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SYNOPSIS 

The contemporary neoliberalist condition has enforced the commodification of 

knowledge and has led to ‘the twilight of the university’s critical and social function’.1 

Through alternative art education, there has been a movement to break through the 

reproduction of knowledge in favour of emancipatory education. This dissertation will 

evaluate the contributions of four particular projects to this movement and to the 

wider struggle against the prevailing hegemony. The four projects are the 

Copenhagen Free University (2001-2007), Unitednationsplaza (2007), Malmo Free 

University for Women (2006-2011), and Life in the woods (2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Word count:  

                                                            
1 Readings, Bill, The University in Ruins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996) p. 5 
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INTRODUCTION 

In Peter Tilllberg’s 1972 painting, Will you be profitable, little Friend? (fig. 1), you are 

put in the position of a schoolteacher looking out to a class of bored students. You 

are made to consider their futures, or more specifically, their value when they are 

released into the “real world”. Our neoliberalist economy has ensured that whilst 

students are considered “customers”, universities play the role of “corporations”. Not 

only does knowledge become a commodity but this principle also detracts from the 

university’s idealistic role as generator of critical thought in favour of the reproduction 

of knowledge or a seemingly “cookie-cutter” education.2 Furthermore, the knowledge 

economy has created an environment of competition that Bojana Kunst terms 

‘heteronomous autonomy’ in which individuals are simultaneously working (and 

learning) for their own personal benefit.3 In other words, students go to university 

and pay for an education that will provide them with qualifications that will further 

their chances of success and employability outside the walls of the institution. In turn, 

universities are pushed to create a formulaic model of education rooted in efficiency 

to optimise results. This model was enforced in Europe in 1999 with the Bologna 

Process which had the effects of homogenising higher education by encouraging a 

monitored, outcome-based pedagogy.4 This created an oppressive ethic of 

                                                            
2 For overview cf. Readings, Bill, The University in Ruins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996) 
3 Kunst, Bojana, Artist at Work: proximity of art and capitalism (Winchester, UK: Zero Books, 2015) p. 32 
4 The Bologna Process was a series of ministerial meetings and agreements between European countries 
designed to ensure comparability in the standards and quality of higher education qualifications. 
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competition reinforced by standardised testing, which has resulted in the withholding 

of information and knowledge for personal gain.5 

Over the last century many alternative schools have been formed in opposition to the 

corporate model of contemporary western universities. From social hierarchy and 

curriculum, to the 2012 spike in university fees, these alternative schools have been 

subverting different aspects of the model. These self-organized schools have been 

emerging all across the globe in a variety of different formats, with the hope of 

instigating social change both in education and through education. 

Education has a reciprocal relationship to the dominant hegemony in which ‘it infects 

the world as much as the world infects it’, becoming the site of neoliberalist 

reproduction. 6 Claire Bishop even goes as far as to suggest that ‘education is a core 

“ideological state apparatus” through which lives are shaped and managed to dance 

in step with the dominant tune.’7 This hierarchical model reserves critical thought for 

an elite few which is then trickled down and reproduced to the masses. Targeting 

education allows artists or curators to critique the very source of social reproduction 

and attempt to change socio-political conditions from the root upwards. 

Education has been a particular focus in the arts throughout the twentieth century 

with key experimental schools such as the Bauhaus School (1919-1933) and Joseph 

                                                            
5 Marsdal, Magnus in Hansen, Tone & Larsen, Lars Bang (eds.), Phantom of Liberty: contemporary art and the 
pedagogical paradox (Berlin, Germany: Sternberg Press, 2014) p. 77 
6 Groys, Boris in Madoff, Steven Henry (ed.), Art School (propositions for the 21st century) (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2014) p. 30 
7 Bishop, Claire, Artificial Hells: participatory art and the politics of spectatorship (London, UK: Verso, 2012) p. 
269 
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Beuys’ Free International University (1973-1988) pioneering progressive models of 

teaching.8 The turn of the twenty-first century saw a “pedagogical turn” in both 

curation and in artistic practice which, as Irit Rogoff explains, brought about new 

notions of ‘knowledge production,’ ‘research,’ ‘education,’ ‘open-ended production,’ 

and ‘self-organized pedagogies’.9  

Art schools have been a particular focus in these instances due to the ambiguity of 

art education. The question of what and how art should be taught to future artists has 

allowed for room to experiment both with curriculum and teaching methods. 

Importantly, art’s close relationship to anti-establishment politics also makes the art 

school the perfect “safe space” for discussion. The artist’s role is one of observation 

and reflection that makes them stand ‘somewhere in-between, as a researcher of 

society and a cognitive experimenter’.10 This puts the artist in a position that grants 

them the opportunity to conjure creative solutions for socio-political problems. We 

can then observe these artist-run schools as parallel spaces in which sociality is 

acted out and experimented with.  

Four alternative art schools will be explored in this paper in order to examine their 

role in the struggle against the neoliberalist hegemony. The projects are the 

Copenhagen Free University (CFU) organised by Henriette Heise and Jakob 

Jakobsen which ran from 2001-2007 in Copenhagen, Denmark; the 

                                                            
8 For a more in depth history of counter-culture art schools cf. Madoff, Art School 
9 Rogoff, Irit, ‘Turning,’ e-flux journal, no. 0, (November 2008), accessed 24/11/2016, http://www.e-
flux.com/journal/00/68470/turning/ p. 1 
10 Kunst, Artist at Work, 61 

http://www.e-flux.com/journal/00/68470/turning/
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/00/68470/turning/
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Unitednationsplaza curated by Anton Vidokle which was planned for Nicosia, Cyprus 

but was moved to Berlin, Germany for 2007; the Malmo Free University for Women 

(MFK) organised in Malmo, Sweden by Johanna Gustavsson and Lisa Nyberg and 

ran from 2006-2011; and a week-long workshop in spring 2011 in the John Lee wood 

in Leicestershire, England ran by Olivia Plender and Patrick Staff entitled Life in the 

Woods. All four schools are European based and started and ended after the 1999 

Bologna Process. This creates an interesting set of circumstances with which to 

consider these projects and their ideological limitations.  

