





E1Y
AR

10 B
SOM

NORA STERNFELD

SJECTS WHO

- PRESUMED
- IGNORAN T

REFLECTIONS

O

AR T

MEDIATION AS
A SERVICE.



WE ASK
OURSELVES
WHY SOME
TESTIMONIES
ARE BELIEVED
AND OTHERS
ARE NOT - AND
WITH WHAT
INJUSTICE THIS IS
CONNECTED.

NORA STERNFELD

Let me start with a story: In September 2021, | was at a conference on museums
in Copenhagen. Looking for a way to end the day, | found myself in a gin bar
with some colleagues on a cool late summer evening. The range of different gin
cocktails on offer there was impressively large and summarized in a thick book,
on the basis of which we decided what we could choose. But even more remark-
able was that the bartender not only arrived with the fancy cocktails and gin
and tonics, but also explained to us, “Every gin has a story.” Immediately, he
began telling sensational stories about each of our orders, the biographical
and historical details of which were obviously meant to elevate the value of the
mixed drink.ldidn't notice much, probably didn'tlisten that attentively, but at one
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pointldid start to wonder. We heard about a gin made by aman who had to flee
from a “guy named Franco” in Spain, who fortunately died in 1941, so that the
Spanish story could have a good ending after all!| asked briefly, because | was
not sure if | had understood correctly. The bartender stressed it again: “Yes,
Franco had died in 1941." But there was actually no time because the stories
were already moving on to the next cocktail and | - especially since I speak Ger-
man - didn't necessarily want to lecture the young man about the year 1941.

Since then, | have been preoccupied with the question of what kind of speech
that was which obviously has no factual validity and yet is supported by an ap-
parent connection between narration and facts, between history and stories.
Why is it important in this gin bar, with its stylishly cozy hygge wood paneling, to
tell stories that are constructed like true stories when, at the same time, these
stories themselves are quite obviously neither true nor important?

I am telling all this here because this question is connected to an examination of
the testimonial attributions that visitors to exhibitions make towards mediators

which Jelena Toopeekoff initiated in me: In a workshop she organized as part of
the 2018/19 Volkswagen Group Fellowship, we explored epistemic injustice and

credibility judgments at the intersection of analytical philosophy and art media-
tion.In this context, together with Jelena Toopeekoff, we ask ourselves why some

testimonies are believed and others are not - and what injustices this entails. On

the basis of her own experiences as a mediator at the last two documenta exhi-
bitions and against the background of relevant texts, Jelena Toopeekoff reflects

on the relationship of visitors to mediators and notes that their speech often

contains much less authority and agency than might be expected: thus it hap-
pens in mediation situations that mediators are sometimes denied credibility.

So what do the waiter in a gin bar in Copenhagen and a documenta mediator
have in common? They work in insecure jobs where telling stories is part of the
business. And they are not always believed - sometimes rightly and sometimes
wrongly. So who do we believe? And what is the social function of the fact that
we believe anyone at all, or possibly no one at all anymore? So it is against this
background that I would like to ask here how much authority and agency factual
speechin general, and the speech of mediators
. still have in concrete terms in the 21st century.
Franco ruled Spain dictatorially
from 1939 after the Spanish

Civil War (sparked by his military
coup) until his death in 1975 unfortunately true reasons why some mediators

Inherresearch, Jelena Toppeekoff identifies two
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and some forms of speaking at exhibitions are given less credence than others.
First, social attributions such as origin, age, and gender are at work among lis-
teners which can lead to unfair differences in trust. Second, monological, affir-
mative mediation is apparently more likely to be assumed to be grounded in
knowledge than a discursive, open form of engagement. In addition to these
two powerful and unjust distinctions, | would like to ask here about further eco-
nomic and structural conditions that could lead to the fact that mediation in the
21st century may no longer have only the essential task of sharing, generating.
and discussing knowledge, but may also take on a different, contradictory func-
tion which may even originate in the fact that it is no longer about referring to
facts atall.

KNOWLEDGE AS A SERVICE

Museum theorist Tony Bennett's The Birth of the Museum (1995), published in the
1990s, provided an examination of the politics of knowledge and power in the
19th century museum. He recounts the exhibition complex and the national edu-
cational function of the public museum from its beginnings, pointing to docu-
ments that attest to the role of “instructors,” “guides,” and "demonstrators.”
These guides, important to the education of the nation, were to learn to position
themselves in relation to objects in such a way that they could be easily seen
and to speak in such a way that they would be believed. For this purpose, the
institution provided means and techniques, formed its own educational depart-
ments. What are the conditions, means and techniques that organize the work
of mediators today? First of all, they are insecure jobs with a degree of fluctua-
tion, so thatin all likelihood - perhaps itis similar in the gin bar mentioned at the
beginning - new students will always be doing these jobs. In addition, most of
the preparation is unpaid. At best, a curator tour is offered to the mediators;
more often than not, they have to fight to be allowed to receive a catalog. So
what is left for them but to make up their own minds about what is being shown
in the shortest possible time?

The work of mediation must therefore cost the institution as little as possible.
Ideally - according to the self-image of most institutions - the mediation is
self-supporting, possibly it should even alleviate the other budgets alittle. There
isno question then that most of the mediation services offered to visitors are not
infrequently subject to a fee. We like to say in this context: “"What costs nothing,
is worth nothing.” And so for many visitors, the mediation offers do indeed often
represent acertain value.In away mediation promises “the full program,” and so
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visitors who can afford it are often happy to pay for their guided tours, walks -
whatever the exhibition tours are called that are supported by narratives - be-
cause with the appropriate mediation program, the visit to the exhibition seems
to become a better experience. However, this does not mean that the paying
visitors, as mature consumers, believe the mediators.

THE LOST TRANSFERENCE

For Sigmund Freud, imputing knowledge is an essential prerequisite for trans-
ference - that is, for establishing the relationship that makes psychoanalysis
possible in the first place. Jacques Lacan, in turn, made it even clearer that psy-
choanalysis consists, not only of the production of the assumption of knowledge,
but essentially of the rejection of this assumption: Thus the power of transfer-
ence that neverrises becomes that of its own analysis.

Similar to psychoanalytical self-reflection, learning also needs such transfer-
ence: The transference relation drives learning precisely when and because it is
not rigid, and precisely when and because there is no total authorization. Eva
Sturm also refers to deconstruction, already laid out by Freud and which Lacan
makes explicit when she locates art mediation “in the bottleneck of words” [Im
Engpass der Worte] (Sturm 1996). The assumption of knowledge, in turn, to reject
critically, to keep it open and productive, but not to abolish it, is thereby essential
for what happens with each other in a situation in which learning occurs.

In this sense, the negotiation of authority and authorship has become an essen-
tial question of critical art mediation since the 1990s. We were dealing with a
threefold negotiation. We asked: how can the subordination of knowledge and
the attribution of knowledge be reflected? But also: what knowledge is set as
seemingly neutral and objective in exhibitions, what is left out? And thirdly: Why
is the knowledge of the mediators devalued? And since the 1990s based on all
these negotiations, the question of “who is speaking?” in museums and exhibi-
tions has become particularly acute. Now this question has been accompanied
by social strugglesin and against the representative regime: it has beenrelated
to the interpretive power of museums, to the authority of institutional authorship,
to what was told and what, in contrast, did not become part of representation, to
who was heard and who was silenced. And all this happened not as an end in
itself, but as a form of wrestling with the representative regime.
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WHO CARES WHO IS SPEAKING?

Basically, the question “who is speaking?” was about a “talking back” (hooks

1989) against the canon. With Eva Sturm, Carmen Morsch, and critical art medi-
ation, we have learned to question authorized speech with regard to its natural-
izations of power - notin order to abolish it, but precisely in order to make it pro-
ductive, i.e.radically democratically negotiable. Nora Landkammer shows in her
important and reflective study "Mediation in Ethnological Museums as a Field of
Conflicting Orders of Knowledge” [Vermittlung in ethnologischen Museen als

Feld widerstreitender Wissensordnungenl (Landkammer 2021) that different

discourses are involved when mediators speak. The struggle has not been with-
out consequences: 21st century museum and exhibition discourses have literally
boomed with conferences, texts, and funding criteria that have included buzz-
words such as “polyphony,” “inclusion,” and “participation.”

But what would happen now if we found ourselves in a situation where not only
a particular authorization was called into question, but the factuality of knowl-
edge itself was rendered irrelevant? For what has happened since then is that
the representative regime as a form of government has been supplemented by
other mechanisms that no longer need representation: with mathematics, logis-
tics, technologies, and data processing that rely more on immediate clicks than
on comprehensible identification. The violence of discriminating representation
plays an even more sinister role in the world of Big Data than it used to, but it
works better when we see everything playfully, when we don't argue about it or
believeinit.

