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‘Action is never the realisation, nor the implementation of a plan, but the exploration of the 
unintended consequences of a provisional and revisable version of a project (...). We have moved from 

science to research, from objects to projects, from implementation to experimentation. The dream of 
rational action has become a nightmare now that consensus and certainty is so hard to obtain: 

everything would be stalled if we had to wait for experts to agree again.’1 
 
- In fighting social exclusion dynamics by launching creativity as a strategy, art projects can 
play a role. Not in a direct, remediating way – ‘organise artistic events and the socio-
economic problems in the neighbourhood will vanish’ – but as one of the possibly activating 
actors in a whole of sense making and identity and community building processes. Many 
actors participate in these processes.  
- There is no particular formula available, the results are not predictable nor sure. The bottom-
up dimension is important, but I think it’s important to integrate the different actors, and also 
some sort of distant although concerned coordinating direction (‘goal/ agenda’ – ‘leader/ 
guide’, consensus/ negociation), open for unpredictable processes, spontaneous, personal and 
realistic, small scale, with room for interactions, expressions and actual and new relations. Of 
course, this approach is not a social programme aiming at creating jobs, improving wages or 
benefits, organising education for migrants, etc. It is more a matter of stimulating an  
awareness and integration of different identities and the community identity, to enhance 
contacts, diminish tensions, creating (mental) space for diversity. As we said, in part it is a 
sponaneous process, but there is a lot to be done anyhow. 
- This approach is not only interesting for small scale neighboorrhoud contexts, but in our 
view a innovative way to ameliorate integration of diversity in all kinds of contexts, artistic 
and learning environments and social and labour organisation in general. Inside art 
institutions for example, the search for new types of communication and internal organisation 
is a translation of this shift of focus on diversity and attention for processes more than for 
‘objects and numbers’. 
 
The content of this paper: 
1. The power of artistic expressions 
- revolutionary in itself? 
- the arts as heterotopia and part of society 
 
2. Innovating bottom up practices. Artistic projects meeting local and transglobal dynamics  
- citizenship, identities, relations 
- instrumentalisation of the arts? 
 
3. Innovating (bottom up) practices inside organisations. Interculturalisation 
- counting by numbers 
- learning by doing 

                                                 
1 Bruno Latour in Henning Schmidgen 2004. 
 



1. THE POWER OF ARTISTIC EXPRESSIONS 
 
REVOLUTIONARY IN ITSELF? 
As we developed in a former paper, the arts can be seen as a particular learning and 
socialising environment, a communicative process, a non-dogmatic way to construct identity 
and meaning in which different actors are involved (arts as culture / culture as 
communication). Interactions and meetings do take place, a diversity of interpretations are 
being developed, shared, expressed, by artists, organisers, media ánd public. In this active 
view, art is considered nor for art’s sake, nor as representation of reality.  
 
The ‘communicative’ dimension implies an educational dimension, as well as a socially 
activating, empowering force. For some thinkers culture is by nature revolutionary: social 
change can be brought about by ‘reading culture’, which ‘releases the revolutionary energy 
hidden inside cultural phenomena’.2 
Indeed, the idea of the ‘opera aperta’, the never fixed meaning of artworks, implies 
alternative, anti-authoritarian and therefore multicultural and inclusive attitude towards Truth 
and Objective Meaning. Artistic expressions ‘teach’ about plural views and experiences, give 
form to the most different life-stories – and in this sense they are inclusive ‘by nature’. The 
last decades especially, artists furthermore have criticised society, they have been 
experimenting, developing all kinds of utopia’s, in pamphlets, paintings, performances, music 
and theatre, throwing overboard the traditional canon and promoting new ethics etc. 
If this approach should be adopted as a guiding model, we might expect innovating effects on 
social policies and realities. But art will not save the world. Not all artistic creations do have a 
social dimension, let alone a social agenda or social innovating effects. It is important to work 
on more than one dimension and to develop a new process-minded social culture. (see 3.).  
 

