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Socially Engaged Art is often employed to repair social divisions. Over the 
past four decades in the UK this kind of work – particularly those works 
funded by local governments – has been implemented to address issues 
such as community cohesion, well-being or social exclusion. For example, 
Bristol-based ACTA theatre project works collaboratively with refugees and 
host communities to engender positive integration; or The Stove in Dum-
fries utilises participatory art to engage local communities in explorations 
of well-being or creative placemaking. 

Indeed, public museums and galleries are often tasked to address civic 
remits such as educational development, well-being, or cultural outreach. 
Additionally, due to their role as public institutions whose remit is to repre-
sent the entirety of a locale, this work is often required to be – as one curator 
recently requested of my own work - “safe, nice and good for everyone.” 
Thus, as Hewitt (2011, p 21) suggests, publicly funded art projects are at risk 
of becoming “service providers” for state mandates. Vickery (2007) also sug-
gests instrumentalising art projects in this manner is a way for governments 
to “construct civic identities” that are amenable to the dominant hierar-
chies, and this is antithetical to supporting a public, democratic domain.

The public sphere, however, is an inherently conflictual zone, constructed 
of debate, discourse and difference. As Deutsche (1996) states: “Conflict, 
division, and instability, then, do not ruin the democratic public sphere; 
they are conditions of its existence.” Similarly, theorists like Mouffe (2013), 
Bishop (2012) or Ranciere (2006) insist art’s value lies in promoting ‘ago-
nism’ over an oppressive conviviality if it is to retain its ethical and political 
dimension. There is therefore a tension between this urge to ‘make every-
one get along’, and the complicated, ‘natural’ dissensual public domain. 
Arts managers are situated in the centre of this tension, on one hand pulled 
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in one direction by policy directives and the need to serve citizens in an 
amenable, hospitable way, but on the other hand pulled in another direction 
with the need to speak to the multiplicities of their stakeholders, partners 
and visitors. This is further complicated by local government public muse-
ums and galleries who wish to support the ‘good work’ of Socially Engaged 
Art but also aim to ensures pro-social conflict and dissensual discourse. In 
short, is it possible to be a publicly-funded, Socially Engaged Art project and 
to value the conflictual, dissensual public realm? 

While it would be impossible to answer this question satisfactorily within 
this short text, this paper will present two short case studies of participatory 
arts projects that have occurred within publicly-funded local museums/
galleries in Scotland and which were specifically set out to explore this 
‘productive’ conflict, and the complications of this in regards to (arts) man-
agement. The first project – Kill Your Darlings at the Perth Museum and Art 
Gallery (2022) – and the second – Atelier Public #2 – took place in Glasgow’s 
Gallery of Modern Art (2014).

Kill Your Darlings: erasing dissent

Kill Your Darlings was a participatory artwork developed for Perth Museum 
and Art Gallery (PMAG) in 2022. PMAG is operated by Culture Perth and 
Kinross (CPK) who are the charitable trust operating on behalf of the City 
and Regional authority, and their remit is to care for and develop the Muse-
um Collection on behalf of the public. 

My project aimed to explore how a Museum Collection could be consid-
ered ‘public’ if it was both inaccessible to the public (i.e., kept in the locked 
Museum stores), as well as being shielded by the Collection Managers (who 
decide and select which items are worthy of public display). Might a collec-
tion curated via a small group of gatekeepers not be a very narrow framing 
of ‘public’? I therefore proposed a work that aimed to draw attention to the 
selective nature of such framing and to highlight missing voices within such 

Pro-Social Conflict

„Is it possible to be a publicly-funded, Socially Engaged 
Art project and to value the conflictual, dissensual public 
realm?”



18
DECEMBER  2022   |   NO 138  |

Focus: Quality in Arts ManagementFocus: Dealing with the Divisive

framing. I wanted to explore how to support a more nuanced understand-
ing of a democratic realm by providing a more comprehensive representa-
tion of ‘the public’. 