“"Who cares who is speaking?” (Foucault 1969). This question, with which Michel
Foucault introduces his famous essay on authorship, today sounds, on the one
hand, uncanny and, on the other, almost blasphemous - after all, it seems as if
from a critical mediation perspective, hardly anything would concern us so
much as this very question. What did Foucault mean? According to him, author-
ship as an act of speaking was firstly a courageous action: “Speech at the origin
of our culture (and probably in others as well) was not a product, not a thing, not
agood,itwas essentially an act - an act that had its place in the bipolarity of the
sacred and the profane, the permitted and the forbidden, the religious and the
blasphemous. Historically, it had been a perilous act before it became a com-
modity in the catchment area of property”?(ibid.:
211f). And what happens to this speech when it 5

cannolongerbe adangerous act because no Translation: Frieda Pattenden
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one hears it? Or because no one believes it, or because it merely seems to be-
long to a qualitative experience as a status symbol, and when it is constantly
evaluated precisely according to this and competes against others? So what if
everything could be said, critically and uncritically, one issue and its opposite -
as long as it generates feedback and attention? What if an evaluation were
more valid than a counterargument? Wouldn't this be accompanied by an un-
canny disempowerment to argue about knowledge? Wouldn't this de-authori-
zation of speech at the same time be its most authoritarian form?

And how can this then be countered? If we want to understand mediation in an
increasingly post-factual world as the counter-factual courage to speak - and
not simply somehow, but in the sense of parrhesia true-to-speak - then it also
needs structures and settings in which speaking can again take place at all, and
epistemic conditions in which justice can be argued and struggled for.
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WHAT WE

CAN DO ONLINE
WHAT WE CAN |
DO ALONE.

SE T TINGE RIS
DIGITAL ART
MEDIATION.




SO THE WORD
‘MEDIATION"™ SEEMS
TO IMPLY THAT
THERE IS SOMETHING
CONCRETE, PRE-
EXISTING, CLEARLY
COMPREHENSIBLE
THAT COULD BE
MEDIATED.

STERNFELD 2014:9

When we are asked about our work as art mediators, the two most common
questions are usually:

"What does that still have
- orevenhave atall -
to do with art?”

Where is the art in all this?

While we initially took these questions as a sign of inadequacy in our work, in the
meantime we are only satisfied when they are asked.
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We are interested in the spaces of art. Their context in the sense of structure, in
terms of their location, in terms of their administration and hierarchies, in terms
of their storage of knowledge. We are interested in art institutions as apparatus-
es of inclusion and exclusion, of labor relations and pathfinders. As mysterious
places and as powerful places. We are interested in how one becomes part
of an artinstitution. How do you getin? As a member of the public or as a medi-
ator, with a research question, with an anxious look, with an assignment or as
apastime?

We take a shortcut into the spaces of art by going digital. We explore the artin-
stitutions without having to be physically present. We gather the questions we
would otherwise never ask the curator in a shared document. We sleep in the
park in front of the institution, we drink coffee there, we read the posters until a
new question arises, we observe a family having a picnic there and taking a
selfie. We mistake the Pokemon Go players in the park in front of the institution
for the participants of a workshop. We work as we walk, as far as the public WIFI
will take us.

We, that is soppa/bleck, that is Laura Bleck and Josefine Soppa. We have been
working together in art mediation since 2014. We design workshops as settings
and give online lectures on digital mediation for among others the Art Associa-
tion Hildesheim, institutions of civic education in rural areas, for the DGTL
FMNSM Festival, the University of Hildesheim, the HGB Leipzig and for the Stad-
tische Galerie Wolfsburg as part of the Volkswagen Group Fellowship.

Our works are always digital and analog at the same time. The respective con-
text, the materialities and preconditions of encounters in places of art are in
the foreground. We use the digital primarily as a possibility to be in and out of
situations and their places at the same time.

In this text we try to give aninsight into our work and our approach in digital art
mediation. This text is similar to our practical projects in art mediation: an at-
tempt to emerge from a constant rethinking that has to be completed at some
point, even though we claim to be committed to the process. An attempt to com-
ment on and challenge ourselves in what we do. An attempt to create more di-
mensions or tabs in a confined area. An attempt to be sometimes performative
and then still reflective. An attempt to leave something in the poetic and still be
clearin some instances. A concurrence of doubting and asserting. These forms
of attempts are our art mediation.
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*playing

Our mediation approach consists not only of work and concept, but also of the
possibility that we play, try out, overturn, experiment and speculate. This is im-
portant for us to state: We enjoy collaborating and sharing our ideas with others.

Art mediationis also nonsense.

Through a DIY relationship with digital media and its devices, in which we are
less experts and more bullshitters, we can be open and playful. In this playful-
ness we try to meet participants in the situations we provide with an openness
that we want to adopt towards ourselves and othersin our ‘counter-expertness™
It should be more about trying out a situation together than about a possible
prior knowledge or outcome.

In collaboration with other artists, art mediators and the audience, various
playful formats have emerged: Online karaoke, online meditation, online walks
through parks or through artists” archives, excursions into artists’ unlocked tabs,
workshops in chat groups, pep-talks-to-go during vernissages and discussions
in Twitter format, jointly inserted comments on social media accounts of art in-
stitutions, and excursions via Google Maps.

1. OWN EXPERIENCES AND INSECURITIES AS AN APPROACH

Since the beginning of our collaborative work, we have been asking questions -
conceptually and practically rather than in terms of educational theory - from
the digitalinto the theory and practice and processes of mediationitself. We ask
about the preconditions and spaces of mediation. We ask about the relation-
ships between knowledge and power that operate as a matter of course in the
distribution of mediation as the thing to be mediated about (art-knowledge), the
mediating instance (knowledgeable mediator), and the recipient of the thing to
be mediated about (unknowing public):

“Thus the word ‘mediation” seems to imply that there is something concrete,
pre-existing, clearly delineable that could be mediated about.In doing so, it also
seems to be narrating that there is someone who knows beforehand what is to
be conveyed - the mediators - and that this knowledge is then to be passed on
in as precise and comprehensible a form as possible to someone else who did
not have it before.” (Sternfeld 2014: 9) [Translation FPI.
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One reason to interrogate these knowledge-power relations in the context of
mediation was our own experiences with formats in academic and artistic
spaces: the feeling of being in art institutions with the wrong or too little knowl-
edge. The feeling of being sneaked in. The feeling of not having the right” knowl-
edge for these spaces. The insecurity of speaking in a group. Not knowing the
‘real’ goal. Saying the wrong thing. The experience of knowing something or
wanting to know something but not daring to share it in that specific group con-
text. The insecurity of being in a group where the same people - primarily white,
cis-male players - always speak and dictate the discourse.

Our work in art mediation began with the desire to undermine these habitual
settings and to give space to the experiences of uncertainty. To this end, we see
our own position as mediators in relation to the spaces of art, its objects, collab-
orators, and the audiences as a moment through which we can counter a formal
redistribution of power. Playing with our own position is motivation for our mode
of working.

One form of this playing with our own position and positionings within mediation
situations was initially to emphasize absence. We tried to withdraw ourselves as
mediators: Not to be there and to make room in absence. With the help of an
empty space, to open up other forms of presence. Not to be there in order to be
there in another way, through other people, through objects, through both set
and changeable spaces, through media.

We developed situations in which we ourselves, as mediators, could be physi-
cally absent and communicate with the audience via the framing, the equip-
ment of the spatial conditions and via digital media such as smartphones.

As mediators, we always remain the ones who prepare a situation, who provide
a framework and invite the audience into it.

Nevertheless, we notice a change in the structure that a workshop, for example,
takes on when we don't use pronounceable language or are not physically pres-
ent ourselves. What happens or can happen in the moment this is up for negoti-
ation by all participants and is acted out over the time of being together.

The mediating in the moment is that which withdraws itself in its functioning,

effect, and intention. That can become noticeable in that very withdrawal and
disappearance. When it is noticed, it can become an object that is viewed and
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WHAT DOES ART

MEDIATION DO WITHOUT ART?
WHAT DOES ART

MEDIATION DO WITHOUT

ART MEDIATORS?

WHAT DOES ART

MEDIATION DO WITHOUT

AN AUDIENCE?

WHAT DOES ART MEDIATION
DO WITHOUT WHAT IS TO

BE MEDIATED?

WHAT DOES ART
MEDIATION DO WITHOUT
AN INSTITUTION?

WHAT DOES ART
MEDIATION DO WITHOUT
A PHYSICAL ENCOUNTER?
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examined differently and nolonger remains a discreet, quiet, flowing mediator.In
other words: we notice our smartphone as a medium for something when the bat-
tery is empty or the WIFI breaks down. We notice the workshop leader as a medi-
ator for the situation we find ourselves in when she arrives late, and we wait silent-
ly in the unknown group. We notice the mediator in his absence, in his resistance.

2. DIGITALITY AS A CIRCUMSTANCE

For our approach, digital media are mediators to create shared situations togeth-
er with the institution and its staff, with audience and participants, which in the play
of presences and absences put the conditions of coming together in the art con-
text to task. In our projects, we mainly use smartphones as devices that are close
to and mobile with our own bodies and digital applications such as messenger,
social media and open-source writing documents that are close to our everyday
life, although different barriers exist here for different target groups and different
introductions to the situations are needed.

Our approaches to a critical reflection of the situations in the art context find a
correspondence and form in mediality and digitality. It is the condition of coming
togetheritself that we want to scrutinize and mediate on.Itis the spaces that we do
not enter, that we look at from a distance. It is the new spaces and niches that we
findin a chat or acomment in a digital document.

In the digital, we can subvert habitual settings and make the settings. rules, and
parameters of a shared situation with audience or participants noticeable.