 ‘It is a question the artist has to ask himself. It is a question about what he is doing, about the way he 
is related to society. Of course, he is not supposed to answer the question in an affirmative way. The 

artist may well conclude that what he is doing only concerns his own personality, or personal 
environment.’3 

 
Art has also functioned for the consolidation and/or legitimation of existing power relations or 
ethics and meanings. The artworld is free in its creation but not in liberating the world. Power 
mechanisms are regulating social and individual life everywhere and always. Even in small 
scale artistic public space projects, free places without any established function or conflict 
areas, become ‘unfree’ – enclosed in a new, regulated domain.4 And let’s not forget the art 
market and the commercialisation of culture – capitalism and neo-liberalism are to be found 
everywhere. 
 
THE ARTS AS HETEROTOPIA AND PART OF SOCIETY 
In the reaction against the romantic interpretation of art as a specific domain with its own 
raison d’être, as a complete autonomous field and a matter of the individual artist, we witness 
a twofold shift. The network (concept and practice) in artistic projects has become more and 
more important, the artist as a genius outside society seems to belong to the 19th Century. 
Artists work and communicate in new ways.  
 

                                                 
2 Thijs Lijster 2007 
3 Pierrre Muylle 2007 
4 Jeroen Boomgaard 2007 



‘Art has reached the tertiary sector – the service industry – and art’s current function is to deal with 
things that were created elsewhere, to recycle and duplicate culture. Artists don’t really “create” 

anymore, they reorganize. The common point between relational aesthetics and post-production is this 
idea that to communicate or have relations with other people, you need tools; culture is this box of 

tools.’5  
 
The artist becomes the center of a network,6 a network of people, a network of ideas. The 
artwork becomes more and more a means to mobilise relations and connections – thus 
creating new contexts etc. This is the cultural relevance of art works. Not the questions wether 
images or other artistic media are or are not artworks, contesting the traditional monocultural 
system, etc, but what is communicated about who we are, what we are doing – wether they 
generate significant experiences. 
 
‘Artists pose themselves as directors, mediators or researchers. By doing so, they distribute parts of the 

creation process over the environment in which the artwork emerges: ranging from computer 
programs (algorithmic art) to social communities (neo-conceptual art).'7  

 
 
From this point of view, we can state that the arts are also a social and political space, not to 
be reduced (as much as ‘categories’ like public-private etc.) The debate on the relation 
between esthetics and politics is in this context not relevant to dwell on in detail. We think it 
interesting to see art (be it in a socio-artistic or museum context) as a hetrotopy.8 Heterotopies 
are existing public spaces (unlike non existing utopia’s), functioning in and relating to a 
surrounding society. Heterotopies are (like utopia’s) ‘other’ places, functioning according to a 
different logic than the prevailing logic in the surrounding society. This concept claims the 
specificity of art and at the same time accentuates its relation to and concern with society.  
 
CONCLUSION 
We think it’s not relevant to explore the arts-and-culture dimensions autonomously. The 
‘category’ of ‘art as an innovative field in its own right’ becomes difficult to approach in this 
context: a too romantic view of the autonomous artist, untenable in our network society. On 
the other hand, art has its own characteristics and logic, its autonomy, but linked to the 
surrounding network-world. As an innovative factor, art is not a tool on itself to resolve social 
problems. But art can function as an activating (f)actor, as aprt of a constellation with much 
more (f)actors. 
 