Much of the scholarship surrounding alternative education has chronicled the 

activities of the projects. This paper will examine their methodologies and consider 

their socio-political impact both during and after they took place. I will consider the 

ideological paradoxes at play within each school and evaluate their impact on the 

schools’ functionality. 

In Chapter 1, I will consider the nature and use of conversation in the schools. With 

reference to Paulo Freire and Jacques Rancière, I will explore the emancipatory 

nature of critical thought and non-hierarchical teaching before reflecting on the 

effects this had on the role of the organisers/artists. Chapter 2 will explore the 

projects’ temporal exclusion from reality in order to create a utopian testbed. I will 

then consider how these projects attempted to resynchronise with reality. This will be 

in relation to Boris Groys’ paper, ‘The Loneliness of the Project’. Chapter 3 will 

consider the legacy of these schools. I will focus on the inevitable end of the project 

and what is left behind in terms of product output and documentation. Ultimately I will 
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deliberate the kind of contribution that these grass-roots projects can contribute to 

the current subversion of the neoliberal hegemony and consider how their 

groundwork can provide a blueprint for contemporary and future counter-culture 

education. 
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CHAPTER 1: SOCIAL DYNAMICS – Dialogue and the performativity of knowledge 

The acts of teaching and learning are rooted in sociality. It is the dialogue between 

the participants of a school that generates critical thought and in order to enable this, 

the communication must be reciprocal. Whereas in the lecturing format, an active 

“subject” imparts knowledge onto a passive “object”, a conversational approach 

ensures that both teacher and student become “subjects” with agency. Thus, 

conversation has been the fundamental mode of instruction in alternative art 

education because of its ability to instigate a more egalitarian structure. Through 

conversation, social dynamics within a group of participants of a school is uprooted. 

The traditional roles that constitute the pedagogical institution are broken down and 

blurred. It is therefore crucial to examine the effects of dialogue on the four schools. 

1.1 Conversation 

The importance of conversation in an emancipatory educational structure has also 

been outlined by Paulo Freire in The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (originally 

published in 1970). Freire splits educational structures in two: the ‘banking’ system 

and ‘problem posing education’. The former is one in which the students act as 

empty vessels into which information (as taught by the teacher) is deposited. The 

latter emancipatory model, depicts a scenario in which, through conversation, both 

teacher and student, teach and learn from each other thus dissolving the hierarchy of 

intelligence.11 Clear parallels can be drawn between the ‘banking’ system and the 

                                                            
11 Freire, Paulo, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, translated by Bergman Ramos, Myra (New York City, NY: The 
Continuum International Publishing Group, 2005), pp. 53-54 
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contemporary Western model of education. All four projects (having cited Freire as 

integral source material) have aimed to create a counteracting ‘problem posing’ 

model. 

Conversation allows each participant to impart their opinion. This means that each 

has the opportunity to learn from multiple sources and backgrounds rather than from 

a single instructor. Similarly, each participant has the opportunity to teach something. 

This structure places value on communal learning but, interestingly, also values 

individual “knowledge” as no opinion or piece of subjective information is rendered 

invalid. The value given to personal knowledge is vital in dissolving hierarchical 

structures of traditional education as the “teacher”’s opinion is no more valid than 

that of the “student”. 

One could argue that the Life in the Woods project was the more structured of the 

four as the activities were pre-planned. Each of the participants was expected to run 

at least one workshop for the other participants. With a variety of different specialties 

and backgrounds, the participants all had the opportunity to learn something that 

they may not have come across otherwise. Central to this model was the equal value 

placed on each participant’s knowledge and contribution, regardless of the specialty, 

was equal. The birdwatcher’s walk through the forest, for example, had the same 

worth as the workshop led by the performer or the activist. This system of communal 

learning ensures that all the participants are valued equally, with equal knowledge 

thus eliminating the competitive element enforced by the knowledge economy. The 

equality of contribution is further highlighted by the fact that throughout the duration 
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of the project, the participants were asked to film the event. This was later compiled 

into a single video containing contributions from all involved. 

The four schools on which this paper focuses, applied this fluidity of pedagogical 

roles to different extents. Each participant played the roles of both student and 

teacher which suggests a certain level of performativity. The very act of assuming 

the “role” of teacher and/or student implies that the meaning of those roles was 

analysed, broken down, and interchangeable. The poles of the student/teacher 

contradiction were reconciled and education became co-intentional. 

The Malmo Free University for Women (MFK) began the course by asking the 

participants two fundamental questions: ‘what would you like to learn?’ and ‘what 

would you like to teach?’. As with Life in the Woods, this enabled flexibility within the 

traditional student/teacher roles. With a “yes” policy to each proposal, the 

participants were able to determine the curriculum, thereby empowering them not 

only to search within themselves for the knowledge that they wished to share but 

also to decide specifically what they wanted to achieve from partaking in the project. 

Central to both cases is the element of choice in determining the curriculum. This 

removes the concept of social reproduction from the scholastic environment and 

replaces it with critical knowledge production along with the simple ambition of 

knowledge sharing. 
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1.2 Criticality 

The constant shifting in roles means that no one plays the role of object but instead 

everyone is a subject thus ensuring a certain level of criticality from the participants. 

This is precisely what Anton Vidokle was trying to achieve with Unitednationsplaza.  