We have tried out this experimentation with digital media as mediators of ashared
situation in various projects. On the one hand, we work with digital means, on the
other hand, in the digital, as a simultaneity of a digital and analog experience. In
the digital state, simultaneities, absences, and connectivity are always active. The
direction we aim for with this way of working is to treat the digital not as a tool of
mediation but as its condition. A form of de-location of mediation which at the
same time makes the concrete and physical places and their limitations and pre-
conditions first noticeable and thus negotiable.

*material

The material of mediationitself is not primarily a work of art or its materiality. The
material of mediation is the references of the situation and the context in which
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mediation takes place. Itis the precious metals that are builtinto a smart phone
which makes the digital workshop possible. It is the paths, conditions, and local-
ities of the individual parts of the smartphone.

The materialis a participant’s refusal to continue participating in our online work-
shop because, as alarge group continually sending files in chat, we consume a
lot of data andresources. The materialis the question of how we respond to this
criticism. The material is the objects we use to equip a situation. The blue over-
sized terrycloth towel that our accomplices brought into our project with which
we inturn equip other accomplices for another project who will take up the story
of the towel in their project and pass it on again. The material is our own experi-
ence of insecurities in art institutions, in which we still feel like impostors. It also
consists of our fear of not understanding and not being able to speak. The ma-
terial becomes the content of our mediation.

3. SETTINGS IN PROGRESS

Inthe digital, we have found a form that lets us ask questions about positionings,
absences, and the parameters of coming together, collaborating, and sharing
knowledge from somewhere else. It is clear that a shift in presences does not
yet subvert these positionings. It first only directs the perception of the situation
towards its context. It makes the parameters of the situation the content of the
situation. This way of working developed into a form we call setting: A situation
that we, as mediators, specify and into which we invite the audience. A situation
the structure and conditions of which are open to the questioning and processing
of allparticipants and which, atleast at the moment of being together, also makes
us participantsin the situation.

So far, we have presented different settings in different contexts for negotiation.
Settings in which no person was physically present. Settings in which we were
not present as mediators. Settings in which all participants in the situation were
present, but only interacted digitally. Settings that were dispersed and stag-
gered in both location and time. Settings that took place only in shared online
documents with anonymous participants.

In these different settings, we always face the problem of claiming that the situ-
ation at hand can be negotiated by everyone, yet it is never available to every-
one in equal measure. We are still the mediators who produce the situation,
equip and open and invite into the situation. Even if, for example, the unfamiliar
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Fig.1 soppa/bleck: Setting-Variante 2019, Stage Design of OMSK SOCIAL CLUB,
Festivals DGTL FMNSM, Festspielhaus Hellerau.

SETTING: 50 PEOPLE //

A DEFINED PHYSICAL SPACE //
VERBAL/AUDIBLE COMMUNICATION
ABANDONED// IN PHYSICAL

SPACE // SEMI-PUBLIC, SHARED
TELEGRAM CHAT // 50 SMART -
DEVICES // 3 SCREENS //
WIFI/MOBILE DATA // SEATING //
LINKS // QUESTIONS

SETTING-VARIANT 2019

SOPPA/BLECK



form of digital gathering and the possibility of anonymity that comes with it
open up the possibility of further discussion and negotiation, we are still the en-
tities that define the situation.

The participants are not our accomplices. They may be for a moment or for an
instance. For a moment we are accomplices together when we can discuss the
claims of the situation together. When then a completely different situation aris-
es that we as mediators could not have foreseen. When we as mediators have
to getinvolvedin the situation, we have invited ourselves into. When a week later
we send out a text that we talked about and the chat group in which we took a
break together is still being used.

*proliferation

We are always working in collaboration, in complicity. We are always in discus-
sion about which word best describes the forms of collaboration. We are still
unsure about it. There are two of us, soppa/ bleck, and we bring in other players.
Our concepts are based on invitation and giving space. For each project we in-
vite other people to bring something to our concept with their ideas and per-
spectives and approaches or to processiit.

We want to support each other. We want to share something and give some-
thing away. We want to be challenged. We want further perspectives. We want
to be hosts. We want to connect here and there. We want to be hosts in the insti-
tutions where we ourselves are guests. We need to multiply more. We make the
connections, inspirations, the enquiries, the feedback the intention of our inten-
tions. We mark the path we walk together, the route we think together, the over-
lapping of our ideas and questions.

(Excerpt notes soppa/bleck Volkswagen Group Fellowship 2019-2020)

The practice of collaboration and complicity offers a structure against isolation
and for mutual support and solidarity in the art context. But it is also a form for
thinking and conceptualizing as a shared situation, as exchange and mutual
questioning. We have also invited some of our accomplices, with whom we have
collaborated in various projects so far, into this text. They have brought some-
thing (*scores) to expand its texture and cross our descriptions (*multiplication).
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WHAT ARE WE DOING HERE?

WHAT ASSUMPTIONS, EXPECTATIONS
AND PREREQUISITES ACTUALLY
EXIST IN THIS COMING TOGETHER?
WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THIS
COMMON SITUATION? IS IT EVEN A
SHARED SITUATION? WHAT IS ITS
GOAL? WHO DETERMINES THE GOAL?
AND WHO DETERMINES THE RULES
OF THIS JOINT COMING TOGETHER?
WHO GIVES THE INPUT? WHO HAS
KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THIS SITUATION
AND THIS GATHERING? WHO HAS
KNOWLEDGE ABOUT ITS CONTENTS?
FROM WHERE ARE WE SPEAKING?
FROM WHAT PERSPECTIVE ARE WE
SPEAKING? AND WHAT KIND OF WE
ARE WE ACTUALLY ASSUMING HERE?




WE, ACCOMPLICES - animagination exercise

WE BREATHE IN DEEPLY.

WE BREATHE OUT DEEPLY. (conG/ ORRINGING)

WE FEEL OUR BODIES IN SPACE.

WE ARE TOGETHER IN A ROOM OR DIGITALLY
CONNECTED. WE IMAGINE HOW WE ARE
TOGETHER AND WHAT WE CAN DO TOGETHER?

OUR INTEREST IN EACH OTHER, IN HEARING
EACH OTHER'S PRESENCE. OUR CAPABILITY TO
CREATE AND BE PRESENT TO EACH OTHER

IS RECOGNIZED; THEREFORE, ACCORDING TO
BELL HOOKS, THE PRESENCE OF ALL BODIES

IN SPACE SHOULD CONSTITUTE ANY RADICAL
PAEDAGOGY . cf.hooks1995:8.

WE IMAGINE THE TEXTURE OF OUR TOGETHER-
NESS. HOW IS IT WOVEN TOGETHER? HOW

DO THE DIFFERENT THREADS FEEL TOGETHER?
WE IMAGINE BEING TOGETHER WHILE ACKNOWL-
EDGING OUR DIFFERENCES. WHAT ATTITUDE

DO WE WANT TO ADOPT IN DOING SO7?

HOW DO WE SHARE OUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCES
AND SEE WHAT THEY HAVE TO DO WITH SOCIAL
POWERSTRUCTURES? HOW DO WE STRENGTHEN
EACH OTHER AS DIVERSELY AS WE NEED TO?

HOW CAN WE FEEL AS ACCOMPLICES IN ALL OUR
IMPERFECTION SO THAT, AS FRED MOTEN AND
STEFANO HARNEY WRITE, IT IS REVOLUTIONARY?

‘BUT TO FEEL COMPLICIT IN ALL OUR INCOM-
PLETENESS IS TO BE REVOLUTIONARY-SO MUCH
SO THAT YOU MIGHT EVEN CALL IT OTHER

THAN BEING.” MotenHarney 2019:23




CHRISTINA HARLES IS AN ARTIST,
CULTURAL SCIENTIST AND MEDIATOR.
SHE STUDIED CULTURAL STUDIES
AND AESTHETIC PRACTICE AND ART
AND POLITICS IN HILDESHEIM AND
LONDON AND IS CURRENTLY DOING

A MASTER'S DEGREE IN ART IN
CONTEXT IN BERLIN. SHE PREFERS
TO WORK WITH FILM, PERFORMANCE,
TEXTILE, ALTERNATIVE PEDAGOGY
AND ARTISTIC (DIY) PUBLICATIONS.
RECURRING THEMES IN HER WORK ARE
THE POLITICS AND POETICS OF
FEELINGS, AFFECTS AND RELATION-
SHIPS AND THEIR CONNECTION TO
INTERSECTIONAL-FEMINIST AND
DECOLONIAL APPROACHES, ACTIVISM
AND SOCIAL JUSTICE. SHE IS A FAN
OF VISIONARY FICTION AND FEMINIST
SPECULATION AS WELL AS FEMI-
NIST AND ALTERNATIVE ARCHIVES
AND NARRATIVES.

*MULTIPLICATION *SCORE

CHRISTINA HARLES



4. REACTING
*simultaneities

The self-evident simultaneity of hybrid connections that overlap and subvert is
the goaland structure of our work. The digitalis not atool, itis not a means of getting
somewhere. The digital is the state and world reference in which we act. The de-
vices are on our bodies, the smartphone is an agent that is constantly close to us.