 
2. INNOVATING BOTTOM UP PRACTICES. ARTISTIC PROJECTS MEETING LOCAL AND 
TRANSGLOBAL DYNAMICS  
 

‘… a better understanding of the current dynamics in identity formation and feelings of belonging 
touches the root of the exclusionary practices that stem from the conventional concepts of citizenship, 
the ‘normal citizen’ and the public sphere. An analysis of the ‘cultural’ aspects assists in showing that 

it is both unattainable as well as undesirable to hold on to the illusion of neutrality, impartiality and 
homogeneity in the public domain in multicultural societies.’9 

 

                                                 
5 Bennet Simpson (2001) 
6 Arie Altena (2004) 
7 Citation from Sonic Acts (in Arie Altena 2004) 
8 Pascal Gielen adopting Foucault’s concept from ‘Des espaces autres’ (MuHKA), in An Van. Dienderen 2007 
9 Sandra Trienekens 2006b:136 



 
CITIZENSHIP, IDENTITIES, RELATIONS 
Socio-economic issues relating to urban public space and specific neighbourhoods have a 
very local and concrete dimension. But the cultural dynamics, and inclusion questions, as 
much as individual or group identity issues and life conditions which are at stake, concern 
more dimensions as much local as national as transglobal dimensions (multiculturalism, 
migrations, mixed societies, globalising neo-liberalism and capitalism, technologies and 
international (virtual) communication) – we need to keep this in mind.  
 
In the following we explore the possibilities of ‘artistic creation-and-communication’ in the 
light of concrete projects and experiences. We will see that the consciousness- and 
community building aspect is the dimension in which most results are realised. The 
innovation can be defined as ‘creating a new collectiveness’ (‘nieuwe 
gemeenschappelijkheid),10 reflecting the identities of all actors involved in the projects. This 
can refer to or being part of the interculturalisation of schools, the promotion of inclusive 
cultural events and public participation, the amelioration of the social cohesion in 
neighbourhoods... 
 
How are the arts doing in this ‘agenda’? 
 

‘When you state from the beginning that the project has to obtain a specific goal and measurable 
results, I don’t think artists will join you. Nor the other people you will want to work with (or for). All 

would distrust and disregard your project. We only get some kind of agenda from the moment we 
receive some ‘signals’ from the neighbourhood itself. And the artist’s position has to be located from 

that starting point too. The creation process of an artwork outside the museum is different from the 
‘museum linked’ creation, with a different context-specific input, so the potential and the resulting 

fluctuations will be different too.’11 
 
 
In Kunst en sociaal engagement12 (‘art and social commitment’), Sandra Trienekens studies 
the recent evolution of concepts and practices relating to social inspired art projects 
(‘community arts’, personal engagement of artists,...). She investigates the way the relations 
between art and society/ community/ neighbourhood are expressed.  
Characteristics of the projects she followed are: 

- The artists involved take up a critical position regarding society and art practices 
- The projects stimulate people to act and to share experiences (not only watching) 
- The traditional relation artist-public is turned upside down 
- The projects are part of daily life, or on the contrary are described as an intervention 

 
Different types of projects in different contexts: performances, happenings, collective action 
or creation, visual interventions, discussions. 
For example, the artist Rirkrit Tiravanija organised cooking happenings in New York art  
galeries, in Ghent we had Chambres d’Amis, artworks in living rooms, open for the public,  In 
Holland Renée Kool organised happenings to integrate inhabitants in the opening of a new 
urbanist intervention... and there are many other examples of neighbourhood exhibitions and 
theatre perfomances, collective photo and film documentaries,... 
 

                                                 
10 Sandra Trienekens 2006a: 47 
11 Pierre Muylle 2007 
12 Sandra Trienekens 2006a 



In the evolution of the arts, this kind of social artistic creation seems to be typical for the 
nineties. It was labeled by Nicolas Bourriaud as ‘relational aesthetics’, and described as a 
reaction to the one-direction ‘passive consumption’ practices of representations and 
(spectacular) images without end.  Bourriaud perceived the need felt by artists to create 
relations with the audience, with the world. 
 
