their work. 

However, these artists made a distinction between their individual artistic practice and their 

teaching. So, while it would be worthwhile to make a closer analysis of the history of art 

schools in the way in which these practices have emerged, I will take them as a given.  In 

order to better situate the origin of the transpedagogical, it is important to briefly establish 

the relationship and distinctive qualities of artists working along these lines with with the 

complex legacies of artists who emerged in the 60s such as Joseph Beuys and Marcel 

Broothaers, as well as with those who have been associated with Institutional Critique, 

identity politics, new media, and Relational Aesthetics.

While there is no written history of pedagogy as art, any serious study of pedagogical 

practices today has to take the impact of the 1960s and its influence in the creation of an art 

with a social consciousness into account, possibly as a starting point. Artists like Jef Geys 

at that time started incorporating pedagogical components into his works, intermixing 

performative and conceptual projects with education, also in a similar way to Fluxus artists 

whose participatory performances ( I think of Alison Knowles’ instructional performance 

entitled “Make a Salad,” for instance) and articulation of concepts such as Dick Higgins’s 

notion of “intermedia” helped paved the way for practices that would emphasize experience 

and a mixture of disciplines.



By and far, Beuys’ name looms the largest while we speak of pedagogy and post-war art. 

His free universities, his notion of ‘mental sculpture’, and his performative role as shaman-

public figure-and town-hall discussion leader make him perhaps the most prominent artist-

pedagogue of the last half of the 20th century. Whatever ambivalence one may have toward 

Beuys’ legacy, it would be hard to deny that the way in which he championed pedagogy as 

a belonging to a social mission of an artist beyond traditional art education and saw the 

possibility of using art processes to infiltrate politics and knowledge would open a variety 

of avenues for future artists to mine those areas.

The problematic issue with Beuys, which is usually recognized by admirers and critics alike 

—Buchloh, specially— was the construction of his own persona at the center of his 

philosophy, in a way that often was described by the press as mesianism or personality 

cult, which even today appeared so much at odds with his democratic philosophy of 

“everyone is an artist”. 

In this specific sense, Beuys contrasts with another greatly influential figure of that time, 

Marcel Broodthaers. While both artists centered their work in the social dynamics of art, 

Broodthaers directed his sight to the existing institutional frameworks of art. As Irving 

Sandler notes, the main difference between Beuys and Broodthaers was that Beuys 

“believed optimistically that art could transform all of life and society; he was utterly 

lacking in irony. Broodthaers was pessimistic, having no faith in the higher claims of art.”

Broodthaers, who came from poetry and famously declared that he had turned into visual 

art as he saw in it the opportunity of making “insincere objects,” by creating his ephemeral 

museums and appropriating museum language, ended up outlining some of the basic rules 

of the game of institutional critique— a series of ideas whose impact is well-known. To me 



what remains most vital of Broodthaers’ legacy is precisely that sense of irony. It is 

perhaps an unfair fact, but the ironist of any generation always appears more contemporary 

to us than those who embraced the ideas of the time with full conviction, and this is the case 

of Broothaers when compared with Beuys’ self-aggrandizement. And yet, when taking 

both of these artists’ work into account, it is possible to conceive way of operating that 

honor both of their legacies. In this sense, transpedagogy borrows a page of the utopian 

Beuys, wishing to change society, while also retaining an essential dose of humor which is 

at the core of Broodthaers’ style.

In a similar way in which Broodthaers adopted a mock pedagogical tone in the labels and 

communiqués of his Musée d’Art Moderne, most artists associated with institutional 

critique in the late 80s and early 90s engaged the subject of pedagogy through the 

appropriation of museum education techniques (such as Andrea Fraser’s mock museum 

tours or Fred Wilson’s manipulations of museum labels). Artists like David Wilson and 

Goran Djorjevic created their own museums (Museum of Jurassic Technology in Los 

Angeles and Salon de Fleurus in New York). Sometime later in the 90s, however, it 

became clear that in order to move forward with the argument of the institutional critique 

practice it was necessary for artists to do two things: one was to move beyond the 

traditional dichotomy artist/museum (which amidst the increasing global growth of the art 

market started feeling dated), and the second was for artists to assume their own 

institutionality, both as their being implicated in the social and economic fabric of the 

artworld. In other words, the discourse shifted from a critical stance to a more propositive 

one, where artists exploited their ability to generate independent communities and networks 

with their own agenda and interests. The result of this shift was also that the organizations, 

collectives, and small enterprises that artists started launching (mostly at the beginning of 

this decade) did not have to confine themselves to the subject of art. Most importantly, they 

did not have to be art groups, but they could operate under conceptual art guidelines while 



at the same time engaging other fields of knowledge, like geography, commerce, science, 

and pedagogy. This new generation of artists and collectives appeared to adopt and embrace 

their own institutionality in a direct, and usually disarming way, going back to the original 

Broodthaers’ institutional light rhetorics (think of Machine Project’s, Instant Coffee’s and 

Christine Hill’s use of humor in their press releases, website, etc.) This unassuming 

approach proves highly effective, as it doesn’t carry the weight of the critical tone that has 

now made a lot of political art feel dated or alienating. By eliminating or satirizing 

impersonality, and taking a Brechtian approach in sharing the transparency of a particular 

process, these tech-savvy artists now speak to “users”, and not to a faceless public.