Vidokle explained that the ‘audience for art has become enormous, but there is no 

public among them’.12 By this, Vidokle implies that though there is more and more 

art, the level of critical engagement is poor and audiences are becoming more 

passive. This is symptomatic of the neutralisation of critique in contemporary 

capitalist culture as enforced by the ‘banking’ system. Similarly, in a society in which 

all labourers are encouraged to be subjective entrepreneurs, the artist is the 

archetypal figure of the neoliberalist condition thus neutralising the methods of 

opposition used by the traditional avant-garde.  

If we accept that radical and “shock” value institutional critique has been 

appropriated by the capitalist model and no longer has the impact it may have once 

had, we must consider an alternative form of critique. Enlisting participants in 

conversation makes them critical subjects capable of producing opinions of value 

and could create the basis for a form of opposition rooted in constructive analysis or 

‘agonism’.13 Using an agonistic approach, can allow artists (and participants) to carry 

on having a political say that contributes to the construction of a counter-hegemonic 

                                                            
12 Vidokle, Anton in Madoff, Art School, 193 
13 I take this term from Chantal Mouffe whose central argument was to find a permanent place for this form of 
positive conflict within a democracy. cf. Mouffe, Chantal, ‘Artistic activism and agonistic spaces,’ Art & 
Research: a journal of artistic ideas, contexts & methods, vol. 1, no. 2 (Summer 2007), accessed 05/12/2016, 
http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/mouffe.html  

http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/mouffe.html
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alternative without simply pointing out ‘all that is repressed’.14 With dialogue at its 

core, this form of positive critique is dependent on a reciprocal form of 

communication that instigates criticality between two or more participants. Rather 

than a radical disruption, this model creates social change through a more gradual 

evolution. It is based on a slower build-up of positive constructive alternatives that 

causes both artists and participants to think critically about the contemporary 

condition. Implementing this model in schools such as the Unitednationsplaza 

created environments for the production of this kind of critical thought: a “think-tank” 

as such. The “think-tank” format is similarly a paradigm of capitalism but through re-

appropriation, this could form the basis of a counter-hegemonic intervention. This 

could be a way of working within the parameters of neoliberalism whilst fuelling its 

subversion. 

1.3 The role of the organiser 

As the roles of the teacher and student begin to dissolve, the role taken on by the 

organisers of these projects undergoes an interesting change. The shift away from 

the role of “teacher” to that of “instructor” is reminiscent of the realisation that the 

schoolmaster makes in Jacques Rancière’s The Ignorant Schoolmaster. Similar to 

Freire’s text in its explanation of the traditional ‘banking’ system, Rancière’s teacher 

decants all of his/her knowledge into the minds of the students until they reach the 

same level of knowledge as the teacher. However, when explaining his version of 

                                                            
14 Mouffe, ‘Artistic activism,’ 1 
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emancipated education, Rancière is far more focused on the precise role of the 

teacher who he considers the ‘emancipator’.15 The teacher becomes a facilitator to 

learning rather than the source of knowledge. He/she becomes the person who 

guides the students and shows them how to learn, rather than what to learn. This 

reflects the roles played by the artists that organised the four projects, who “curated” 

the schools, and set the parameters by which the participants learn.  

As with the other projects, in creating the Copenhagen Free University (CFU), Heise 

and Jakobsen curated the environment in which the learning would happen. They 

hosted the school and therefore set its limits. By turning their private home into a 

place open to the public, they subjected themselves to public scrutiny as a sort of 

testbed model. They became the leaders of the social experiment rather than its 

teachers and it is this blurriness between teacher and organiser that makes it difficult 

to strike the right balance of structure and not simply replace one hegemony with 

another. 

Freire describes ‘the great humanist struggle’ as follows: ‘(the aim of) the oppressed 

is to liberate themselves and the oppressors without themselves in turn becoming 

oppressors’.16 It is crucial to consider this in terms of the difficulties of creating a 

“new” school without forcing the ideals of the organisers on the participants. 

Emancipatory management is a minefield with a tendency for non-hierarchical 

structurelessness. As Jo Freeman has also noted, some form of hierarchy is 

                                                            
15 Rancière, Jacques, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: five lessons in intellectual emancipation, translated by Ross, 
Kristin (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), p. 39 
16 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 26-27 
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inevitable and, without a clarity of structure, a smokescreen of cosmetic equality 

forms.17 The way to create a non-oppressive environment is to enforce a structure 

that is ‘explicit, not implicit’ thus opening the decision making process to all who 

participate.18 Ultimately, a dissolution of the privileges of hierarchy can only happen if 

there is clarity in exactly what each role entails thus giving each role equal value. 

In Do the Right Thing: a manual from MFK, Nyberg and Gustavsson expressed their 

frustration at the difficulty of not replacing old hierarchical structures with new ones. 

Their future solutions included clear information for all the activities before they take 

place regarding parcipatory boundaries and logistics; a constant presence from the 

organisers; and a democratic method of round-table discussions in which each 

participant is allowed a chance to speak. 

However, creating a democratic environment is more difficult than it appears and this 

was a problem faced by all of the schools. As the schools became the artistic 

practice of the organisers, they were able to invest large amounts of their time in it. 

However, they also demanded a large amount of time and dedication from the 

participants. Gustavsson and Nyberg noted that they felt a dwindling enthusiasm 

from the participants who perhaps were more interested in starting their own projects 

than fulfilling the ideas proposed by the two organisers.19 Similarly, many of the 

                                                            
17 Freeman, Jo, ‘The Tyranny of Structurelessness,’ The Second Wave, vol. 2, no. 1 (1972), accessed 
24/11/2016, http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm  
18 Ibid. 
19 Gustavsson, Johanna & Nyberg, Lisa, Do the Right Thing: a manual from MFK (Malmo Free University for 
Women) (May 2011), accessed 12/10/2016, http://www.studio-sm.se/MFK_Do-the-right-thing_ENG.pdf pp. 
16-17 

http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm
http://www.studio-sm.se/MFK_Do-the-right-thing_ENG.pdf
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participants may not have been able to dedicate that much time to the project or 

were only interested in specific workshops. 