INSTRUMENTALISATION OF THE ARTS? 
The question of the autonomy of art remains relevant, however. A too much articulated 
(social) agenda seems to create a break-down of the idea of culture-as-communication, in the 
creative process itself, creating a short-circuit in the concrete interactions as a whole.  
In the social innovation discourse and the integration of artistic projects in it, I experienced in 
several reactions and statements, the concern about this instrumentalisation of the arts: artists 
are no social workers. But nevertheless, a social dimension is nowadays not exceptional at all.  
 
Autonomy becomes a social matter, a matter of growing consiousness, the right for eveyone 
to develop a personal identity, and of being flexible and open towards others.  
  

‘I am partisan of autonomy, but not in an elitist sense, without any commitment. In the visual arts I 
miss a balance between form and contenance, and in much of the community art I think there is a lack 

of respect for the autonomous realisation and sense making. ... Autonomy doesn’t concern the artist 
only. Autonomy is a right for every individual.’13  

 
Of course this kind of approach is only possible on a small and local scale. In this sense its 
‘bottom-linked’, not always bottom-up (initiated by non-professionals). Call it a human scale. 
After all, verbal communication, exchanges and collaboration inside groups or communities 
are a matter of a relatively small scale. The artist Peter Buggenhout noticed this, talking about 
the growing possibilities of communication these days. We are not used to this – for millennia 
humans shared their lives within groups of maximum some thirty persons. This is a fact, and I 
suppose it still is a reality, but it doesn’t mean we lock ourselves in.14 
 
In Ghent, Pierre  Muylle is coordinating local art projects in two small popular 
neighbourhoods, Moscou and Bernadette. As stated in the quote above, he doesn’t start from a 
social agenda – the ‘open end’ is part of his policy. This attitude creates space for 
experimentation and autonomy for all. Actually, Bart Lodewijks is creating temporary 
artworks, by means of chalk. What happens? People look at him, someone starts a 
conversation,... Another artist was working with the vegetation on a waste land and talked 
about it with the inhabitants. 
 
‘The inhabitants experience these acts as unique encounters. When it takes place now and then, there’s 

a sort of consciousness and opening to discussion being developed about all kind of issues regarding 
the neighbourhood. Our projects don’t have the intention to set up a collective action. ... We don’t ask 

questions, we invite the artists to ask questions of their own, questions which will prove to be or not to 
be meaningful in the neighbourhood, in their encounter with others.’15 

 
Bernadette is an isolated neighbourhood, with a specific identity, visible in its homogenous 
architecture. When you are from Bernadette, you are  aware of it,  and you feel different from 
the people living in the neighbouring district. According to Pierre Muylle, this pronounced 
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identity may function as a source for one or another creative collective experience. On the 
other hand, despite this identity, in reality people here have no common activities. People stay 
at home. There are tensions and social problems.  
 

‘Do we have to change this individualistic attitude, is this attitude an inspiring starting point? If the 
aim should be to set up common activities and to restore a specific kind of social cohesion, we will not 
reach this by means of artistic interventions. This is a job for the local social wokers. But I believe that 

the different initiatives can reinforce each other. Different levels should be developed.’16  
 
Pierre Muylle qualifies his ‘open-end’ approach as experimental, not typical for the socio-
artistic world. He states that measurable results and therefore a programmatic agenda are still 
too much dominating the socio-artistic projects. He tries to counter this, by stressing on the 
idea of ‘meeting’: ‘in order to have meetings between people, you don’t need a programme, 
nor concrete goals.’  
 
The small scale, the temporarity of the intervention make it difficult indeed to ‘measure’ the 
results of this kind of projects. On the other hand, when different interventions take place one 
after another, you create a long term event (and results). Also, it seems to become an 
international movement, with artists or art collectives moving from one city to another. From 
this angle, we can consider these artistic city projects as actual innovative dynamics. In the 
mutual reinforcement and interaction with other actors, the projects really make sense and do 
have a positive influence.  
 