The generation of artists which emerged during the 1980s and early 90s which engaged 

mostly with identity politics (feminism, multi-culturalism, etc) were key to further the idea 

that art, through performance, had agency in pedagogy. Adrian Piper’s Funk Lessons from 

1982 ironically played with the structure of education to teach white people how to dance;  

Suzanne Lacy’s Crystal Quilt (1987), a public artwork, involved working with more than 

500 volunteers in the production of a community quilt. Mexican performance artist 

Guillermo Gómez-Peña has been one of the most dedicated artists who has continuously 

reflected on the relationship between performance and pedagogy. It is important to stress 

that, with perhaps the exception of Piper’s Funk Lessons,  the kind of performing 

pedagogy that emerges in this period is, as Charles R. Garoian has argued, an art of politics

— that is, an art where the pedagogical experience is not the end, but the means, to 

articulate a political consciousness in a community.

In regards to the artists usually (and sometimes simplistically) enveloped in the Relational 

Aesthetics label, perhaps the angle of their work that is most shared by artists working in 

the ‘pedagogical turn’ lies in the creation of a space of sociability as described by Bourriaud 

(“art is the space that produces a specific kind of sociability”), and in the experiential nature 



of exchanges with audiences —and here I think very specifically of the work of Rirkrit 

Tiravanija.  Participation in this instance provides the viewer with a share of the 

performance, in the same way in which Felix Gonzalez-Torres would make viewers partial 

owners of a work of his by dispensing candy or endless prints. One attains an “experience” 

in the most expansive sense of the word, where the artwork may encourage the formation 

of an ephemeral community; a life experience without any other agenda than to merge the 

artwork into daily life, purposely ambiguous for an open reading. 

The contrast between this type of participatory work that an artist like Tiravanija is known 

for and the kind of projects that involve pedagogy lies mostly, I believe, in the way in 

which the notion of ‘experience’ is redefined. Whereas participation remains a central in the 

equation of these projects, it is usually structured in such a way to create a type of 

experience in the deweyan sense —an experience that specifically leads to the construction 

of knowledge, or, in a larger sense, to the production of culture. It is true that many, if not 

most, education artworks are produced precisely with the goal to undermine traditional 

conventions of educational structures and as such seek to create experiences while at the 

same time refuse to commit to anything remotely resembling “learning outcomes” or 

“goals”, due to the fear of appearing doctrinarian or ‘didactic’ (a much reviled term that I 

will address later on).  This concern, I think, comes not only from a need to distance 

oneself as an artist from what is perceived as conventional education but also to make sure 

that the resulting artwork retains an area of ambiguity for it to be interpreted, something that 

I would define as “abstract education.”

It has been discussed on whether the cultural climate of post- Berlin Wall Europe, as well 

as the theory that emerged from it, has played a role in influencing artists working today in 

pedagogy.  This may be true particularly in Eastern Europe and Asia, where artist groups 

were energized into exploring new modes of production. (Around this time the Slovenian 



collective IRWIN initiated the project East Art Map, both an art project and a 

historiography project of art making in Eastern Europe,  and in China, where art making 

started to build toward the market boom of that region, artists started questioning their own 

classical training of the academy to reinvent their language, and in cases of artists like 

Zhijhe, push the boundaries of education in a performative fashion). In Latin America, the 

end of the cold war may not be as significant in artistic production as the need to assimilate 

the violent legacy of the military dictatorships and civil conflicts of their recent past. Tania 

Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte Conducta is a project that directly responds to the political and 

social context in Cuba, opening a space of thought and art production for younger artists. 

 

Paulo Freire’s ideas on pedagogy and the theater experiments of Augusto Boal are key in 

establishing education as a creative tool to construct collective identities and resolve 

conflict. Mexican performer Jesusa Rodriguez used Boal-type approaches while developing 

theater workshops for indigenous women throughout all of Mexico, with the objective of 

empowering them to gain hold of their social situation in their communities. Puerto Rican 

artist Beatriz Santiago Muñoz has also employed similar techniques with local 

communities, such as creating theater activities for factory workers or working with people 

from a particular neighborhood in San Juan to film re-enactments of local anecdotes about 

their changing locality, in order to both rescue the micro-history of the place and to raise 

awareness of the fragility of memory. Other approaches to pedagogy in this period by 

artists in Latin America include the writings and work of Luis Camnitzer, the creation by 

Colombian artist Oscar Muñoz of Lugaradudas in Cali and many others.

In the United States, I would argue that the kind of consciousness that informs artists 

working in “the pedagogical turn” responds in part to the commodity-driven emphasis of 

the global art market and also in part to the cultural zeitgeist of the post- 9/11 world, a time 



of significant shifts on how artists start to re-examine notions of community in their work. 