If we consider the schools as the artistic practices of the organisers, the question of 

authorship becomes more complex. As the roles begin to merge, the schools 

become more egalitarian and the projects become a collaboration with the 

participants. The collaboration with the public, places the schools in the expanded 

field of parcipatory art practices. Grounded in social relations and human 

interactions, it is a practice that is intrinsically linked to the political and therefore 

subject to ethical political judgement. Parcipatory art’s interventions into the social 

fabric have an inclination for public amelioration and opposition of the dominant 

market therefore their criticisms tend towards a moralistic standpoint.20 A situation is 

then created in which a “good” collaborative project is valued by the artist’s act of 

authorial self-sacrifice, and a “bad” project is criticised for the exploitation and 

misrepresentation of its collaborators.21 However, even though the artists are 

investing wholly in these projects, they are essentially ‘delegating authorship to 

another authority’ who may not have the same level of investment in the project.22 

The frustration felt by Nyberg and Gustavsson thus becomes clearer. 

The only school that managed to sustain a constant dedication from its participants 

was Life in the Woods because it was a short term project. This set-up is reminiscent 

                                                            
20 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 12 
21 For further discussion on participatory art practices and its criticism cf. Bishop, Claire, ‘The Social Turn: 
collaboration and its discontents,’ Artforum, (February 2006) pp. 179-185; Bishop, Artificial Hells; Kunst, Artist 
at Work, 50-98 
22 Kunst, Artist at Work, 174 
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of an artist residency in which the participants spend a certain amount of time 

working with or at a specific site. Plender and Staff removed its participants and 

placed them in a camp site in the John Lee woods where they all worked, ate and 

slept together for the entire week.  

It is clear that the conversational method of teaching not only instigated criticality in 

all four schools but also managed to create a form of equality amongst all involved. 

The more difficult task was maintaining that egalitarian balance when it came to 

managerial structure. However, we must also consider how the central ideologies of 

the organisers shaped the environments in which these schools took place and 

examine whether this aided their structural issues. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE LONELINESS OF THE ART SCHOOL – Bridging the gap 

between experimentation and implementation 

One of the traditional characteristics of the art school is its ability to create a “safe 

space” removed from the antagonisms of reality.23 The “real world” can be observed 

from a distance, studied and dissected in order to formulate creative alternatives that 

can improve the socio-political condition without the fear of criticisms. The 

alternatives can then be played out in the testbed environment before finding their 

way outside the walls of the school. This formula reflects what Boris Groys describes 

as the project-like basis of contemporary artistic practice. In ‘The Loneliness of the 

Project’, Groys describes the contemporary dedication to temporal exclusion and the 

intent to ultimately resynchronise. A project can only be deemed successful if the 

resynchronization manages to ‘steer the social environment in the desired direction, 

while it is deemed a failure if the run of things remains unaffected’.24 The ability of 

the project is to remove itself from the social praxis which it is able to do because of 

its ultimate aim to resynchronize.25  With this in mind, first it is crucial to examine the 

exclusory environment created by the organisers of all four schools, then we must 

consider how they attempted to bridge the gap between the art school “bubble” and 

the everyday. Dealing with issues such as domesticity, nostalgia, separatism and 

political mediation, the various projects attempt to make transitions from their 

ideological testbeds to reality, some more successfully than others. 

                                                            
23 Kunst, Artist at Work, 11 
24 Groys, Boris, ‘The Loneliness of the Project’ in Going Public (Berlin, Germany: Sternberg Press, 2010) p. 75 
25 Kunst, Artist at Work, 170 
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 2.1 Domesticity 

Heise and Jakobsen chose to host the CFU in their home; a decision which had 

significant implications. The integration of education with the mundane was a central 

ideology of the CFU and it seems that they inverted the “bubble” theory. They 

created a temporary pedagogical “bubble” that was immersed in the everyday yet 

managed to exclude the ‘corporate way of thinking’ of traditional education.26 This 

implicitly changes the nature of what is learned and taught. By moving the school 

into a domestic setting, Heise and Jakobsen questioned the structure of the 

university and attempted to dismantle it. Their traditionally private domestic sphere 

was opened to the public in a manner that allowed both organisers and participants 

to learn from the everyday whilst finding a way to improve that too. It is not only the 

essential breakdown of the university but also, as Heise and Jakobsen noted, the 

breakdown of the domestic space and the family.27 Heise reminisced about the 

‘people talking about really interesting things in the flat but at the same time you 

could smell the garbage in the kitchen’.28 This “messy” environment was an 

intentional characteristic that Heise and Jakobsen prided themselves on as it 

reflected the “messy” nature of subjective knowledge. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

this reconsiders the legitimacy of knowledge and homogenises its value.  

                                                            
26 Heise, Henriette & Jakobsen, Jakob, ‘All power to the free universities of the future!’, (2011) accessed 
02/10/2016,  www.copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/future.html 
27 Heise, Henriette & Jakobsen, Jakob, ‘Trauma 1-11: Stories about CFU & the surrounding society in the last 10 
years,’ Vimeo video, 24:00, posted by “CFU Archive” (24/09/2011) https://vimeo.com/29529903  
28 Ibid. 

http://www.copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/future.html
https://vimeo.com/29529903
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Heise and Jakobsen wanted to widen the educational sphere. When the CFU 

opened they started by declaring it a university. Though simple, the very act of 

declaration reinvigorated the emancipatory nature of education. It implies that 

learning and teaching is not limited to the walls of the formal institution but that 

learning can occur anywhere. 