‘We are aware of the fact that the project may end in failure. We accept this possibility. Often, people  
are fascinated or at least attracted by what we are doing. They ask questions: “what is happening over 

there? When will we see the results?” But the visibility is not our first concern.’17 
 
 
The collective creation of artworks (artists collaborating and creating with local citizens) is a 
complete different kind of approach. The commitment of artists actually working with the 
inhabitants of a neighbourhood concerns mostly a relatively clearly defined group. These 
people are themselves also committed, in their participation in the creative project. The 
intentions of the two types of approach are comparable: exploring/ improving the relations in 
the community. This means: creating links between people with different backgrounds, 
developing their empowerment, reinforcing the social cohesion, ameliorating the public 
space... 
 
In Sandra Trienekens’ observations, today’s socio-artistic world in Holland is witnessing a 
growing interest in and concern regarding ‘heavy’ themes, like violence, exploitation, social 
and cultural exclusion. The question of the relation between the individual and the community 
is also a matter of concern. In general, these art projects are seen as a whole, integrating a 
social and artistic dimension.18
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3. INNOVATING (BOTTOM UP) PRACTICES INSIDE ORGANISATIONS. INTERCULTURALISATION 
 
COUNTING BY NUMBERS 
 

‘Interculturality implies the appreciation of intercultural encounters which enrich society.  These 
encounters don’t take place sponatneaously, but in an actif and mutual process. We have to approach 

each other, bridge the gaps,  work with new tools and concepts.’19  
 
The concept of ‘interculturalisation’ is in Flanders a main focus for social action.  
The processes to achieve this integration of the social diversity in institutions take many 
forms.  
 
Cultural diversification and interculturalisation in artistic organisations is an much discussed 
issue of concern in Flanders’ cultural scene. The Flemish government launched in 2006 a 
campaign to promote the interculturalisation in (subsidised) cultural institutions. Its aim is 
innovation on the organisational level. In the choice of the artistic programmmation, the 
public’s participation, the collaboration with volunteers and co-organisations, and in their 
own personnel, administration and board, institutions are expected to obtain a structural 10% 
of the organisation to be with an ‘ethnic-cultural diverse’ (i.e. non-western) background. The 
government administration negotiates with the institutions on the way this process is to be 
realised. So-called Diversity Plans are available.  
- To start: first contact, information about what interculturalisation and ddiversity plans are 
about. No commitment, nor complex administration.  
- Diversity Plan: to design, plan and implement a complete re-organisation of the organisation  
- Growing Diversity Plan: further development  
- Cluster Diversity Plan: for the use of groups and small scale organisations. One member 
centralises the administration.  
 
LEARNING BY DOING 
Is interculturalism only a question of quantities and percentages, of colour, ethnic or cultural 
background? How to integrate diversity in structures, and obtain a real innovation of the 
organisation as a whole of different individuals?  How to express/ present the diversity of 
identities, without exotism or typecasting? 
 

I am convinced that the only way we can deal with and confront with the question of identity is to 
allow it to be truly a process. ... It is a process in which it is relative futile to reach out to something 

solid and authentic. A process during which the point is what you make with the ingredients that are 
given to you, how you mix them and how you achieve new ingredients to your daily life called mess. 

It is not a soap, but a game for survival. A game within which you know that you have to be 
innovative, but also honest to yourself, because that is all you got and get. It is a game of identity in 
which, in fact, anything can potentially be part of it, but in which not everything is. It is again what 

you make with it, how you define yourself and your surroundings, and ultimately, how you negotiate 
your being-in-the-world with people next to you.20 

 
 
With or without the help of the ‘official’ diversity plans, several organisations are developing 
new innovating practices, corresponding to new realities. An van. Dienderen (UGent), 
together with Joris Janssens and Katrien Smits examined these new developments. In Tracks. 
                                                 