During this time, the word ‘terrorist’ supplanted the cold-war era word “communist”, 

recalling Mcarthy-era witchhunts, allowing undemocratic regimes a valid word to use 

against practically any kind of enemy. Shortly before her death, Susan Sontag published 

“Regarding the Pain of Others”. The conservative alliance between working class 

Americans, fundamentalist Christians, and the wealthiest industries and individuals proves 

resilient for the election of 2004, weakened enough to give way for the election of Barack 

Obama in 2008. The Bush years give space for a return to political activism, which is 

shown in the work of a variety of artists who come to prominence in this period (Paul 

Chan, Emily Jacir and the collective Red76, for instance) and for the political emphasis in 

supporting activist-oriented art by organizations like Creative Time and foundations like 

Creative Capital. 

In looking at the work of artists in the US, it is important to note that some pedagogy-

oriented art practices were already on their way in the aftermath of 9/11, and while artists 

don’t necessarily relate their way of working as a response to the global events that 

followed, some have expressed a general acknowledgement of their way of thinking about 

community and urban environments.

According to Fritz Haeg, 

I was teaching at Art Center in Pasadena and had just begun the 

Sundown Salon series at my house, and the Gardenlab projects, both of 

which would later grow into much of the work that I am doing now. Of 

course I was very deeply affected by 911 like most people, especially 

with my strong connection to New York, though there was no conscious 

work, or decisions about work that grew out of the event....I do think 



the work that I make grows out of a impulsive/intuitive response to 

the culture/world/events around me, and I suppose it is inevitable 

that an event of that magnitude, and the wars that followed, had 

affected the trajectory of my work. Perhaps especially towards some 

open engagement out in our cities and streets.

Artist Mark Allen, who started Machine Project in LA, writes:

I wouldn't say that the events of 9/11 significantly impacted my work, 

although I do remember we had an event scheduled at C-level (the space 

I was involved in before Machine) a day or so after and I recall how 

comforting it was to gather a small group of people together to read 

and perform for each other, and that did reinforce the way I think 

about cultural production and audience, that art and curation is a 

kind of sustaining exchange that people and communities perform for 

each other, like cooking dinner etc.

But aside from local and global politics, it is perhaps the shifts in the art world that have 

impacted artists the most. During the years of  the latest art boom (roughly 2000-2008), the 

art market starts marking a tangible dichotomy where art is produced for the consumption 

of collecting museums and individuals and the one produced for the consumption of 

biennials and academia. The term “festivalist”, referring to artists who exhibit in the biennial 

circuit, emerges around this time. In contrast to previous decades, a greater number of 

artists than ever before become globe-trotters, exhibiting in international art fairs and major 



art capitals. Site-specificity becomes a commonplace activity in the mainstream art world, at 

times creating incongruous circumstances where international artists are invited to create 

works in collaboration with local communities with whom they had little previous 

interaction or knowledge, turning artists in little more than accidental anthropologists and 

communities as their object of study. When one contrasts the kind of artworld of the 

beginning of this decade and the artworld of the late 60s/early 70s, there has been a surge in 

“professionalization” of the artist, which includes more fluid networks, a huge increment on 

exhibitions, publications and events everywhere, but along with it also a more impersonal 

character and, because of the sheer quantity of what is being made, a devaluation of the 

single relevance of a given exhibition, publication, or event. 

By embracing art as pedagogy, artists can promote the creation of communities with 

interests that are outside of commerce and traditional artworld hierarchies, thus at the same 

time making a kind of art that can contain personal meaning, and circunventing the problem 

of the artwork as an object of plain consumption. In these works, what is consumed if 

anything is presumably a type of knowledge. Whereas it is an effective or productive 

knowledge is not that important— it is, in the end, an artwork.

Finally, Transpedagogy is a practice particularly in sync with two significant cultural events 

in the public realm.  First is the emergence of social networks and user-generated content 

on the web. In contrast to the traditional channels of production, presentation and collecting 

in the visual arts, the spaces that have emerged in the web over the last three years have 

become real alternatives for communities to bypass those hierarchies. Similarly,

the proliferation of websites of user-generated content  such as Wikipedia and Youtube 

have helped change a culture of the cult of the author to collective authorship in an 

environment of inter-connectedness. The second phenomenon connects with the global 

awareness of the need of sustainability in environments an local communities. If the 90s 



were about globalization, this decade has marked the return to the local, not anymore out of 

fashion but out of a true realization that it is our immediate surroundings that we need to 

ensure to self-sustain. In recent years, issues of global warming finally enter the 

mainstream, and art is required to contribute to the conversation, led primarily by architects 

and designers. Such interest has informed projects like Ted Purves’ Temescal Amity 

Works in San Francisco, and Fritz Haeg’s work as well.

These two primary notions—a network of collective learning and the emphasis on the local

— are the philosophical pillars of transpedagogical practices. The degree by which an artist 

or art practice can influence its local community and effect lasting change from within 

become a central concern amongst many artists. Pedagogy, in the sense that it is an 

instrument of self-empowerment or emancipation (hence the popularity of Rancière’s The 

Ignorant Schoolmaster) is a natural avenue for artists to  employ: the degree by which an 

artist or art practice can influence its local community and effect lasting change from within 

become a central concern amongst many artists working with pedagogy.  More importantly, 

the pro-active, constructive approach of sustainability marks also a break with the 

institutional critique practice, which is more focused on deconstruction and less on 

propositive models, and with more traditional mechanisms of mere confrontation employed 

by the political art of previous decades. And even if most of the projects of a 

transpedagogical nature do not occur online — in fact, most of them are characterized by 

face-to-face encounters— I would posit that the generational democratization of platforms 

that social networks and the web in general offer have made it much easier to conceive of 

new models of interaction that are no longer the four walls of a kunsthalle or the alternative 

space.