In this case, we must consider the effects this has on the implied labour of 

knowledge production in the domestic sphere. If the neoliberal knowledge economy 

has converted educational institutions into corporate businesses, removing the place 

of learning from the corporate world changes the ideology of its labour. The 

household was – and still is – traditionally seen as a site of non-productive labour. 

This creates a “safe space” that alleviates the pressure to produce a physical output 

and/or to economise the knowledge produced. The labour of the artist is similarly 

considered “immaterial” thus creating an association between educational, domestic 

and artistic labour, and blurs the distinctions between them.29 Excluding neoliberal 

pressures allows the divisions between these types of labour to be more fluid, and 

even benefit from each other, creating a situation in which learning is not as 

regimented as that implied by neoliberal education. The control of the technical 

division of labour – traditionally reserved for the few – is reclaimed by its labourers 

                                                            
29 For clarity, the ‘immaterial labour’ referred to throughout this study pertains to the term coined by Maurizio 
Lazzarato and refers to the affective and cognitive form of labour. Lazzarato, Maurizio, ‘Immaterial Labour,’ in 
Hardy, Michael & Virno, Paolo (eds), Radical Thought in Italy: a potential politics (Minneapolis, MN: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1996) pp. 133-147; cf. his own criticism of the term in Cvejić, Bojana & Lazzarato, Maurizio 
‘Conversation with Maurizio Lazzarato’ in Cvejić, Bojana et al. (eds.), ‘Exhausting Immaterial Labour in 
Performance,’ joint issue of Le Journal des Laboratoires d'Aubervilliers and TkH Journal for Performing Arts 
Theory, no. 17 (October 2010) pp. 12-16; and John Robert’s critique in Roberts, John, ‘Art and the Problem of 
Immaterial Labour’ in Dimitrakaki, Angela & Lloyd, Kirsten (eds.), Economy (Liverpool, UK: Liverpool University 
Press, 2015) pp. 49-66 
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allowing them not only to be involved in the execution of labour but to also be a part 

of its conception.30 The labourers/participants/artists, then become multitasking 

individuals capable of critical thought production and execution spread over a variety 

of fields. John Roberts claimed that only when this division between manual and 

intellectual labour has been “dissolved” can art begin to integrate into the wider 

social praxis.31 It appears that the dissolution of the school (and therefore also Heise 

and Jakobsen’s artistic practice) into domestic life works as the basis of the 

integration of both art and pedagogy into the wider socio-political sphere. 

Arguably, the multitasking entrepreneur – such as the one created in the CFU – is a 

model of the capitalist production system in which labourers are encouraged to 

employ their own subjectivity. Yet by reclaiming this notion, the archetypal figure 

breaks away from the heteronomy of productive labour and knowledge production in 

order to critique it. The neoliberal model is replaced with a grass-roots solution.  

 2.2 Nostalgia 

Whilst the CFU opted for immediate immersion into reality, Plender and Staff opted 

for a total removal from the outside world in order to draw from historical 

experiments. Olivia Plender’s practice is research led and when it came to Life in the 

Woods, she looked to British pacifist boy scout group, Kibbo Kift Kindred. Formed in 

1920 as a response to industrialism, the group was a democratic youth movement 

that believed in the power of nature to “teach” lessons of equality, mysticism and 

                                                            
30 Roberts, John, The Intangibilities of Form (London, UK: Verso Books, 2007) p. 83 
31 Ibid. 
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communalism.32 The basis was to create a space in which pre-industrial ideals could 

thrive. Plender often talks about the importance of history to better understand 

contemporary society; for Life in the Woods, she and Patrick Staff created a school 

that used the principles of the Kibbo Kift. This project’s location in the forest makes it 

the most removed of the four projects. Plender and Staff created a “safe space” in 

the forest, removed from metropolitan life, in order to experiment with the ideologies 

of the Kibbo Kift.  

The problem with this set-up is that it is too far removed. Rather than drawing from 

the past to comment on contemporary socio-political situations, this project exercises 

a nostalgic longing for the way things once were; ironically, just like the Kibbo Kift. 

The ideologies that deal with communalism and equality can be transferred back into 

the everyday but are not necessarily linked to forest life. Yet, in distancing 

themselves from reality, Plender and Staff may have been in denial of the way reality 

actually is. The project takes a nostalgic stance rather than immersing itself in the 

contemporary social fabric. The project was left behind in the John Lee woods when 

it ended and everyone returned to their usual life.  

Arguably, the concentrated week ensured a full involvement from all the participants. 

The fact that it was so removed meant that there was a continuous commitment to 

the generation of new thought.33 The difficulty then becomes the creation of an 

                                                            
32 Plender, Olivia, ‘Art in the City Talks: Olivia Plender,’ UWE Fine Art / Art in the City Lecture Series, Soundcloud 
recording, posted by “Arnolfiniarts” (24/2/2016) http://www.arnolfini.org.uk/whatson/uwe-art-in-the-city-
talks-olivia-plender  
33 Though this exceeds the parameters of this study, it is worth considering Alexei Penzin’s research on the 
phenomenon of sleep and the capitalist strive for the appropriation of all 24 hours of the day. cf. Penzin, 

http://www.arnolfini.org.uk/whatson/uwe-art-in-the-city-talks-olivia-plender
http://www.arnolfini.org.uk/whatson/uwe-art-in-the-city-talks-olivia-plender
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environment that generates new thought without being so far removed that it is 

difficult to resynchronise with reality. Perhaps the answer lies not with the physical 

environment but with the environment created by the participants themselves. 