Since the Covid pandemic, art and mediation have necessarily taken place dig-
itally. The place of mediation is the Internet and thus at the same time the re-
spective private or public space of all participants. Digital mediation formats
have become normalized and more commonplace as aresult of the pandemic.
The need to explain the necessity or feasibility of digital formats, which we were
still dealing with before the pandemic, has become superfluous. Digital media-
tionin generalis nolonger questioned because itis needed.

We observe the workshops we attend during the weeks of lockdown: Mediation

happens on the second or on the third screenIt occurs with a delay and at the

same time as other everyday processes. The mediators noticeably become

learners, they share ignorance about the forms and possibilities of coming to-
gether. Participants locate themselves between digital and analog interactions

thatnolonger need to be constantly distinguished. Between their body here, the

echo of their voice there in the feedback, deciding to turn off the video, take a

walk, and listen in passing through headphones. Noticing their body after along

online session at their desk. We notice ourselves as well:

We are busy in parks and on forest paths, not being online, recovering from video
conferences, stretching our limbs that have been sitting in a chair for so long, but
our devices are with us, receiving messages, installing updates, recording routes
and locations, we are never not online. Our devices experience the walk in the
park, they feel our hand making sure we have them with us. We forget the mate-
riality of our devices as much as we suddenly become aware of them. We had
forgotten our bodies in front of the screens. But we also didn't find them again
when we went for a walk.

(Excerpt notes soppa/bleck Volkswagen Group Fellowship 2019-2020)

1
Second Screenis aterm for the
paralleluse of two devices, for exam-
ple: Streaming a movie on the laptop
while chatting on the smartphone
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*institution internet

Neither 'the internet nor 'the artinstitutions” have been able to fulfill the promise
of being places of emancipation, participation, and justice. Just as discrimina-
tory, racist, sexist, ableist, classist social structures are perpetuated in art institu-
tions, they operate on the internet. In each case in their composition, in their per-
formativity,in their structure andin their content. Acknowledging this also means
realizing that art institutions and the internet are part of and an expression of
society, that they are society and make society. They are not detached places,
not afterthoughts, not counter-designs.

Nevertheless, and precisely because of this, the internet’and 'the art institutions’
have the possibility to provide other spaces: To welcome counter-designs and
niches within themselves. To let something be brought inside, to keep the doors
open to this. To also keep the doors open for something to falter.

Due to the normalization of digital formats in the course of the pandemic, relat-
ed questions of content have become topical, questions that arise from the
newly structured everyday life. Questions that are not new but within the collec-
tive experience of spatial limitation and self-reflexivity in the pandemic every-
day life can once again be newly posed or more specifically linked to individual
experiences: Questions about the dimensions and relations of proximity and
distance, about the possibility and nature of gathering and coming together,
about negotiating public space and claiming private space. Questions about
physicality in the digital and the materiality of devices. Questions about the
closedness and exclusion of art institutions and their possible accessibility or
existing barriers in the digital. Thematically, these are the questions we always
deal with at the same time in our projects: They are questions about the situa-
tion, the context, the actors, and the institution. In our mediation work, it has be-
come increasingly important in the pandemic to convey a shared present as a
circumstance and make impossibilities, flexibilities, and exhaustion visible and
discussable. In the collective experiences of the pandemic and the simultane-
ous very individual experiences of precariousness, we have understood our
work above all as the creation of digital situations in which a common exchange
of experiences could become possible. We have understood mediation as an
exchange platform and appointment within a threatening everyday life. Media-
tion was the possibility to exchange about this present while meeting under the
conditions of this present.
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*MULTIPLICATION *SCORE

NORA BRUNGER

NORA BRUNGER WORKS AS A CURATOR
AND ART MEDIATOR. HER WORK FOCUSES
ON QUESTIONS OF CARE IN THE VISUAL
ARTS AND POWER-CRITICAL CURATORIAL
PRACTICE, (QUEER) FEMINIST THEORIES
AND ARTISTIC PRACTICES AS WELL

AS SCIENCE FICTION, VISIONARY FICTION
AND CYBERFEMINISM IN VISUAL ART.
STUDIES SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS
AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS AT THE LEIBNIZ
UNIVERSITY HANNOVER, CULTURAL
STUDIES AND AESTHETIC PRACTICE AS
WELL AS STAGING OF THE ARTS AND
MEDIA AT THE FOUNDATION OF THE UNI-
VERSITY OF HILDESHEIM. SINCE 2020,

SHE IS THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF THE
ART ASSOCIATION HILDESHEIM WHICH HAS
ITS PREMISES IN A MEDIEVAL TOWER
WITH TOO MANY STAIRS. CURATORIAL
COLLABORATION THERE SINCE 2014.
TEACHING POSITIONS AT THE UNIVERSITY
OF HILDESHEIM AND AT THE HFG
KARLSRUHE.




Mediating and curating in complicity

WHO TAKES THE FIRST STEP?

WHO BRINGS THE TEXT? WHO GIVES THE SPACE?
WHO OCCUPIES THE SPACE FOR HOW LONG?
WITH WHAT? WHO KNOWS THE NEIGHBORS?
WHO INVITES WHOM?

DO WE WANT TO LEAVE THE ROOMS TOGETHER

IF THERE ARE TOO MANY STAIRS?

WHO KNOWS WHERE THE EMERGENCY EXITS ARE?
IS THERE AN ACCESSIBLE TOILET? WHO
REGISTERS AN EVENT TO THE CITY? WHO HAS
THE FREE SPACES? WHO CAN, WHO WANTS

TO PARTICIPATE AT ALL?

IF WE DO EVERYTHING TOGETHER, WHO TELLS

US WHEN WE'RE DONE?
HOW DO WE KNOW WHEN TO TAKE A BREAK?

HOW DO WE MAKE THE EFFORT TO CONSTANTLY
QUESTION OUR OWN WORK?

WHAT IS IN THE HANDS OF THE VISITORS?

WHY SHOULD THEY WANT TO BECOME OUR
ACCOMPLICES? WHY SHOULD THEY ALSO WANT
TO QUESTION THEMSELVES?

CLOSE THE ROOMS OF YOUR INSTITUTION
TONIGHT. DO NOT UPDATE YOUR EMAIL ACCOUNT
AGAIN. SIT ON THE COMMUNITY BENCHES IN
FRONT AND LOOK AT THE ROOMS FROM THE
OUTSIDE.

Nora Brunger




5. OUTSIDE.OFFICE: WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL PROJECT AT
THE STADTISCHE GALERIE WOLFSBURG, (SUMMER 2020).

When proximity is both promise and prohibition, when institutions are abandoned,
we move close to the institution and re-question its environment, the public

space and its changing analog and digital conditions. Focusing our gaze on the

institution, seeking its proximity, working visibly outdoors. Our research, our net-
working, our breaks, our work, and our questions become public and viewable.

(Excerpt notes soppa/bleck Volkswagen Group Fellowship 2019-2020)

For the practical mediation project at the Stadtische Galerie Wolfsburg, we
linked our working methods and experiences. First, we started again with our-
selves, the circumstances and current impossibilities that surrounded and limit-
ed us, and asked: What kind of mediation, what form of work do we need, espe-
cially intimes of contact restrictions and pandemic? What situations and places

are we missing?

Inthe summer of 2020, from our desks, kitchen tables, beds, from our theory and

research, from the endless video conferences and constantly updated and an-
notated online documents, we were drawn outside, into the open, into the public

space, which suddenly had completely different parameters, conditions, and

prerequisites.

We moved our workplace and built ourselves an office outside, placedin front of
the Stadtische Galerie, located in Wolfsburg Castle. This outside.office was a
contrast to the permanent building of the castle with its thick walls, heavy doors,
and rambling rooms. Our outside.office had a movable base frame, open to
wind and sight, without walls to lean against and screen, instead equipped with
movable fixtures to flexibly attach material, texts, devices, technology, and of-
fice tools. The outside.office was deliberately a connecting point for time and in
motion. Mounted on castors, it was mobile, but always dependent on people to
push or turn it, to react to changes in the weather and, depending on the situa-
tion, to throw over a protective rain cover or to adjust the reclining areas to the
warming sun.

For the design of the outside.office, we commissioned the duo die Blaue Distanz

[the blue distancel. This collaboration was itself already part of a mediation
from a distance since we could not meet in one place. We wanted to work in the
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—— Fig.2 Janina Snatzke: outside.office, Wolfsburg 2020

IN TIMES OF EXIT RESTRICTIONS,

QUARANTINE AND HOME OFFICE, WHERE

ARE THE BOUNDARIES OF PRIVATE AND PUBLIC
SPACE? OF WORK AND NON-WORK?
HOW MUCH SPACE CAN BE COMPRESSED
INTO ONE PLACE? HOW DO WE OVERCOME THE
BOUNDARIES OF ART INSTITUTIONS THAT
SEEM FAR AWAY? HOW DO WE CREATE AN
ENCOUNTER WHEN ONE CAN ONLY APPROXIMATE?
HOW DO WE CROSS THE DEMANDS OF STREAMS,
OFFERS, CARE WORK, EXISTENTIAL NEEDS,

TO DO NOTHING TOGETHER FOR A WHILE, FOR
EXAMPLE? OR DO SOMETHING DIFFERENT?