19 www. interculturaliseren.be 
 
20 Mika Hannula, in An van. Dienderen et ali 2007: 62 



Artistieke praktijk in een diverse samenleving21 they reveal the processes of the recent 
innovative approaches in some twenty artistic organisations in brussels and Flanders: from the 
international performing arts’ festival KunstenFestivalDesArts or 0090, the film festival Open 
Doek, the museum for Contemporary art MuHKA, the Brussels theatre KVS, the city location 
projects of City Mine(d), to the small scale media-activist collective Vox, the living-room-
reading project Boekenkaravaan, or the intercultural website KifKif.  
It is not a matter of ‘controlling’ the number of special programs or activities, with migrants, 
non-western children, new audiences etc. but more an organic way of functioning in which 
diversity is on every level and dimension part of the (internal) picture. The innovation starts 
from an actual situation and environment (artists, public, neighbourhood, political 
experiences...). In this constellation, artists also are searching for strategies to put the 
intercultural concept into practice in their art works. In their creation they ‘give an account of 
the cultural hybridisation, the wave of immigrants, and the diversification of the population. 
Through their creations, these projects and processes question the reductionism of 
Eurocentric, static, essentialist and neo-colonial presuppopsitions’.22 But as organisation, 
there are many possibilities to be explored. 
 
In their research, the authors of Tracks examine the way of integrating diversity – in all its 
appearances – in five aspects: networking, employment, artistic recruitment and interaction, 
themes, repertoire and canon, the public.  
 
In their conclusion, they sketch as qualities for overall and effective ‘organic’ innovation:  
1. selfreflectivity. Questioning the usual way of working stimulates the exploration of new 
trajectories.  
2. contextualisation. The choices to work for/with ‘target groups’ or not, depends of the 
context of the project. All ‘community’ members should be considered as potential partners or 
accomplices. 
3. long-term perspective. Time as a necessary condition to develop mutual trust amongst all 
actors or partners. Inside established organisations, the process of changing mentalities and 
practices (from occasional experiments to a structural reorganisation and embedding of the 
concern for diversity), moves slowly.  
4. reciprocity. The interplay with (neighbouring) co-organisations, the shift of responsibilities, 
the sharing of power creates room for new voices and initiatives. 
5. innovation, creativity, hybridisation of formats. Being aware of the ideological, political 
and social dimension of genres, formats and media, well-considered new syntheses can fill in 
the concept of  interculturality-as-communication in a contemporary way, beyond concepts 
like ‘world music’, elite and popular culture, the uniformed unpersonalised publications etc. 
 
Some examples from Tracks. 
- HETPALEIS (city children’s theater, Antwerp). The staff of the theatre realised they weren’t 
connected anymore to their environment. They realised the audience and the theatre didn’t 
share a common frame of references at all. Since 2003 they submitted two Diversity Plans. 
They planned to centralise their efforts and actions to integrate specific defavorised ‘equal 
opportunities’ groups on different domains: the contenance of the theatre pieces, the audience, 
personnel and board. They consider the innovation essentially as an intensification of the 
mediating function of the theatre.  
 

                                                 
21 An Van. Dienderen et alii 2007b. 
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- KVS Brussels employs an audience development officer, who is attending local clubs and 
societies: ‘Networks exist, which means you don’t have to invent them – you have to get 
integrated. The first thing I tried to do was to get in touch with some neighbourhood 
associations. It’s important, to gain confidence and to show the importance of street festivals 
for KVS.’ 
 
- vox, a media-activist (video) collective, only exists during meetings (every first and third 
Wednesday of the month). The meetings are open for every one, professionals and non-
professionals. Their film projects are discussed during the meetings, and presented afterwards 
in the festival Cinema Nova, in neighbourhood festivals, cultural centres, ....    
 
 

In a (long term) process of trial-and-error and learning by doing, by adapting the organigram and the 
labour rules of the organisation, experimenting new types of cooperation, communication and 

formats... the discourse on ‘confronting and  integrating the others’ becomes a practice of ‘cooperation 
and meetings amongst colleagues and neighbours’. 
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