
School of Integration: A Tool for Social Change – John Byrne 
 

“We should go back to the times when art was not something to look at in awe, but 
something to generate from. If it is political art, it deals with the consequences, if it 
deals with the consequences, I think it has to be useful art.”1  
 

The work of Tania Bruguera can be broadly characterised by her insistence on using art as a 
tool to generate real social change. This commitment to activist uses of art, or ‘artivism’ to 
coin one of Bruguera’s own terms, is a thread that underpins an already diverse and 
ongoing body of work. For example, in 2010 Bruguera began to work on her project 
Immigrant Movement International, a multi-purpose community space, hosted by Queens 
Museum, with the ultimate goal of developing ‘an international think tank that 
recognises (im)migrants’ role in the advancement of society at large’2. Similarly, in 2016, 
Bruguera opened The Institute of Artivism in Cuba. This project provides both a physical and 
online platform that artists and activists can use as a means to effect policy change and 
develop civic literacy. In 2018, as part of her Tate Hyundai Commission, Bruguera brought 
together a group of 21 Tate Neighbours who live within the same postcode area as Tate 
Modern. Bruguera instigated this project as a means to explore how museums and galleries 
can learn from, and adapt to, their local constituents. As well as re-naming Tate’s Boiler 
House for a year in honour of local activist Natalie Bell, the Tate Neighbours also co-
produced a manifesto that appeared as a free download when signing into the Tate’s WiFi. 
 
Underscoring such activist uses of art is, for Bruguera, the Spanish term Arte Útil which 
carries both the sense and meaning of useful art and, at the same time, the idea that 
useful art can provide a tool or device for effecting social change. In 2012 Bruguera began 
to develop and expand this idea into The Asociación de Arte Útil (or AAÚ)3, an ongoing 
and international network of artists, activists, critics, thinkers, makers and doers 
who are committed to the use of art as a tool for social change. At the core of the AAÚ is a 
growing online archive of contemporary and historical and contemporary projects in which 
art has been used 
as a tool for direct social, political and economic action. This archive of artistic activisms is 
also meant to be used as an open-source tool for social change – the idea is that the archive 
of Arte Útil will provide possible templates for activism that can be used by constituencies 
around the world as a means to re-address and change their urgencies and current 
conditions. The AAÚ archive is itself divided into sections such as urban development, 
scientific, economy and environment, and the entries for specific projects (which can be 
downloaded as printable pdfs) are categorised in terms of their initiators, goals, users 
and beneficial outcomes. 
 

 
1 Tania Bruguera, Introduction on Useful Art, 23.04.2011, available at 
http://www.taniabruguera.com/cms/528-0-Introduction+on+Useful+Art.htm (last accessed 10 April 
2017). 
 
2 See http://arteutil.net/2013/04/immigrant-movement-international/ (last accessed 10 April 2017) 
 
3 See www.arteutil.org (last accessed 12 June 2019) 



As such, the work of Tania Bruguera and the AAÚ might easily be seen as one more 
contribution to a now familiar and speculative landscape - art works that set out to struggle 
with ethical and aesthetic dilemmas. In an art world where objects are being replaced by 
experiences, passive audiences are giving way to active ‘users’, and museums are 
repurposing themselves as producers of new civic identities, Bruguera’s work might, at first 
glance, seem to be indistinguishable from existing modes of socially engaged art practice. 
Projects such as Jonas Staal’s New World Summit, a people’s parliament in northern Syria or 
Ahmet Öğüt’s Silent University, a platform for knowledge exchange about refugees or 
asylum seekers, are two recent examples of artivist and activist intervention which both also 
feature in the AAÚ archive. However, it could also be argued that Bruguera’s work, and the 
shared principles of Arte Útil which drive and sustain it, might represent something more 
ambitious and far-reaching. If this is the case, then it could be contended that Bruguera’s 
work demands nothing less than a radical reorganisation of our relationship to art, artists, 
museums, galleries and their attendant ‘art worlds’ as we commonly know them (or knew 
them) to be. To this end, it could also be suggested that Bruguera’s work would demand an 
alternative set of descriptive and evaluative terms and conditions, based on use value rather 
than aesthetics, through which we can understand Arte Útil as a complex, evolving and co-
produced labour of constituent art. 
 