The project was to be called Kill Your Darlings, after the William Faulkner 
quote that challenges authors to pay attention to characters the writer may 
adore, but that are not helpful to the storytelling, and – if necessary – to 
kill those darlings. Similarly, the work invited the public to negotiate which 
item in the collection is worth ‘forgetting’ in a way that drew attention to 
identity, history and place. To do this, I proposed that the public of Perth 
and Kinross democratically vote for a single item from the Collection to 
symbolically destroy. This single item would be selected from 11 objects 
that were representative of their collection, ranging from ancient Egypt to 
early modern local handicrafts, from 18th century Persia to contemporary 
commemoratives, from papyrus to wood, glas or bronze. Alongside, I would 
work with different sorts of citizens in the area that perhaps did not engage 
regularly with the Museum in discussions about how represented (or not) 
they felt by the Museum Collection - i.e., their collection. 

A weekly tally of the voting tokens would be displayed in the gallery to 
highlight which items were being selected for destruction. This tally also 
functioned to show differences and diversity of value systems at play within 
the community, as well as the plurality of perspectives and voices. For ex-
ample, many young people rejected the Persian tile or the snow-goggles as 
an example of colonial activities that should be expunged from the Collec-
tion; other, older demographics became very passionate that the Commun-
ion Cup, as a religious item, should not be destroyed; others still argued 
that the football shirt was the most useful thing to keep as it was profoundly 
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local, yet there was also significant resistance to its inclusion as it was not 
considered significant enough to be in a museum. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, PMAG found the proposition that something 
would be destroyed challenging and planning sessions became raucous, 
with one collection manager angrily pointing at me and declaring loudly: 
“you’re not getting your hands on any of my collection!”. Despite being 
clear that  the work did not *actually* aim to destroy a priceless historic 
artefact, but instead proposed a symbolic destruction, the museum felt that 
the public would see such a provocation as a tacit agreement of destruction, 
rather than an invitation to participate in a democratic reflective process. 
It was, I emphasised, an exercise in “disruptive imagination” (Hyde, 2015) 
that could usefully promote a more public engagement with the Museum 
Collection. However, the Museum decided that in a time of Twitter and 
popularism, such nuance would be lost, and that they would be exposed to 
a stormy onslaught of public opinion that would be difficult to weather and 
requested that I change the proposal significantly, or cancel the exhibition. 

While the project eventually did go forward in a different format that 
invited the public’s response to their collection and which did provide a 
reflection on diversity and difference, I’m keen to highlight the irony that 
my project about enhancing public engagement with a museum collection 
was rejected because PMAG was concerned that the public might signifi-
cantly engage with their museum collection. In other words, in requesting 
me to change my project, there was a tacit acceptance about the ways in 
which the public was allowed to engage. Despite the Collection belonging 
to the public, the museum was deciding the ways in which the public were 
allowed to engage with their own collection, and these excluded disagree-
ment or critique with the narrative put forward by the museum itself. It was 
a disavowal of conflict against a dominant hegemony, and a denial of any 
potential dissent against the museum’s presentation of their definition of 
‘public’ and thus, it silenced any potentially different voices. Exploring such 
silenced and/or alternative voices was central to the second project: Atelier 
Public#2 
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Atelier Public#2: Make Destruction

Katie Bruce is curator/producer at Gallery of Modern Art, a public art gal-
lery supported by Glasgow Life, the trust that operates cultural and leisure 
activities on behalf of the Glasgow City Council. In 2014, she presented a 
reimagining of a previous project from 2011 by artist Rachel Mimec which 
explored public participation within the contexts of the gallery. Called 
Atelier Public#2 (https://atelierpublic.wordpress.com/blog/), this exhi-
bition began as an empty room, populated only with art materials and an 
invitation to anyone entering to make and display their own creations. In 
its re-presentation in 2014, Katie Bruce took as its starting point some of the 
critical insights on its previous inception, including concerns about how 
the selected materials guided the form and content of the created artworks; 
how truly ‘public’ a gallery-based exhibition could be; as well as her role 
as ‘curator’ for an exhibit that began with no artworks. As a way to explore 
some of these concerns, she asked “particular artists, thinkers and makers 
who have a special interest in play, creativity and the imagination to engage 
with the space throughout the duration of the exhibition.” 