DEMOCRATIC LEARNING AND CONCEPTUAL ROADBLOCKS



One of the common claims that seem to emerge every time there is a discussion regarding 

“education as art” projects is that these projects “question” or “challenge” conventional 

notions of pedagogy. Two of the writers that are most cited when such claims are made, are 

Rancière and Freire.  The attraction to Rancière’s work for visual artists lies, I believe, in 

the fact that it provides philosophical justification for artists to act as non-specialists and 

still be able to shed light on a new subject. In other words, artmaking that is engaged in 

pedagogic practices would be able to emancipate the spectator by circumventing the rigid 

structures and hierarchies of traditional explication that led to stultification. Similarly, 

Freire’s idea that education is a political process that should allow students to gain critical 

consciousness of their condition inspires many artist-activists in creating works that may 

make a difference in a particular community.

Nonetheless, if we were to follow through with both Freire and Rancière’s ideas of what 

the role of a teacher is, the picture goes essentially against the way in which most artists 

operate today in the way they create their pedagogic extravaganzas in two fundamental 

points. Firstly, the image of the artist-star never disappears; while it is well disguised at 

some points as a fictional institution or collective, the symbolic capital of the transaction —

that is, the authorship of the work— usually remains with the artist. This is a necessary 

compromise that activist-artists have to do in order to still remain as players of the global art 

scene; if one were to do simply anonymous good gestures one would never be noticed, and 

naturally no one expects artists to operate this way. Nonetheless, there usually is an uneasy 

tension, to say the least, between the embracing of a radical pedagogy where the power is 

given to the students and yet the ignorant schoolmaster, e.g. the artist, is still the visionary 

in the Beuysian spirit.  As a result, in these instances the issue of authorship remains 

ambiguous and unresolved.

The second contrast has to do with the ways in which a community of learners is formed.  



The idea behind Jacocot’s methodology (the XIXth century educator of Rancière’s book) is 

that all have equal intelligences. In our contemporary era, this notion is closer to Howard 

Gardners’ multiple intelligence theory.  Following this reasoning, education is only a means 

of dialogue through which this multiple intelligence is manifested. In the contemporary art 

realm, however, a radically democratic approach goes right against the structure of its 

highly hierarchical system.

This hierarchy is hard to escape for some artists, who in the end create works that appear to 

cater to these democratic ideals while at the same time creating a structure that is ultimately 

self-selective. 

Actually, it could be argued that participatory-pedagogic projects created by artists fall more 

closely alongside Dewey’s “learning by doing” principles (something closer to the activities 

by Machine Project or Sundown Salon), or even with Friedrich Fröebel’s Kindergarten 

Gift lessons, which are the most direct attempts to make art that responds to philosophical 

principles, and which, as Norman Brosterman has suggested, influenced the pedagogic 

thinking of many modernists who were the first generation to attend Kindergarten. 

Furthermore, the kind of sociability that emerges in school-like, artist-run spaces appears to 

have closer historical precedents to places like Jane Addams’ Hull House than with art 

schools or art academies, and dialogue-based dynamics in these projects borrow elements 

from existing formats in the corporate world such as Open Space Technology, or in 

informal dialogue groups such as the ones generated by Christopher Phillips’ Socrates Café 

or the Pecha Kucha gatherings, originated by Tokio-based architects Mark Dytham and 

Astrid Klein.

EVALUATION AND CRITICISM



Education-as-art projects usually operate in a way that may appear contradictory when seen 

from the lens of strict pedagogy. The seeming contradiction essentially lies in creating 

spaces of learning —or experience that leads to learning— while at the same time 

distancing oneself from explicitly outlining a particular education methodology or 

hypothesis,  citing the fact that the experiment is in the end an artwork and, as such, it is not 

meant to be subjected to any kind of structure. In this realm, we often encounter works that 

consist in creating, on the one hand, a type of participatory art practice with a spirit of 

democratization of the viewers, making them equal partners, participants, or collaborators in 

the construction of the work, while on the other retaining the opacity of meaning which is 

common to contemporary art vocabularies. It goes against the nature of an artwork to 

“explain itself”—and yet this is precisely what educators need to do when creating lessons 

or curriculum of any kind, thus the clash of disciplinary goals. This is not in itself negative, 

but it is contradictory. In other words, artists, curators and critics employ the term 

“pedagogy” in a liberal way when speaking of these kind of projects, but are reluctant for it 

to be evaluated in the standard evaluative ways provided by the education science. Notably, 

the scant criticism around these practices pays noticeably little attention to those members of 

the public who actually participated in them, contenting themselves with the description of 

the idea of the project.

This creates a situation that is typical of participatory practices in general, where, when we 

only rely on the artists’ and critics description of the artwork, it is difficult to know the 

difference on whether a project only existed in its conceptual form, if it was implemented 

without good results, or if was implemented successfully. If this differentiation were not to 

matter, then this means we are content with a structure of mimetism or simulacra where it 

suffices to ‘pretend’ that we do education or that we use pedagogy, to actually using it.