In the light of this, any characterisation of Bruguera’s work as simply being the use (or 
misuse) of art as a means to demonstrate or highlight social problems - or even as a 
repurposing of existing artworld protocols as a means to illustrate possible or speculative 
solutions to these problems - would run the risk of missing the key point. At the core of 
Bruguera’s work, and the development of the idea and practice of Arte Útil, is a 
fundamental commitment to shift the role and function of art itself away from its traditional 
use as a form of symbolic dissent - an aesthetic imagining of a world yet to be - and toward 
a condition of active and ongoing use or usership. In the case of School of Integration, 
Bruguera’s current intervention into the physical and ideological fabric of Manchester Art 
Gallery and Manchester International Festival, this commitment to art’s use as a real (rather 
than symbolic) tool for social change can be seen operating at a number of intersecting 
levels. 
 
At its most straight forward, School of Integration offers us an opportunity to invert the 
usual dynamic of one-way integration courses which, for Bruguera, only fulfil half of their 
possible social potential. Instead, School of Integration asks us what would happen if the 
integration of immigrants was not simply based on a required one-way absorption of a new 
culture but, at the same time, offered opportunities for both immigrants and established 
nationals to meet, live with each other, and grow together in their complexities and 
difference? For Bruguera this would necessitate a move beyond thinking of ‘one or the 
other’ and, instead, to adopt a new way of thinking and working based on the idea of ‘one 
plus the other’. In order to do this, Bruguera’s School of Integration will deliver a series of 
daily, free, and open participation workshops, across three different spaces in the Gallery, 
which will cover a diverse range of subjects from history and culture to cooking and craft. 
 
On another level the School of Integration seeks to provide a new form of solidarity 
for those involved. Whilst living though these times of Brexit and global migration, it can be 
all too easy to imagine that immigrants share some kind of singular identity – that 



immigrants can be simply seen as ‘other’, ‘alien’ or ‘non-British’. For Bruguera, the ‘School 
of Integration will provide an active opportunity to complexify and question this convenient 
stereotype as, of course, immigrants to any country also come from a broad and diverse 
range of educational, class-specific, gender-specific and sexually orientated backgrounds. In 
addition to this, the School of Integration will also offer opportunity for UK citizens to 
voluntarily take the Life in the United Kingdom’ test (a 45 minute exam in which candidates 
for citizenship have to answer 24 questions on life in the UK) to see how they 
might fare. 
 
Perhaps most importantly, Bruguera’s School of Integration also offers an opportunity to 
rethink how museums and galleries themselves might begin to shift and change in order to 
contribute towards, as well as to reflect upon, the growing demands of our shared cultural 
experience. If School of Integration and similar Arte Útil projects are to provide anything 
beyond a temporary opportunity to rethink our current condition, then museums and 
galleries must also begin to evidence that they are prepared to rethink their own civic and 
educative function. As Bruguera argues, in an age of ‘event’ culture, shaped as it is by an 
online attention economy in which our likes, dislikes and purchasing choices are monetised 
via the algorithms of social media, we are losing our sense of long-term commitment and 
political responsibility. All we need worry about in this condition is how happy we are in the 
present, when the next spectacular event will happen, and how it might be more exciting 
and stimulating than the last one we experienced. Instead, Bruguera’s School of 
Integration - if it is to be experienced as anything other than a quick ‘feel-good’ fix to our 
current sense of moral and ethical confusion - demands that we participate in the 
replacement of the ‘culture of the event’ with a longer term ‘culture of implementation’. 
And this, above all, demands that we shift our own responses to culture from that of passive 
spectator and toward that of active user. After all, it is only by actively sharing, shaping, 
rethinking and reforming our culture together that we will retain any hope of providing real, 
material and emancipatory change as a society. 
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