DO THESE QUESTIONS APPLY TO ART MEDIA-
TORS? DO THEY APPLY TO AN AUDIENCE?
DO THEY APPLY TO EMPLOYEES IN INSTITUTIONS?

OUTSIDE.OFFICE

SOPPA/BLECK



design and on the ideas and interpretations of our accomplices. The communi-
cation atadistance inthe form of concept andrevision of the concept was to be
visible inthe mobile office and then again used quite pragmatically. The outside.
office was to become a practical and pragmatic space for negotiation and the
material of a multi-level collaboration: a collaboration in the concept.

By moving our work location into the public space, we also made our mediation
work more publicly visible. Our work thus also became a performance and our
appearance aninvitation to talk to people passing by - about whatis happening
here and especially about the statement "we can't go back to normal”, which
was clearly visible on the flag above our office.

In addition, we continued our usual work together in a pair and continued to
work on texts, questions, and research. We pursued targeted exchange with two
program points that we carried out from the outside.office: the online discussion
event: Digital Tools for the Critique of Art Institutions with Miriam M'Barek, which
took place twice semi-publicly, as well as the public digitized Parkwalk for the
public who had registered in advance.

DIGITAL TOOLS FOR THE CRITIQUE OF ART INSTITUTIONS
WITH MIRIAM M'BAREK

Led by Miriam M'Barek, we exchanged ideas with other stakeholders from art

mediation, political education, and curatorial practice in two online sessions on

possible tools for critical mediation in and at art institutions. Based on hashtags

such as #changethemuseum? we explored the potential of institutional critique

as expressed by staff, audiences, and a digital public on socialmedia. Posts and

profiles published by art institutions themselves also became venues for audi-
ence critique, feedback, and exchange in the comments section.

Based on these examples of public criticism on
social media, we made the working hypothe-
sis that the comment sections on socialmedia 2

Under the profile changethemuseum
onInstagram and the hashtag of
versed logic of mediation: This reversal consists the same name, reports of experi-
enced racism at US museums are
collected and published. Among
activates an audience to engage and partici- them are experiences of employees
as well as visitors (see the profile

of @changethemuseum:instagram
approaches the institution with comments in com/changethemuseum/)

are used as a platform for discussion in a re-

of the fact thatitis no longer the institution that

pateindiscourse butrather acriticalaudience
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SETTING: THREE DAYS IN PUBLIC, OUTSIDE, IN THE
OPEN, IN THE CASTLE PARK IN FRONT OF THE
STADTISCHE GALERIE WOLFSBURG // OUR HOME
OFFICE IN THE OPEN BECOMES A SHARED STATION //
VISIBILITY OF OUR WORK, RESEARCH, TALKS,
CONFERENCES, BREAKS // MATERIALS: OVERSIZED
TERRY TOWEL, SMARTPHONES, BLUETOOTH
KEYBOARDS, MOBILE SPEAKERS, WHITEBOARD,
SCAFFOLDING, BRACKETS, WIFI-CUBE, POWERBANKS,
FLAG WITH INSCRIPTION: "WE CAN'T GO BACK TO
NORMAL,” TEXTS, WATER, DISINFECTANT, FACE
MASKS, SUNSCREEN, RAIN CAPES // ACCOMPLICES
INVOLVED: DIE BLAUE DISTANZ, MIRIAM M'BAREK,
CASTLE PARK VISITORS // PROGRAM: OFFICE
BUILDING (+ DIE BLAUE DISTANZ). // DISCUSSION

(+ MIRIAM M'BAREK A.O.) // PARK WALKS

(+ PARK WALKERS)

OUTSIDE.OFFICE

—— Fig. 3 Janina Snatzke: building outside.office, Wolfsburg 2020

SOPPA/BLECK



SINCE THE BEGINNING OF 2016, ADAM ERDMANN AND
FRANZI GORALSKI HAVE BEEN WORKING TOGETHER
ARTISTICALLY UNDER THE NAME DIE BLAUE DISTANZ AND
UNDERSTAND THIS COLLABORATION AS AN ACTIVE
STEP AGAINST ISOLATION IN THE PROFESSIONAL FIELD
OF ART AND CULTURE. THEY DEAL WITH IDENTITY FOR-
MATION, FEMALE ROLE MODELS, DIGITAL FEMINISM, QUEER
LIFESTYLES, SELF-REPRESENTATION AS AN ARTISTIC
INTERVENTION AND THE VISUALIZATION OF UNDERREPRE-
SENTED DECISIONS. THEIR IN-DEPTH RESEARCH-BASED
APPROACHES LEAD TO CONCEPTUALLY CONDITIONED,
CROSS-MEDIA WORKS AND INVOLVING SETTINGS.
CURRENT FORMS OF IMPLEMENTATION OF THEIR ARTISTIC
PRACTICE ARE THE DESIGN OF LOW HIERARCHY SPACES,
THE INVENTION OF PARTICIPATORY CEREMONIES AND
EXERCISES AND THE CONCEPTION OF A FUTURE QUEER-
FEMINIST COMMUNITY SPACE. INSPIRED BY A DAAD-
FUNDED RESEARCH STAY IN LOS ANGELES, WHERE THEY
RESEARCHED THE EMANCIPATORY POWER OF PLACE -
ESPECIALLY FOR MARGINALIZED GROUPS IN SOCIETY -
THEY ARE STUDYING FUTURE VISIONS AND COMMONING -
THE ACTIVE PRACTICE OF COMMON PROPERTY AND
COMMUNITY - FROM QUEER-FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES IN
A MASTER'S PROGRAM AT THE SANDBERG INSTITUTE

IN AMSTERDAM. THEIR MANY YEARS OF RESEARCH ON
LESBIAN AND QUEER SPACES IS PUTUNDER THE WORKING
TITLE "LILA-X- BASE". IN 2020 THIS RESULTED IN A

BAR TAKE-OVER AND THE WORK "LILA-X-BATH - VISIONS
FOR A QUEER COMMUNITY PLACE". ADAM ERDMANN

AND FRANZI GORALSKI INVESTIGATED A FORMER BATH-
HOUSE AND WOVE VISIONS FROM PAST HISTORIES.
SPATIAL IDEAS OF QUEER ENCOUNTER AND THE LIVING
OUT OF CORPOREALITY AS FLINTA* WERE ALSO IMPORT -
ANT MARKERS IN THEIR WORK. FOR THE KUNSTHALLE ..




.. OSNABRUCK DIE BLAUE DISTANZ 2021 CONCEIVES "WE
CANNOT SKIP THIS PART" - AN IMMERSIVE FILM SPACE CON-
CEPT WITH A FOCUS ON BARRIER REMOVAL AND ACCES-
SIBILITY. SOMETIMES ROSES ARE DISTRIBUTED, SOMETIMES

THE WALLS HOLD MONOLOGUES, SOMETIMES VISITORS
TAKE OFF THEIR SHOES; THIS TIME THE WORK IS REMINIS-
CENT OF AN UNDERGROUND CAR PARK WITH A LOUNGE
CHARACTER.

INVENTAR
OUTDOOR OFFICE

" KARABINER

0005

00
(oo

OUTSIDE.OFFICE

— Fig.4 dieBlaue Distanz:inventory outside.office // construction instructions Wolfsburg, 2020

ADAM ERDMANN & FRANZISKA GORALSKI



MIRIAM M'BAREK

AGAIN: HAS SOMETHING
BEEN ROBBED?

COME AS AN UNSOLICITED WITNESS
INTRODUCE NEW CATEGORIES

OF EVIDENCEWRITE THE SAME
MESSAGE AGAIN SOMEWHERE ELSE
DON'T HIDE DOUBTS, LET THEM
BECOME PART OF THE ACCUSATION

AND AGAIN: HAS SOMETHING
BEEN ROBBED?

Miriam M'Barek

MIRIAM M'BAREK WORKS AT THE
INTERFACE OF ART,ITS CRITIQUE AND
POLITICAL REFERENCES. HER

FOCUS IS ON THE INTERSECTIONALITY
OF RACE, GENDER, AND SEXUALITY.
USING FORMS OF INSTITUTIONAL
CRITIQUE AND ARTISTIC RESEARCH,
SHE INVESTIGATES POST-MIGRATORY
IDENTITY POLITICS. HER TEXT HYPO-
CRISIS (2020), PUBLISHED BY CON-
TEMPORARY&, NEGOTIATES RACISM IN
(GERMAN) ART INSTITUTIONS AND
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN IT IS EXPOSED
WITHIN THE INSTITUTION.
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the form of questions, comments, accusations, demands, links, and thus invites
the institution to participate, negotiate, and engage in discourse.

We observed this particularly in the context of postings by black squares via
social media channels that were used as expressions of solidarity to the Black
Lives Matter protests following the murder of George Floyd in the USA. Art insti-
tutions also participated. In the respective comment sections on their postings,
we were able to follow entire threads of discussion in which the institutions were
calleduponto engage in more self-reflection. Some followers complained about
the purely performative gesture and drew attention to the institutions’ lack of
engagement with everyday racism. Critical followers linked to educational ma-
terials, training opportunities, and/or other accounts that illustrated this educa-
tional work in Instagram formats, etc.