The unfortunate reluctance of many with making this distinction obscures the fact, in my 



view, that it is perfectly possible to create an experience that functions both as a compelling 

artwork and as a transformative, open-ended, content-producing, or generative tool for a 

community, without resorting to didacticism, literalism, spin, or lip service to any given 

theories of social change. 

 So, unless if the pedagogical process were to consist in an outright selfish style of learning 

where the artist extracts information from others and makes the artwork –which hardly 

could be considered a pedagogical practice— I consider valid to ask then what is it exactly 

that a pedagogy-as-art project teaches, how do we define what their participants learn, and 

where is the line of territory where authorship vanishes, if at all. This is needed not with the 

purpose of turning pedagogical art works into subjects of critique by traditional education, 

or to create an interpretive bureaucracy, but to find much needed critical tools to understand 

this new set of practices.

Formal pedagogy is a discipline of the humanities that necessitates means of evaluation —

otherwise we cannot know that constitutes good teaching or what is an effective learning 

method. In other words, pedagogy requires a phenomenological understanding of 

audiences, methodology, curriculum, and evaluation methods. Needless to say, learning 

outcomes and benchmarks have traditionally been a sore point in education policy. So it is 

not surprising that notions of this kind are particularly radioactive amongst contemporary 

art practitioners, who generally—and rightly so— react to the idea of evaluating or defining 

a practice as an evil way to bureaucratizing it and erasing its ambiguity and complexity. 

In countries like the United States and Britain, where governmental management of the 

education system have created the sense that standards-based education reform fail to 

understand the ways in which people learn, learning assessments are generally been 

associated with failed government policy. This has also been true of the way in which 



government-funded art education programs operate, making museum administrators 

frustrated that they have to “prove” the outcomes of their programs through meaningless 

numbers and figures.

Yet, at the same time, when an art project presents itself as a school, or a workshop, it begs 

the question as to what, if anything, is being taught or learned at said school or workshop. 

If the whole experience is meant to be entirely a simulation or illustration of education, one 

would agree that it is inappropriate to discuss it as a “real” educational project; yet this is 

rarely the case when one encounters the conveniently ambiguous statements by the artists 

who do these projects. We don’t really encounter a “ceci n’est pas une project educatif” 

type of moment, but a statement, explicit or implicit, that this or that given project takes 

pedagogical approaches, that it critiques traditional notions of education by using new 

means of exchange, or that it creates new platforms of dialogue.

 As a matter of fact, in most cases art projects with an educational component as its core are 

indeed more about the idea of education than about a comprehensive implementation or 

critique of it. This in itself is not negative — one could argue that artists offer prototypes 

for modes of thinking about education, in the same way in which, for example, artists like 

Andrea Zittel provide prototypes that innovate on issues of design and sustainability, or 

Mark Dion’s incorporation of archaeological and scientific classification offers a larger 

reflection on the way museums or science operates. Even John Dewey himself, while his 

ideas permeate a lot of education theory today and several schools seek to implement them, 

did not produce a formal method of education that could clearly be implemented in a school 

system. Nonetheless, if indeed a project of this nature intends to function as a prototype of 

sorts toward new models of interaction of learning, it would then need to sustain closer 

scrutiny in regards to the type of education ideas that it critiques and the type of 

constructive alternatives —if any— it proposes.  In other words, if an educational project 



purports to critique “conventional notions” of pedagogy, it must be asked the terms in 

which these notions are being articulated.  This is important since it tends to happen that 

artists depart from perceptions of education that have long ago been left behind by the field. 

It is true that unfortunately there are plenty of places where old-fashion forms of education 

prevail, where art history is recitation, where biographical anecdotes become the meaning of 

a work, and where educators come off as condescending, patronizing, or infantilizing 

toward an audience. But to take one of these isolated instances and make a critique of it 

generally creates a caricature of what the field of education actually is today and would be 

equivalent to mount today a fierce critique of, say, abstract expressionism.

The question becomes, independently on whether there is some simulation or a “real” 

educational experience going on within this artwork, if this project presents a prototype to 

be expanded beyond the territories of a performative, aesthetic work or if it is simply meant 

to be experienced in the more conventional manner of an artwork as would be, say, an 

experiential work like a Rirkit Tiravanija party. This is a question that I will try to get back 

to. 

In the meantime, as most art critics lack background in education, I often find that they have 

little to say about works that involve pedagogic process, and, more importantly, are unable 

to discern the difference between one that uses pedagogy in a nominal manner and one 

which would reflect a thorough and informed reflection of it.

A case in point of  today art critic’s mystification with these practices was The New York 

Times’ critic Ken Johnson in his review of  Jeremy Deller’s Conversations about Iraq, a 

traveling project consisting in conversations with visitors and individuals who had first 

hand experiences connected to the Iraq war. Ken Johnson ended his review of this project 

by saying that the work does not work as an artwork but as an education project. Johnson 



assumes that we know what an education program is supposed to do, but he never explains 

why it works as an education program. Surely the work could only be considered 

educational, but only in the largest sense of the term in which any life experience we have is 

educational. And this is clearly not what would help define a project as specific as this.