. 2.3 Separatism 

The MFK have written extensively about their strategic separatism and whole 

chapter is dedicated to the subject in their Do the Right Thing manual. The school 

was open to anyone who identified or had at any point identified as a woman.  

In Do the Right Thing, Nyberg and Gustavsson explain that though it was common to 

have a gender separatist organization within the feminist movement in Scandinavia 

at the time (in fact, CFU also had a women’s only group within it), they also 

understood the paradoxical nature of this set-up. 34 In an attempt to create a more 

egalitarian society, a separatist school seems counterintuitive. However, their 

response was to acknowledge the inequality in Swedish society (which claimed to be 

egalitarian) and use it to their advantage. They acknowledged that in certain 

conversations not “everyone” is welcome and decided to use this to create a “safe 

space” in which gender, interestingly, became a non-issue. Gender becomes the 

common denominator thus giving way to other variables that sum up a person’s 

                                                            
Alexei, ‘Sleep and Subjectivity in Capitalist Modernity,’ Vimeo video, 1:30:29, posted by “Fondazione Antonio 
Ratti” (21/07/2011) https://vimeo.com/27021762  
34 From May to September 2001, CFU ran a course with visiting artist, Emma Hedditch, focused on women-only 
organisations.  

https://vimeo.com/27021762
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identity. This gave way to a deeper exploration into intersectionality: ‘women are not 

all the same, but many and different’.35 

In the case of the MFK, it seems that the art school “bubble” was not so much about 

experimenting with a utopian society but rather creating an environment in which 

ideas for an evolving society can be nurtured. They wanted separatism to be ‘a 

temporary strategy and an active choice’ rather than a permanent solution which is 

reminiscent of the temporary nature of Groys’ projects.36  It implies an awareness 

that these schools are not resolved alternatives to the neoliberal educational system 

but rather a place for experimentation in which alternatives are conjured and 

explored. 

Unfortunately, the non-inclusive model meant that a large part of the community was 

excluded and funding from the Municipality and County Council was pulled. The 

discord between the council and the ideologies of the project has similarly impeded 

projects such as the Unitednationsplaza from translation into the “real world”. 

 2.4 Mediation 

Unitednationsplaza, an attempt to rebrand Manifesta 6, was highly constrained by its 

funding. Cyprus’s capital, Nicosia, is split between the Turkish and Greek 

communities and Vidokle wanted to find a way to bring the opposing cultures 

together. He wanted to base the project in the Turkish areas of the city in order to 

instigate dialogue with the Greek community. This would create a utopian “bubble” in 

                                                            
35 Gustavsson & Nyberg, Do the Right Thing, 33 
36 Ibid. 35 
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which he could facilitate some form of mediation between the conflicting 

communities. However, the project’s funding came from the Greek community, who 

wanted the project to be exclusively in the Greek areas. Vidokle and the funders did 

not come to an agreement and the funding was pulled. 

Though the project transferred Berlin, where it adopted the name 

Unitednationsplaza, and eventually New York (in the form of Night School) it was not 

able to fulfil its initial aim. The project returned to the drawing board for editing before 

returning to its new locations. The act of mutating highlights the fleeting temporality 

of the very term “project”.  

Though it is evident that the “bubble” created by each school was constructive in the 

production of critical thought, the ability to permeate reality has proved problematic. 

However, the inability to do so does not necessarily indicate its failure. In the next 

chapter I reflect on the implications of finite time when working on a “project” and the 

inevitable end that all the projects come to. 
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CHAPTER 3: CROSSING THE ‘LINE OF DEATH’37 – The inevitable end of the 

projects and their legacy 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Groys explains that the “project” has become the 

prevailing capitalist mode of production and radically changes the nature of artistic 

labour.38 The project is a speculative methodology in which each detail is 

meticulously calculated in order to explore the potentialities of life and to ultimately 

alter it. It suspends itself from reality in order to test ideas for the future before 

attempting to resynchronise. Successful or not, the resynchronisation takes the 

projects to their inevitable end or “deadline”.39 If successful, the project stops being 

suspended from reality thus no longer a “project”; if unsuccessful, the project either 

ceases to exist or adapts into a different project altogether. In other words, 

regardless of the outcome, the project must cross the “deadline” in order to be 

implemented. The first half of this chapter will reflect on this inevitable “deadline” in 

each of the schools. In the second half, I explore what is left behind both in terms of 

product outcome and documentation and how this effects the artistic practice of the 

organisers/artists.  

 3.1 Funding 

Aside from the Life in the Woods project, whose temporality was inherent in that it 

was only meant to last a week, the project with the clearest “deadline” is 

                                                            
37 Kunst, Artist at Work, 167 
38 Groys, ‘The Loneliness of the Project,’ 75 
39 I take the term “deadline” from Bojana Kunst’s discussion on project temporality in which she regards the 
deadline as ‘the final consumption of creative life without an experience that would follow’; Kunst, Artist at 
Work, 167 
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Unitednationsplaza. The project was unable to fulfil its initial ideologies yet we must 

consider its evolution as a project through to Berlin and New York.  

If the “project” format is a trope for neoliberal productivity, then its dependency on 

capital investment could not be clearer than when the funding is withdrawn, as was 

the case with the project in Nicosia. However progressive, interesting or fruitful the 

project may have been, ultimately, the investors had the final say.    

As the project adapted for its relocation to Berlin, the scale of its ambition seems to 

have been reduced. The project was initially meant to bring together two conflicting 

communities through the instigation of criticality and dialogue in an apathetic public. 

However, the choice to move to Berlin was brought about by the new city’s 

association as a more open-minded public thus dampening Vidokle’s initial 

aspirations. Though the project still worked to bring together diverse communities, 

the ideologies that brought about for the initial project seem less poignant.  