From these observations, we made the following demands in the context of arts
mediation and social media commentary:

_ Criticism and demands voiced by audiences should be taken seriously
by institutions as constructive feedback and should find their way into
internal design and structuring processes.

The social media profiles of artinstitutions should be recognized as a
platform that goes beyond marketing, documentation, and participatory
actions: Because, as the examples make clear, an informed and critical
audience that wants something from and challenges the institution is
already there.

Responses via comments on social media are a mediation strategy that
is reversed, turning from the audience to the institution.

An audience makes itself known as an inevitable discussion partner. Calling at-
tention to, for example, racist or sexist projections in the institution which can
stimulate processes that can reach inside the institution. These processes can
be art mediation in reverse. They can represent a radicalization of the concept
of participation. They address the institution from the outside.

References

___ Harney, Stefano/Moten, Fred (2019): Who determines if somethingis habitable? In: Adelita Husni Bey: Chiron,
Artbook. 2019 New York, New Museum, pp.20-27. hooks, bell (1995): Teaching to Transgress. Education
as the Practice of Freedom. London & New York, Routledge. __ M'Barek, Miriam (2020): HYPOCRISIS, online
at: https://contemporaryand.com/magazines/hypocrisis/ [02.05.2021] Sternfeld, Nora (2014): Verlernen
Vermitteln.Kunstpadagogische Positionen 30. Hamburg, REPRO LUDKE Kopie + Druck
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EntschlieBe, etwas nicht zu
senden und etwas anderes zu
senden

PARKWALK, WOLFSBURG 2020



Leg dich hin, wenn du magst,
veranschauliche dir die Situation
halte dein device gut fest




zeitpunkt: 11.07.2020 um 16:00
space: dieser Chat/AuBengelénde
Schloss Wolfsburg/verschiedene Orte
im offentlichen Raum

spaces: Wenn du nicht vor Ort in
Wolfsburg teilnimmst, begib dich

fiir den Walk nach Drauen in einen
offentlichen Raum. Im besten Fall

in einen Park.

>>Wenn ihr eure Telefonnummern
verbergen mochtet, miisst ihr einen
Benutzer*innenname anlegen, der

statt eurer Nummer angezeigt wird.
(—> siehe Einstellungen). Nur eure
gespeicherten Kontakte konnen dann
noch wie gewohnt eure Nummer sehen.

>>Dies ist ein geteilter Raum
zwischen Teilnehmenden

des Parkwalks in Wolfsburg/
soppa_bleck/Teilnehmenden an
unterschiedlichen Orten. Dies ist kein
offentlicher Chat. Eine Anmeldung ist
notwendig.Screenshots diirfen nicht
veroffentlicht werden.

PARKWALK, WOLFSBURG 2020

>>Du kannst alles in deinem Tempo
machen. Du kannst Anweisungen
Uiberlesen oder verweigern oder
ignorieren. Du kannst jederzeit
Fragen stellen, Kommentare und
Eindriicke senden.

>>Wir er6ffnen innerhalb des geteilten
Raums hier weitere mogliche Raume
und Routen, die ihr online betreten

konnt. Diese Links konnt ihr jederzeit
besuchen. Sie sind zusé&tzliche Rdume
aber keine notwendigen Rdume.

Ihr musst keinesfalls die Links
chronologisch durchgehen. lhr konnt
sie verfolgen, wenn euch der Park zu
langweilig wird.

>>Schalte deinen Smartphone-Ton fiir
die Zeit des Walks aus.

Wo_bist_du_nicht?
Was_bedeutet_ein_Spaziergang?
Wo_bist_du_auch_noch?
Welche_Route_teilst_du?

bearbeitet 13:12




OUTSIDE.OFFICE NOTES

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS AN ASSURANCE AND AN UNCERTAINTY,

A MESSAGE, A DEMAND, A STATEMENT

AND A WISH.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NECESSITY TO QUESTION WHAT

IS ALREADY THERE.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NECESSITY TO EXPOSE PROCESSES.
/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NEED TO OVERTURN CONCEPTS.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS ADRESSING MEDIATION TO INSTITUTIONS
THEMSELVES. THE MEDIATION TURNS
AROUND AND HAS THE IMPOSSIBLE AUDIENCE
AT ITS BACK AND THE INSTITUTION
INFRONT OF ITS EYES. TOGETHER WITH
THE AUDIENCE, IT APPROACHES THE
INSTITUTION. THEAUDIENCE ITSELF IS THE
MEDIATION WE NEED

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NEED TO TAKE A STAND.

/Il WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NEED TO CREATE INTIMACY.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE WISH OF A SCHOLARSHIP THAT
DOES NOT END AND IS GRANTED TO MANY.
/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE NEED TO WORK TOGETHER.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE FEAR OF ACTUALLY NOT BEING ABLE
TO GO BACK.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE SUPPORT WE GIVE EACH OTHER.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS A REMINDER TO OURSELVES WHEN WE
GET COMFORTABLE.

/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS AREMINDER OF A COMFORT WE HAVE LOST.
/I WE CAN'T GO BACK TO NORMAL

IS THE POSSIBILITY TO QUESTION OUR
OWN STRUCTURES. NOT ONLY ELSEWHERE,
BUT IN YOUR OWN WORK, IN YOUR OWN
INSTITUTION, IN YOURSELF.

soppa/bleck







SILKE BALLATH

WEAVING IN-
ESPONSIBILITY
A PRACTIC




RESPONSIBILITY,
FOR ME, [.]HAS

TO DO WITH MAKING
CONNECTIONS
AMONG OURSELVES,
HOW WE PUT
OURSELVES
TOGETHER, AND
HOW WE ARE

PUT TOGETHER!

HARAWAY 1995: 110

With this sentence, feminist philosopher of science, literary scholar, and biologist

Donna Haraway opens up three dimensions in relation to responsibility? - a col-

laborative, a reflexive and a historical. She also addresses the situatedness of

each individual actor who moves within a collective context, a community, and

describes this situatedness as a relation between the present, the past, and the

future.Based on the figure of thought of weaving in (cf. Spivak 2008: 44),introduced

by the literary scholar, feminist, pedagogue, and theorist Gayatri Chakravorty

Spivak, these relations of historically grown power structures and colonial re-

lations of inequality become reflectable. | place responsibility as a practice of

assembling in direct relation to the figure of thought of weaving in. Based on
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my experiences as an art mediator, cultural agent, and academic researcher®

I would like to take Haraway's statement and Spivak’s figure of thought of weav-

ing in as a starting point for thinking about responsibility as a practice of assem-

bling in the context of art mediation through collaboration, reflection, historical

context and situatedness.lunderstand responsibility as a practice of assembling

_ 1
This and the following quotes were
published in German and translated

by Frieda Pattenden [FP]

2
In the following I will continue
with the concept of responsibility.
Responsibility denotes the duty
initself to take care of something
Responsibility is the object of
responsibility. (cf. Duden 2021)

3
As a cultural agent, have accom-
panied artistic-educational school
development processes for ten
years and have conceived, carried
out, and reflected on the process
of building an artistic profile in
collaboration with cultural institu-
tions and artists in six schools
and their stakeholders. As an art
mediator, laminterested in the
intersections between discourse,
institution, actors, and urban
society (such as documental2,
Lokale Liaison/Kunstverein Wolfs-
burg, sideviews/Haus der Kulturen
der Welt, Berlinische Galerie,
Judisches Museum Berlin, KW-
Institute for Contemporary Art, and
others) along a discrimination-
critical artistic-educational prac-
tice. As a teacher and academic
researcher, | explore onthe one
hand, the field between school and
art as well as their actors and the
historical (colonial) entanglements
and inscriptions in their social
contexts as well as my position as a
white personidentifying myself
as female. On the other hand, | am
interested in the conditions and
possibilities that the relation be-
tween practice and theory opens up
for the formation of areflexive
practice in this field
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interms of afigure of thought that, starting from
the social context from which | speak, must in-
corporate colonialentanglements and a critical
perspective on racism into an artistic-educa-
tional practice (and art mediation).

My reflectionis divided into four sections, each
of which takes up one or more of the dimensions
(collaborative, reflexive, historical, and situated)
and asks how existing conditions can be setinto
motion. In this respect, this text itself is also to
be understood as areflectionin progress which
claims neither completeness nor closure. Rath-
er,lunderstand the threads that | weave togeth-
er here as possibilities that can be linked to all
reading and every practice.

REFLECTING COMMUNITY -
IMAGINING COMMUNITY

The postcolonial theorists Maria do Mar Cas-
tro Varela and Nikita Dhawan formulate, simi-
larly to Haraway in the preceding quotation,
that “looking forward [..] can only succeed if it
remains directed simultaneously to the here
and now as well as to yesterday” (Castro Vare-
la/Dhawan 2009: 324) [Translation FPL. With
the art mediator and curator Nora Sternfeld, |
read this statement as meaning that a com-
munal future can only be imagined if historical
and colonial entanglements are not faded out
andignoredinthe process. As Sternfeld states
in a lecture, "an idea of what a better future
would be can be shaken by an actual better



future.[..]almost certainly it can't be done alone.l can'timagine now what | can't
imagine. But | think together with others it is possible, in small steps” (Sternfeld
2020:n.d) [Translation FPIL.