This confusion of terms lies at the core of how one does art criticism of these practices, 

which is a way, again, of asking how we evaluate them. Claire Bishop argues that 

participatory works need to be both critiqued simultaneously as social projects and as 

artworks, in order to provide a true assessment on the piece.  A similar approach is needed 

of works that incorporate pedagogy: if we are to engage them critically, we need to consider 

their dual dimension. Through his discussion of process-oriented community artworks, 

Grant Kester outlines the importance of experiencing the whole process of the project as the 

only way to truly be able to write about it. Seen in other way, and taking Ranciére’s ideas 

on the emancipated spectator to the field of criticism, art critics would need to abandon their 

passive position from the work (as well as the pretense of their objectivity) and become 

active participants in the works they write about.

In sum, it would be then necessary to create a type of hybrid criticism that has the same 

organic nature and creativity than transpedagogical projects- very much in the same way in 

which post-war art criticism had to evolve from formalism to address conceptual art 

practices. What follows are some considerations that could be taken into account for this 

goal.

ANGLES

As result of these preliminary and reflections while attempting to create a critical vocabulary 

for transpedagogy, there are at least five aspects of these type of practice that are worth 



considering:  first is the subject matter that it addresses (what), second is the autonomous 

space that it generates (its self-institutionality, or how), the third is the role of 

documentation (when), fourth is the notion of authorship, and the fifth is the role of the 

audience (both “who”).

To ask what is it that is being taught or learned in a transpedagogical environment is like 

asking what subjects can art be about.  What distinguishes transpedagogy is not the subject 

matter per se, but rather the angles from which these subject matters are being addressed. 

The rationale of traditional curricula is thrown out of the window, and the guiding principle 

becomes one of a performative nature. In most instances, transpedagogic projects appear to 

challenge the hierarchical knowledge fields of academia, where professors hold forth with 

uncontested knowledge of narrow areas. The logical response to that sort of hierarchy by 

specialization is through multi-disciplinarity and unusual approaches to familiar subjects, as 

if artists acted as sorcerer’s apprentices 

creating experimental collisions of fields.

As mentioned before, transpedagogical works are characterized by embracing the 

institutional critique legacy, not by becoming an explicit critique of other institutions but by 

assuming their own institutional autonomy. This is the main reason of the creation of 

institution-like projects with titles of schools or universities. The projects are almost always 

ephemeral in nature, and if they have longer lives they generally morph into more 

conventional projects such as not for profits, alternative spaces, or collectives.  The details 

that are interesting to explore in this regard when studying a project like this (the How) 

include what kind of autonomy this space is generating, what kind of vacuum is it filling in 

the place where it emerges,  and how the project addresses its own institutionality. Self-

criticism becomes a significant component of the autonomous institutional identity. 



Disarming irony is common about these projects, but it is the balance of the  institutional 

structure and the homespun informality that makes these projects appealing. Excessive 

seriousness can be alienating to audiences, and outright parody quickly devolves into 

meaninglessness. Nonetheless, it is essential to retain a level of indiscipline within these 

disciplines in order to secure the subversive, and perhaps even the enjoyable, nature of the 

artwork. In the view of Michel de Certeau, transpedagogical projects are types of what he 

defines as “the tactic”, that is, instances in which individuals  "manipulate the mechanisms 

of discipline and conform to them only in order to evade them.” Furthermore, as alternative 

ethnographies, or, as what David A. Westbrook describes as “refunctioned ethnography”, 

transpedagogy at its best is capable to create a performative environment that “stages” social 

encounters that would make us rethink a wide variety of issues in a critical and imaginative 

way.

The third aspect, which makes transpedagogical projects common with many public art and 

community art experiments,  is the role that documentation of a given work plays in the 

way in which it is presented to a larger audience (the Where). Because many projects of this 

nature are not documented by an independent source, and because artists often use their 

own artistic license to describe what happened or didn’t happen in a particular time and 

place, often the information that comes to us as documentation is unreliable as an objective 

account. In some cases, for all we know, the project described may have been entirely 

imaginary; or the event may have taken place in some rudimentary fashion but it was 

embellished through special treatment of the photographic, video or narrative 

documentation to make it look more significant, transformative or consequential that it 

actually was. 

This is not a new problem for contemporary art, as the history of performance art is 

constructed through anecdotes, folk-like narratives of moments that only a handful of 



people saw, and which often survive through poor black and white documentation. Yet 

because these were conceptual gestures, and, say, Abramovic or Acconci performances 

dealt mainly with making an action that involved their own body or experiences, it doesn’t 

appear to matter on whether they indeed “happened”: in it of themselves, as ideas, they 

contain an inherent beauty. I will argue that the matter is different with transpedagogical 

works, because they are rooted in the way in which a particular experience was conveyed 

onto an audience. Would it make a difference if we were to learn, for example, that Jeremy 

Deller’s Conversations About Iraq was not really a road trip, that it did not really involve 

people from Iraq, and that it all was something fabricated online? Again setting aside ethical 

implications, if indeed the work was a fabrication of an alleged experience and not a real 

attempt to produce one, it would rather land in the realm of unrealized projects. It is an 

interesting problem for our vastly globalized and digitized artworld, where it almost doesn’t 

appear to matter on whether an event actually happened for it to acquire mythical 

dimensions.  This is actually a common problem to ethnography,  where the notion of an 

objective narrative is questionable, as said by James Clifford, “even the best ethnographic 

texts- serious, true fictions- are systems, or economies, of truth”.  One way in which 

ethnography deals with understanding situations that characterize a community is through 

multiple case narratives and collective case studies using a constructivist approach, which 

emphasizes the importance of a particular context in the understanding of a phenomenon. 