In ‘From exhibition to school: notes on Unitednationsplaza’, Vidokle explains the 

purpose he had intended for the project. He wanted the project to be seen as a work 

of art in its own right. He wanted a project that ‘did not need anyone to display it or 

promote it and bring audiences to it’.40 Importantly, however, he wanted it to find a 

way to interact with different institutions – which it did in Mexico City and finally in 

New York City – and thus continuously adapt as a project. Though independent from 

the institutions, the project stopped and started depending on its location and host 

                                                            
40 Vidokle, Anton in Madoff, Art School, 199 
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institution. However, it seems that through continuous adaptation, its initial purpose 

as a radical socially ameliorative project was lost somewhere along the way. 

It is a sad irony that in an attempt to subvert the apathy of the public – a product of 

the neoliberal condition – the very thing that halted it, is its reliance on the neoliberal 

state. It is this very paradox that allows the hegemony of neoliberal thought to 

persevere.  

 3.2 The archive 

The CFU met its deadline in 2007, however, unlike the Unitednationsplaza¸ instead 

of focusing on the restoration of public criticality, Heise and Jakobsen were more 

interested in the nature of public subjectivity. They were concerned that 

contemporary production methods had homogenised subjectivity to a point of 

oversimplification in order to serve the hegemony. They wanted to create a project 

that embraced not only the “schizophrenic” nature of subjectivity, but also its 

emancipatory potential. The project was grounded in a refusal of power from the 

knowledge economy, one based on retreat into the private sphere.  

The CFU was about ‘taking power’ and refusing the dualism between the 

mainstream and the alternative modes of education.41 As the project began to 

become a fixture in the discussions about alternative emancipatory education, rather 

than crossing over into the mainstream the organisers decided to shut their doors. 

However, they did not deem this a failure; on the contrary they shut with the closing 

                                                            
41 Heise, Henriette & Jakobsen, Jakob, ‘All power to the Copenhagen Free University,’ (2011), accessed 
04/10/2016, http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/allpow.html  

http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/allpow.html
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statement ‘We Have Won!’.42 The choice to shut the school was a way of 

withdrawing themselves from the landscape of education before it too was 

normalised by the neoliberalist education system. As Heise and Jakobsen have 

themselves noted, this manner of working is contradictory.43 They attempted to work 

in the neoliberalist “project” format whilst maintaining a resistance to the 

transcendence into reality. This led to its inevitable conclusion: a plea to preserve the 

“safe space” ideology on which it was founded.  

Following ‘We Have Won!’ came the statement: ‘All power to the free universities of 

the future!’. Written in the wake of new legislation that banned the use of the term 

“university” for institutions not authorised by the state, this was a call for action.44 

Heise and Jakobsen wanted ‘everybody to establish their own free universities in 

their homes or in the workplace, in the square or in the wilderness’.45 This statement 

symbolised the CFU’s resistance to the knowledge economy and suggests the 

longevity of the project beyond its supposed “deadline”. They wanted to set the 

example for other such independent schools and show that if all opinions and ideas 

are valuable, learning and teaching can happen anywhere.  

When compared to the MFK’s frustration to the changing landscape that made up 

their project and ultimately resulted in its end, there is a clear difference in objective. 

                                                            
42 Heise, Henriette & Jakobsen, Jakob, ‘We Have Won!’ (2007), accessed 04/10/2016 
http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/won.html  
43 Heise & Jakobsen, ‘All power to the free universities of the future!’ 
44 In December 2010, CFU received a formal letter from the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation 
stating the prohibition of self-organised and free universities including the CFU. 
45 Heise & Jakobsen, ‘All power to the free universities of the future!’ 

http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/won.html
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The CFU’s goal was not to be the alternative art school but rather to be an example 

of how education can be, quite literally, home grown. In comparison, the MFK 

appears to initially have placed the purpose of the project on the physical school, yet, 

after its end, they too placed importance on the longevity of the project as an 

example for future projects.  

Both the MFK and the CFU attempted to defy the project deadline by creating lasting 

legacies of the activities carried out at the schools; Do the Right Thing: a manual 

from MFK in MFK’s case and a website complete with an archive of literature and 

events in CFU’s case.46  

 3.3 Documentation 

At this point, it is useful to consider what all four of the schools left behind after they 

reached their “deadline”. Kunst explains the importance of documentation when it 

comes to projects. She claims that it acts as a ‘basic witness’ to the project and 

validates its existence.47 The temporal nature of the “project” is similar to that of 

performance art. Both ephemeral, what remains after their conclusion is their 

documentation. This could help us understand the nature of documentation in 

relation to the schools.  

As well as acting as a form of evidence of the projects/performances having 

happened, the documentation becomes a productive output in its own right. The 

                                                            
46 For the MFK cf. Gustavsson & Nyberg, Do the Right Thing; for the CFU cf. ‘Copenhagen Free University 
homepage,’ accessed 29/09/2016, http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/  
47 Kunst, Artist at work, 169 

http://copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/
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physicality of documentation provides a certain longevity to the process of the 

project. Documentation chronicles the process of performance art (and the project) 

and captures a suspended moment in time. Interestingly, if all that remains is 

documentation of the project in action, its success or failure becomes irrelevant. By 

essentially “freezing” the project in action, the documentation becomes physical 

evidence of the project before it surpasses its “deadline”. 

Paradoxically, its very physicality is precisely the contradiction that concedes it to its 

own institutionalisation. The neoliberal economy puts a strong focus on physical 

product outcome; something that can be monetised and, to a certain extent, 

something that proves the “worthwhile” nature of an activity. 

Traditionally, especially in terms of performance art, documentation is the element of 

the artist’s labour that can be monetised. It is the element that can go from gallery to 

collector or museum and so becomes a valorisation of the artist’s work as well as a 

physical output. Documentation becomes a form of curriculum vitae, so to speak, to 

potential investors.  