I would like to describe this collective dimension, imagining a possible future to-
gether with others as an essential basic prerequisite for creating a diverse com-
munity. The feminist literary scholar, author, educator, and activist bell hooks
also addresses this collective dimension and emphasizes that a ‘willingness for
reciprocity’is important for this: “To build community requires vigilant awareness
of the work we must continually do to undermine all the socialization that leads
us to behave in ways that perpetuate domination” (hooks 2003: 36)*. hooks ex-
plains that community building requires an awareness of one’'s own and collec-
tive socialization processes that maintain the respective relations of domination.®
The willingness for reciprocity is therefore not only closely linked to an awareness
of relations of inequality and dominance, it also seeks to uncover the reproduc-
tion of these relations of domination, which only become reflectable with this
awareness, as well as one’'s own entanglements in the historical context out of
which they arise. Spivak identifies the metaphor of fabric for these reproductive
relations. She emphasizes that the "woven text-ile [must be] seen as a torn cul-
tural fabric that was removed from the dominant loom at a particular historical
moment.For thatis whatit means to be subaltern” (Spivak 2008: 44) [Translation
FPI. The result of her image is that existing, hegemonic discourses have been
woven without incorporating “torn cultural fabrics” (Spivak 2008: 44) [Transla-
tion FP] or renewing the texture.

The reversal makes clear that hegemonic dis-
course necessarily only reproduces what has

beenwovenintoit,andthat the figure of thought 4
In the following, | will repeatedly
insert English quotations, but

of weaving in involves epistemic violence. For
the dynamics between bodies, spaces, objects,

translate theminto Germanin the
context of the text. The text uses
two languages, but the meaning
of the textis also understandable
if the English quotations are not
read

andlanguage only reproduce what has already
been woven into the dominant fabric. In other
words, the relation of production of concepts
and practices is not brought into view and this
relation is not redefined or, in Spivak’'s words, 5

Socialization processes

unlearned: if only what exists in the dominant
discourse is recognized. Concepts and their as-
sociated practices are interdependent, interre-
lated. If both, as well as their relation, are not
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SILKE BALLATH

explicitly put up for debate (cf. Spivak 1990: 1-9), practices reproduce what is in-
scribedinthe conceptandvice versa.lt's a designation practice. "Terms can be
understood as a component of discourses within which they receive their
meaning and thus their (effective) power. Consequently, conceptual practices
deserve special attention, especially if we assume that concepts - not least un-
der media and knowledge society conditions of the increase in the power of
symbols [..] - are not only accurate or less accurate expressions and images of
social reality but produce social reality” (Mecheril 2016: 12) [Translation FPI, as
educationalist Paul Mecheril states. He specifies that “terms and designation
practices [..] are tools of perception. They are instruments that enable a certain
view of reality because they accentuate certain aspects and nuances while hid-
ing others”(ibid.) [Translation FP]. Mecheril's explanation, on the one hand, echoes
Spivak’'s idea of considering the production of theory as a practice that essen-
tially participates in shaping the world.®In addition, Mecheril's implementation

shows impressively that, starting from concepts,

o practices of inclusion and exclusion as well as

E.g."[.1no practice takes place
without presupposingitself as an
example of some more or less

powerful theory” (Spivak 1990: 2)

orders of affiliation” are (re)produced. This means
that the mere naming of structures of domina-
tion and relations of dominance is not sufficient
; to make another, possible future negotiable
“%term order of belonging

refers to the powerful contexts that

andimaginable.

productively influence individuals

through a complex form of enabling
and regulating, symbolic, cultural,
political, and biographicalinclusion
and exclusion. The order of belong-
ing can be described as a structured
and structuring context in which
individuals become subjects”
(Mecheril 2016:16)

8
“Segregation simplifies; integration
requires that we come to terms
with multiple ways of knowledge,
of interaction” (hooks 2003:78)

Q
"My projectis the careful project of
un-learning our privilege as our
loss.Ithinkitisimpossible to forget
that anyone who is able to speak
inthe interests of the privileging of
practice against the privileging
of theory has been enabled by a
certain kind of production”
(Spivak 1990:9)
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Both Spivak and hooks emphasize in their the-
ories and approaches that living in a diverse
community requires engaged reflection on com-
plex contexts. Any simplification stands in the
way of understanding and multiplicity of different
perspectives and bodies of knowledge?® which
is why it must be a conscious act of unlearning
these relations and prevailing structures. Spiv-
ak speaks of an “unlearning of privileges™ and
understands unlearning as an active process
in which form, content, and protagonists must
be involved. The struggle for positions is an im-
manent part of this process:it takes place when
the existing texture, considered universal or
woven, is to be supplemented and can trigger
a crisis or conflict because habits are ques-
tioned and possibly overturned, familiar rules



are traversed and possibly rearranged. The process of adding is arduous and
violent because the renewal of the “torn cultural fabric” (Spivak 2008: 44) [Trans-
lation FP] succeeds only through a weaving in, an addition of missing textures.
Castro Varela explains that “over centuries [..] Eurocentric views [were] canon-
ized, granting Europeans a central position in the knowledge universe and en-
suring the reproduction of imperialist subjects” (Castro Varela 2015:17) [Transla-
tion FP]. The concept of unlearning privilege is based on the idea of questioning,
reviewing, and changing hegemonic habits of teaching and learning (e.g.
everyone would have equal opportunities to participate in education) through a
self-reflexive, -critical, and interventive practice. Thus, “it is a matter of learning
how what constitutes the here and now can be experienced from within the spe-
cific logic of the marginalized. There is a need for invisible mending. [Spivak]
describes this form of education as “weaving invisible threads into the texture
thatis already there” (Castro Varela 2007:n.p.) [Translation FPI.

This is accompanied by areversal of the direction of binary oppositions, expos-
ing the violence that is (re)produced in the prevailing fabric (cf. Spivak 1990: 8).
Accordingly, it is not only an active and conflicting process, but also a painful
one, without which a future society cannot be imagined: “When we only name
the problem, when we state complaint without a constructive focus on resolu-
tion, we take away hope. In this way critique can become merely an expression
of profound cynicism, which then works to sustain dominator culture” (hooks
2003: XIV). hooks emphasizes that critique without a constructive focus or nam-
ing of relations of inequality merely contributes to the maintenance of dominant
culture. Conflict and pain are based on the recognition of social reproductions
of relations and social spaces, historical updates of distinctions and past(s), and
awareness of privilege. Awareness of this is the starting point for unlearning
dominant positions and situatedness. This also includes the recognition of dif-
ferent knowledge in any interaction with each other as well as the constructive
focus on how a possible future might look like although one does not know it.

EXPERIMENTING WITH CONSTRUCTIVE SPACES OF NEGOTIATION

Starting from a constructive focus, how can the relation of production between
concepts and practices be unlearned? The relation between bodies, spaces,
language, and things has been described as a dynamic, aninteraction between
bodies andthings, amoving fabric of relations. Unlearning would therefore mean
aninterruption of thishegemonic-reproduced dynamic of relations. What might
such an interruption look like? If form, content, and protagonists are included in
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this process, it could be a matter of producing a space for negotiation and ex-
perimenting with interactions within it. If hooks were involved, it would have to be
a constructive negotiation space in which a possible future can be imagined in
interaction and collectively experimented on, negotiated, and tested. How might
a constructive negotiation space be imagined and experimented within the
context of art mediation?

Spivak’s concept of unlearning privilege has shown that negotiating a possible
future is tied to more than issuing an invitation to collaborate in a context of be-
longing (school, museum, classroom, and so on) or making it available, for exam-
ple,in the context of an artistic project or art mediation situation. Consequently, it
isnot enough to merely name a space of negotiation because this space remains
attached to the fabric, structures, and (hierarchical) encodings offered by the
institutional framework which are known before especially to those who work in
this space. Mecheril explains the relationship between belonging and exclusion as
follows: "[Belongingl becomes contexts of clear boundaries and rules of mem-
bership, an imagined space of one or more cultural lifestyles, and a context of
imagined togetherness and biographical connectedness” (Mecheril 2003: 18)
[Translation FP]. Schools, classrooms, and museums can be conceptualized as
these imagined spaces.|In them, belonging is reproduced. They are based on a
familiar context of commonality and suggest assignment and belonging. These
spaces are based on learned practices that have an underlying action-relevant
understanding of a corpus of rules. In other words, they are cultural spaces of
action that reproduce binary orders of belonging of an “us/non-us schematic”
(Mecheril 2003: 21) [Translation FP] by means of symbolic mechanisms of dis-
tinction. However, a common, constructive space of negotiation, in which a pos-
sible future isimagined, can only emerge when an awareness has been formed
that these imagined spaces reproduce exclusions.

The invitation or demand'© to move in these spaces is so far not connected to
reflecting on the different positions of all those who reside in the spaces and to
jointly developing an awareness of the respective historical entanglements and
reproductions in exchange. Instead, the existing fabric is supplemented in in-

teraction with each other, possibly even criti-

cized, but stillreproduced without constructive
___ 10
| seeitas ademandto have to
go to school and not to be there ties are perpetuated. So how does unlearning
voluntarily. Thatis, here we can
speak of ademand rather than an
invitation a constructive space for negotiation that can

focus: social, economic, and political inequali-

privilege become a prerequisite for producing
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become a collective space? In which the existing rules are negotiable, in which
points of view are in motion™ and in which an awareness of power relations and
contradictions can be developed - a space that the participants know how to
use and for which they take responsibility for their own and common concerns
and questions as well as historical entanglements?