Gathering multiple views on a particular event provides us with a general reference to test 

the validity and relevance of any “official” narration of an experience. In performance art, 

there has recently been a greater emphasis in generating witness accounts of specific works 

with the same purpose.  In contemporary art, and in art history in general, the voice of the 

public is generally missing— as the general assumption is that the audience does not have a 

narrative authority to be recorded. It is the voice of the artists, the curators, and the critics 

that matter. Yet in projects where presumably the experience of a group of participants lies 

at the core of the work, it seems incongruous not to attempt to gather a more detailed 



response from them about the experience they had. If these individuals were the primary 

recipients of such a transformative experience, it should reside within them to describe it, 

not to the artist or to the critic, or to the curator. The critic, in exchange, should function as 

an interpreter of those accounts, but not as the primary reporter of them unless if he/she had 

been an active participant.

This in turn connects to the fourth aspect around transpedagogical projects—the conditions 

of authorship (or Who). I mentioned previously the way in which user-generated content 

has influence art practice today, prompting the opening of spaces where art can be produced 

as a result of a learning experience, or a spontaneous performance, or a spirited verbal 

exchange. Artists engaged in transpedagogical practices mark a shift in the way in which 

“site-specificity” is commonly practiced in its “institutionalized” manner, which I described 

previously. The common scenario of “institutionalized specificity” is: a busy international 

artist arrives to a new location, presented with a particular urban or institutional context and 

is commissioned to produce a work. While these encounters can take place in all 

earnestness from all sides (including the audience), the artificial manner in which they are 

concocted generally makes it difficult for them to be of great substance or consequence. 

Even when experienced artists are exposed to new or unfamiliar social or cultural contexts, 

a resulting work can hardly free itself from a cold theoretical detachment. In its best 

instances, such projects can be successful, but in most cases they rarely challenge common 

equations on how art is produced and consumed, and in the worst cases the projects only 

reinforce hierarchical structures between art insiders and outsiders.

In contrast, artists-pedagogues tend invest substantial amount of time with particular 

communities,  make their work more effective with specific audiences and at the same time 

less transportable to different contexts. Because of the kind of performativity that 

characterizes them, they are ephemeral and based on relationships between individuals that 



are very difficult to replicate in the traditional channels of presentation that exist in the art 

world, such as biennials, museum exhibitions, gallery shows, and art fairs. As a result, 

many of these projects have gone unnoticed or undervalued.

At the same time, artists often continue the contradictory legacy of Beuys in that, on the one 

hand, announces the democratization of art while on the other allowing the cult-like 

following of the artistic persona. The way in which artists ‘blend in’ within a community to 

develop their projects is similar to the strategies of those artists working in the so-called 

“ethnographic turn.”  Yet, while these artists usually create work that becomes closer to a 

journalistic account of a personal experience in a situation (such as Nikki S. Lee’s 

photographs), artists who do education-as-art operate in a far murkier territory insofar 

authorship is concerned; in most cases they appear closer to a theater director running a 

production populated by actor-volunteers. We can perhaps trace this contradiction once 

again to Beuys’s own pedagogical ideas. While postulating the notion that the learning 

process is collective and that “everyone is an artist”, this is only so because such claim 

happens under an universe organized by an artist named Joseph Beuys, where ultimately 

the credit goes back to an artist, while the public remains anonymous. The same is true of a 

lot of “participatory” work, where an audience is given a particular good, but the symbolic 

value of the credit of the action goes to the artist. Thus the artist spouses two roles that are 

at odds with each other: the one of the democratizing educator, and the other of the art 

history protagonist. In any case, the artist can never disappear as an invisible, Deus ex 

machina facilitator.

As a result, most art projects that try to negotiate the democratizing tradition of education 

and the protagonizing role of the artist function in two main phases: 1. Implementation, 

where a more or less democratic exchange occurs with the viewers; 2. A documentary or 

“narrative” stage, where the artist or collective “narrate” and promote the character of that 



exchange to an audience that generally is a more informed one (critics, artworld at large) 

and where the experience enters the process of becoming “authorial”. 

In this regard, when considering the relationships that emerge in a particular art project of 

this nature, it may be more useful to conduct a kind of critical that is closer to theater and 

not of traditional gallery exhibitions. The artist functions closer to a dramaturg/director, 

while the participants become conscious or unconscious actors. 

In the realm of education, it is natural to think of audiences in an a priori fashion (The 

perennial question amongst educators is “who is your audience.”) This is because the focus 

is the process of mediation between two more or less parameters (e.g. a body of knowledge 

and a group or community of people who would be engaged with that knowledge).  

Innovative artmaking cannot be subjected to the same demand, as artists cannot, and should 

not, worry about satisfying a particular set of people if they don’t want to fall prey to 

pandering or over-commercialization. 