As a Socially Engaged Artist, I was invited to this re-presentation and pro-
posed an event that explored the problems of what I felt was the reproduc-
tion of a ‘state aesthetic’ where “the ‘social’ [was] understood as conviviality” 
(Bishop, 2012, p 211). This aesthetic was apparent in the selection of materi-
als made of bright, genial and cheerful colours, but also from the wording of 
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the explanatory text, which invited people to “a space for looking, thinking, 
exploring and making.” 

Both the aesthetics and the emphasis on ‘creation’ and ‘making’  conscious-
ly limited the participants´ expressive options to only those sanctioned by 
the gallery. In other words, creativity was being framed in a very narrow, 
limited manner and to challenge this, I proposed that interested parties 
were allowed to destroy any or all of the artworks in the exhibition. Both 
creation and destruction are productive and creative acts, since one cannot 
‘create’ anything without ‘destroying’ something else. The only differences 
are based in value systems which gives preference to one outcome over the 
other. The destruction event would therefore draw attention to the value 
systems around Atelier Public#2 project and highlight those actions that 
praised one way of expression but disavowed others. 
 
Katie Bruce did agree to my proposed events (although there were signifi-
cant caveats about what consists as ‘destruction’ as well as health and safety 
requirements), and on April 11th, approximately 90 people entered the 
gallery over the space of 1.5 hours, engaging in various destructive acts or 
merely observing the actions of ripping cardboard, tearing down string 
contraptions, or peeling off tape and vinyl constructions. 

The destructive acts allowed different perspectives to emerge. While my 
intention was merely to create a representatively democratic sphere of ‘cre-
ative acts’, the ‘destructive’ process actually revealed the extent to which the 
state aesthetic had silenced alternative acts of self-expression: During the 
event, it became apparent that gallery staff had been creating new works to 
be placed over top of works that they considered could be offensive to other 
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social groups, such as artworks that contained swearing or abusive/insult-
ing language. As such, this event showed how the public gallery had actively 
silenced certain voices so as to present a seamless, ‘convivial’ space.

Afterwards, Katie Bruce admitted that much of this editing occurred be-
cause the gallery is a public space and has to consider the `appropriateness´ 
of the works displayed. In other words: a publicly funded participatory art 
project thought to require conceptual and aesthetic boundaries because 
of its role of as public body. This role delineated the edges of self-expres-
sion, and ’unacceptable’ voices were not considered appropriately public. 
This state aesthetic demands that participatory art works can only exist 
in a ‘child-friendly’, convivial format. In doing so, the democratic sphere 
is limited as it denies difference, alterity and alternative hegemonies. It 
was only through conflict with this aesthetic – in this instance, a proposed 
destruction – that it became apparent the dominant hegemony was being 
replicated. 

Conclusions: state aesthetics and dominant hegemonies 

The two projects have invited reflection on ways in which arts managers 
within publicly funded museums and galleries can problematically frame 
‘the public’ when commissioning Socially Engaged Art projects, assuming 
that the civic domain is convivial and conflict-free. In doing so, such organ-
isations silence voices of difference and alterity, which are also part of the 
public domain.

It is a fine line that museums have to balance, but problematically, this 
balance is often collapsed to be a binary and museums present a ‘correct’ 
or ’singular’ view of the world. Instead of asking who decides about who 
should be part of the public domain, they themselves decide who is deemed 
to be “participating in the wrong way” (Hope, 2012). 

I am aware that cultural organisations are precarious, and exist constantly 
on the edge of a loss of funding, which means a loss of jobs and in the worst 
case closure. As such, I recognise the fear of many arts managers when I 
propose risky projects such as those discussed above. However, art is sup-
posed to ask difficult questions about who we are, and our cultural values. 
When publicly funded spaces continue to define the public via simplistic 
homogeneous notions – in which Socially Engaged Art is “safe, nice and 
good for everyone” – they creates a ‘state aesthetic’ that merely reinforce 
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dominant power structures instead of questioning existing inequalities and 
discrimination. Instead, such organisations need to remember that the 
public domain is inherently dissensual. Perhaps a way forward is to create 
productive mechanisms to enhance productive conflict; to explore division; 
and to be confidently critical of the world around us. My experience should 
suggest that centering conflict can lead to a more engaged public ownership 
of public museums and gallery spaces, and this can lead to a much more 
accurate representation of society.
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