WEAVING WEBS: TRANSCENDING, IMAGINING, EXPERIMENTING

According to hooks, the conceptualization of knowledge and the ways in which
that knowledge is transmitted manifests relations of domination and produc-
es institutions. Institutions legitimize and reproduce themselves starting from
the conceptualization of knowledge, at the same time this canon of knowl-
edge legitimizes itself with the help of the institution, as Spivak also states. She
highlights that the canon can be completed based on institutional contradic-
tions: “Canons are the condition of institutions and the effect of institutions.
Canons secure institutions as institutions secure canons. [..] Since it is indubi-
table the case that there is no expansion without contradiction, [..wle must
make room for the coordinated teaching of new entries into the canon [..]
(Spivak 1993/2009: 304-305). That is, contradictions potentially mark a rift in
the fabric. If, as hooks also suggests, a conscious approach to institutional
contradictions is developed, coupled with the possibility of the unexpected,
contradictions open up a possibility of disruption in the prevailing fabric, a col-
lective space for negotiation and imagination, and for transgression. The insti-
tutional space, “with all its limitations, [will be] a location of possibility. In that
field of possibility we have the opportunity to labor for freedom, to demand of
ourselves and our comrades, an openness of mind and heart that allows us to
face reality even as we collectively imagine ways to move beyond boundaries,
to transgress” (hooks 1994: 207). “To transgress” here means both a process of
unlearning and transgressing boundaries as well as imagining these trans-
gressions (cf. Diallo/Faradjollah 2020: n. p.).

This process begins with developing a construc-
tive consciousness so that an alternative social
reality becomes imaginable, different languag- .
es are used, different perspectives are included, Irefer here to Donna Haraway
(Haraway 1995) and specifically to
the project "Hey Siril Whatis a
bols are deconstructed (cf. Namulundah 1998). Curator?”in which such a space of
negotiation has been negotiated,
experimented with, and tested
newing the fabric and questioning categories (Ballath 2020:n.p))

and traditional images, metaphors, and sym-

The dialogue becomes a central element in re-
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such as race, gender, and class critically in terms of discrimination: “To engage
in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we can begin as teachers, scholars,
and critical thinkers to cross boundaries, the barriers that may or may not be
erected by race, gender, and class, professional standing. and a host of other
differences” (hooks 1994:130). Furthermore, hooks emphasizes that each situa-
tion must be perceived differently by the mediating actors, and strategies
must be constantly changed, reinvented, and reconceptualized in order to
re-encounter each situation, respect differences, and honor multiplicity. She is
concerned that everyone can become an active part of a learning process
based on their own stories and experiences, and that when this process be-
gins, the roles and positions of teachers/learners, facilitators/participants can
be set in motion, reflected upon and questioned. This goes hand in hand with
the change of perspectives and the granting of (the) learning of different posi-
tions, "to illuminate and counteract the cultural hegemony characteristic of
many school environments [and art institutions]” (Namulundah 1998: 91). hooks
consciously opposes the rehearsal and disciplining of the body as well as the
hegemonic transmission of knowledge in institutional spaces, among others,
with teaching as a performative act (cf. hooks 1994: 191). She is explicitly con-
cerned with disrupting the normative separation of body and mind or theory
and practice.

Similar to Spivak, she sees the linking of theory and practice as an opportunity
for change, interruptions, inventions, and spontaneous shifts through which the
particular emerges in each space: on the one hand, the linking of theory and
practice, as well as a conscious interaction between body and mind, allows for
the interrogation of the one on the basis of the other, “[..] while avoiding a reifi-
cation of the teaching/learning process from contentious issues of racial, gen-
der, and class biases in school and society” (Namulundah 1998: 101). Thus, for
example, issues such as race, gender, and class can be addressed in learning
and teaching processes, and contradictions between assumption and experi-
ence can be named and negotiated. On the other hand, it is about revealing
(inequality in) relations as well as social inclusions and exclusions and the vio-
lence associated with them: reversing the direction of supposed binary opposi-
tions. Theory and practice, body and mind are in a reciprocal process in which
one enables the other and "where our lived experience of theorizing is funda-
mentally linked to processes of self-recovery, of collective liberation, no gap ex-
ists between theory and practice” (hooks 1994: 61). If theory is understood as an
analysis of daily experience, then theories can be used along the lines of ex-
perience in order to test their applicability and to promote an awareness of
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anti-racist practice (cf. hooks 2003: 36). hooks emphasizes that a practice of un-
learning racism must be accompanied by arecognition of various uncertainties,
“[.] the value of risk, honoring the fact that we may learn and grow in circum-
stances where we do not feel safe, that the presence of conflict is not necessar-
ily negative but rather its meaning is determined by how we cope with that con-
flict”(hooks 2003: 64).In addition to acknowledging uncertainties, a constructive
approach to conflicts and contradictions is the starting point for imagining a
future community together, critical of racism.

A MOVING FABRIC OF RELATIONSHIPS AND INTERACTIONS

In the context of art mediation, what does weaving invisible threads into the pre-
vailing, visible, reproducing fabric look like? And how can a self-reflexive, -critical,
interventive and conflictual practice be tested and established together with oth-
ersinthe process? How can habits and familiar rules be overturned, traversed, and
perhaps even reordered? hooks formulates that the formation of a critical con-
sciousness is the first step in setting institutional space in motion: "When the linsti-

tutional spacelis truly engaged, it's dynamic. It's fluid. It's always changing” (hooks,

1994:158). This would be accompanied by a reconceptualization of knowledge, the

interplay of theory and practice or mind and body (Diallo/Faradjollah 2020: n. p),

the self-empowerment of learners and partici-
pants, a concept of learning and mediation that
is based on culturality, and a new approach to
learning™ as well as the inclusion of passion/
love in teaching and mediation practice (cf.
hooks 2003: 131). Only on these foundations
could interventions and movements take place
in the existing hegemonic structures (cf. hooks
2020:19).

Weaving the missing, invisible texture into the
prevailing fabric implies not only a linking of
partial perspectives, but also the normative
knowledge of a community, its rules and ap-
pointments, as well as the interplay of theory
and practice or mind and body (Diallo/Farad-
jollah 2020: n.p.) would have to be experiment-
ed with and analyzed, reconsidered and re-
conceptualized along interactions as well as
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12
hooks speaks of "multiculturalism”
(hooks 1994:28-44;173.). Her under-
standing of multiculturalism corre-
sponds to the approach that educa-
tionalist Hakan Gurses (Gurses 2016)
describes as culturalism.lunder-
stand multiculturalism as a Eurocen-
tric concept that emphasizes a
universally valid concept of culture.
With culturality, culture is under-
stood as a conflictual practice that
emphasizes the articulation of
different perspectives and margin-
alizations. The concept of culturality
draws attention to historical con-
stellations, power relations, knowl-
edge, and options for action, in
order toreflect on one’'s own posi-
tionin the process. It complements
the approach of unlearning privi-
lege and makes the political, the
social and the economic articulable
and analyzable starting from the
field of the cultural.
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passion/love.® For an artistic-educational practice this could mean offering

a mobile framework to make existing constructions, positions and contexts

questionable, experimentable and experienceable. A framework that includes

and does not reject joint search movements and compromises between all proj-
ect participants, that makes contradictions negotiable, seeks cracks in the fab-
ric and provokes interruptions. It opens up temporary complicity in order to re-
main permeable in the construction of a diverse community and to open up

body positions and self-understanding. This constantly re-sorting framework of
the encounter of different perspectives can be described using Haraway's fig-
ure of viewpoints in motion as a blurring of boundaries and the desire to play

with changeability as the result and prerequisite of all cognition. Bodies (people

and things) play an essential role in this.Haraway understands them as deposits

of interactions and relations (cf. Haraway 1995: 109). On the one hand, it follows

that bodies are interconnected and collectively produced and constructed.
On the other hand, they can be considered changeable and hybrid constructs.
Each position describes a point of view, a particular point of view, and a per-
spective. Every interaction causes a movement. Connecting different points of
view opens up the possibility of “weaving a web capable of transforming power-
organized positionings without simultaneously dissolving all differences into a

central point of view or perspective” (Haraway 1995: 24) [Translation FP]. Such a

network of movable standpoints could be the starting point for understanding

responsibility as a practice of assembling, in order to open up temporary spac-
es of negotiation of social togetherness, in which existing positions (museums,
work, people, ..) and the meanings that go with them become questioned, nego-
tiable, experimentable, and thus also temporarily changeable. Constructive
spaces of negotiation in which a possible future is imagined. | imagine such a

constructive negotiation space as a place where a practice of unlearning dom-
inant discourses and power relations takes place and the construction of a di-
verse community can be imagined and experimented with for which the actors
feel responsible, develop a mutual willingness to listen to each other, to argue
and to contradict.

13
The concept of love is described by
hooks as a combination of caring,
commitment, knowledge, responsi-
bility, respect, and trust, and as the
foundation of any interaction (cf.
hooks 2003:131)
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