Transpedagogical projects have to negotiate between these two approaches. It is both true 

that artists need to challenge their audience using their individual and uncompromising 

vision, but also that the background and social/cultural of the audience that is engaged in the 

work does have a real impact when a project of a pedagogical nature is presented.  And it is 

often the case that a project may be unsuccessful because the negotiation between the 

understanding of a particular audience and the free creative range sought by the artist failed. 

It is not coincidence that some of the most successful projects of this nature are made by 

artists who intuitively understand and relate to their local community and know how best to 

engage with it.

In terms of critical approaches to the way in which a project of this nature engages an 



audience, it is important to distinguish if the audience has been self-selective (art world 

insiders, arts professionals) or accidental (passersby, etc). It is quite different to do a 

performance workshop at an alternative space frequented by art-savvy audiences of similar 

social and cultural background than to present it on the street to a wide and random 

audience without much or vastly contrasting knowledge about art. My view is that, the 

stakes are much higher for those artists who attempt to engage an uninitiated art audience, 

and the varieties of experiences that may arise from such an experiment can be much more 

disorganized and unpredictable but by the same token potentially more interesting. 

Transpedagogical projects can be divided between those that choose its preexisting 

audience —which becomes a much safer and controlled experiment— to those that are open 

to any sort of interaction — which can be much more disorganized and heterogenous in 

results, but at the same time can become more rewarding and open to spontaneous 

interactions. Contrary to what some may think, audiences that are very well versed in 

contemporary art and performative strategies can also be the most reluctant participants, be 

it due to their slight anxiety to loose control in a particular social situation or to their 

extreme self-consciousness of participating in something that is “art”. In contrast, 

participants who are not socially or financially invested in the art world don’t have anything 

to loose, and when engaged they are able to take on an experience fully.

When presented in a long-term format, art projects with transpedagogical components not 

only engage audiences, but create audiences around them, in a similar way in which schools 

like the Bauhaus formed a community of creative thinkers. But without the institutional 

structure around them, artists who create these groups have to recur to other tactics to build 

around themselves a community of participants, be it other artists or non-artists (such as, 

for instance, Warhol’s Factory). The process is closer to what has been defined in 

sociological studies of religious groups as the “sociology of conversion”.  While the 



comparison between art communities and religious groups is faulty in many aspects, and 

while radical religious societies push for radical personal change and behavior in its 

constituents that rarely dominate the life of a particular social group,  the bond of collective 

learning that takes place in a transpedagogical community is built through a common 

vocabulary taken mostly from the progressive education tradition, such as experiential and 

cooperative learning, group work, de-emphasis of traditional teaching materials and use of 

hybrid sources. The “conversion” is enacted through the participation of the group 

members into the fiction of the artwork until the fiction has dissipated or evolved into real 

experiences and the discovery of shared values. When all is said and done, like 

Wittgensteins’ ladder, the artwork is the means, not the end, for something more important: 

an intangible series of relationships. The absence of an artwork is not even the artwork, but 

the fact that an artwork can become an unconcerned series of interpersonal exchanges with 

no other end but themselves.

THE FEAST OF THE ASS 

In medieval France there was a popular celebration known as the Feast of the Ass, held on 

January 14th to celebrate the flight into Egypt and inspired on the donkey-related stories 

found in the Bible. A donkey would be led into the church to preside in the mass. Similar in 

nature to the Feast of Fools,  the Feast of the Ass was based on a temporary change of 

social roles, where those in subordinate positions could act as authorities, where the old 

could act young and men would act as women and so forth, culminating with the lowly 

beast becoming the highest power. In contemporary art theory —and usually in describing 

relational works— the most familiar articulation of this idea has been the one by  Mikhael 

Bakhtin, who described this cultural practice in literary theory as the carnivalesque, where 

hierarchies and social structures are temporarily broken through satire, celebration and 



chaos.

Because of the strengths of the communities created through transpedagogy experiments, 

authorship becomes tenuous at best, and the process of exchange becomes so important that 

the visible outcome to an outside observer — “the product”, in an art market sense— may 

never be that relevant or even materialize. Finally, the boundaries between artwork and 

experience are blurred, in the same way in which authorship and collectivity are blended, 

documentation and literature are one, and fiction is turned into real experience and vice 

versa. All components of a traditional structure of production and interpretation are turned 

around and resignified. Nonetheless, this resignification rarely is done for the sake of itself

— we could call it a Feast of the Ass with an agenda. Because of the very insertion of the 

pedagogic element, the kind of exchanges that take place in these experiences become 

constructive in a direct or indirect fashion. Remembering De Certeau’s again, artists take 

their “tactic” from the replication of institutional structures, but allowing carnivalesque 

interactions that both validate the experience as an artwork and still manage to remain 

constructive. The transpedagogic feast of the ass is not only a reversion of social roles but 

of meanings and interpretations of disciplines, including art and pedagogy, conflating them 

together, at times canceling one another, and at times joining them in progressive ways, 

constructing models of interactions that other disciplines are too shy or reluctant to try.  

What artmaking has to offer today is not to represent accurately, but rather to misrepresent, 

so that we can discover new questions. It is when we position ourselves in those tentative 

locations, and when we persist in making them into concrete experiences, where the 

greatest rewards can be found.
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