Life in the Woods’ video, which can perhaps be seen as the most traditional form of 

documentation, was exhibited in multiple institutions including the MK Gallery, Milton 

Keynes and CCA, Glasgow. Though Plender argues that the product of the school 

was the event itself, it is interesting to consider the amount of focus that was put on 

this video.48 The video produced for Life in the Woods was a collaborative piece 

                                                            
48 Plender, ‘Art in the City’ 
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created by all the participants of the project. They were all taught a basic 

understanding of filmmaking equipment and were asked to film and represent their 

time there. Arguably, the pressure to produce some form of physical output makes 

the neoliberal paradox clearer as it justifies as oppositional to anti-capitalist 

tendencies for the contrary. 

These projects come to an inevitable end yet they manage to live on through their 

documentation which permanently “freezes” them in time. Though documentation is 

a paradigm of capitalist productivity, it is also an integral tool for the perseverance of 

the capitalist struggle. It provides a blueprint for future endeavours of a similar kind. 
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CONCLUSION 

These four projects contributed to the practice of institutional critique through social 

experimentation using emancipatory pedagogy. All four projects used dialogue as 

their primary format for teaching and learning through which they re-evaluated the 

very notion of what should – and could – be taught at art school. Through 

conversation, they attempted to restore criticality to a passive public and struggled 

with an anti-hierarchical structure. They experimented with the “bubble” of art school 

in order to create an environment suited to the production of critical thought but 

found the transition into real life problematic. Finally, when these projects came to an 

inevitable end, they left behind evidence of their activities through documentation. 

Throughout their existence many of the projects battled with the various paradoxes 

of incorporating capitalist tropes within their methodologies and, often, even tried to 

resist them. Ultimately however, the projects were relatively small scale and had 

limited social impact on their immediate communities. Even so, these techniques of 

emancipatory pedagogy have always been a feature of alternative education. Of 

varying ambitions and scales, these projects have been there all along. Therefore, 

we must then ask: why are they not altering the pedagogical landscape? 

Arguably, this is symptomatic of what Slavoj Žižek terms ‘pseudo-urgency’.49 The 

political left is caught in a ‘fake sense of urgency’ in which discussion after 

discussion takes place about the outrage of the current political condition yet no 

                                                            
49 Žižek, Slavoj, Violence: six sideways reflections (London, UK: Profile Books Ltd, 2008) pp. 5-6; cf. Kunst (2015) 
8 
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change is made. Perhaps the answer is to stop battling with the internal paradoxes 

and embrace them. Throughout the projects we saw the “paradoxical” uses of the 

“agonistic think-tank” model (Chapter 1); the archetypal multitasking entrepreneur 

(Chapter 2); the “project” (Chapter 3); and the production of physical output in the 

form of documentation (Chapter 3). These alternative schools provide a perfect 

environment in which to analyse the impact of these capitalist tropes so they can be 

understood, improved, and appropriated in order to the subvert the very neoliberal 

hegemony from which they originated.  

It is at this point that the documentation –  the biggest paradox of them all – becomes 

the most crucial. If the documentation is proof of anything, it is that these projects 

were not meant as resolute alternatives to the neoliberal education system.  Instead, 

documentation provides evidence of the tried and tested methodologies which can 

contribute to the current discourse and help construct future alternatives that slowly 

build on each other. 

The movement has been strengthening as the experiments evolve from one other 

and in recent years the alternative educational movement has escalated. Schools 

such as Open School East, which opened in 2013 in London, started in response to 

spiralling tuition fees and student debt and similarly, promote ideals of communal 

learning and informal teaching.  

This movement is not only UK based but has found roots globally. The Alternative 

Art School Fair ran for the first time in November 2016 at Pioneerworks in Brooklyn, 
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New York with the aim of showcasing over fifty alternative art schools from around 

the world. Hosting a variety of discussions and workshops, the fair itself aims to 

promote the very notion of alternative art education and how it can make a social 

impact.  

These new schools are using documentation from older projects –  such as the MFK, 

CFU, Unitednationsplaza and Life in the Woods – as blueprints for their own 

formation. It is therefore integral that the documentation is not only thorough but 

inclusive.  

However, if the dialogue produced is the very purpose of these projects, perhaps we 

must ask why we only hear the voices of the organisers. With the exception of Life in 

the Woods, the documentation that is left behind is lacking in contribution from the 

participants. The first hurdle of making the conversation happen has been overcome 

but the conversation has only partially been heard. It seems that too much value has 

been put on enabling the conversation but, as Rogoff asks, ‘did we put any value in 

what was being said?’.50 It is with this hindsight that we can see there was not an 

equal valuing of the voices within the projects examined.  

This draws to mind the earlier discussion in Chapter 1 about participatory art 

practices and their criticisms. Let’s reconsider Bishop’s statement about “good” 

(egalitarian) and “bad” (non-egalitarian) collaborative art with respect to the resulting 

documentation of the four projects.51 All but Life in the Woods would fall under the 

                                                            
50 Rogoff, ‘Turning,’ 9 
51 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 180 
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“bad” category as the collaborators are not only misrepresented, they are not 

represented at all.   

This is arguably the greatest paradox of them all. After all this effort to subvert the 

hegemony of neoliberal thought and fulfil Freire’s ultimate ‘humanist struggle’, it 

seems that one hegemony has replaced another. The oppressed are liberating the 

oppressed but are in turn becoming oppressors since the importance of the voice of 

the participants is yet again marginalised. Ultimately, the documentation for these 

projects beg for the same meticulous construction and attention given to the creation 

of the conversation. Only then can these projects claim to be fully inclusive and 

provide a full evaluation of their activities. 
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