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Communication, Not Consensus

Katrin Klingan, Artistic Director of “relations,” and Ines Kappert, cultural theorist

from Berlin, in discussion with the sociologist Marek Krajewski from Poznań and the dramaturge Eda Čufer from Ljubljana about exchange, dissenting views, process-driven identity constructs, and how the East-West schema creates a gridlock but is indispensable
Ines Kappert: That dialogue is plain hard work,

even when there is no lack of good will and

commitment, was palpable during the “relations”

colloquium in Halle an der Saale last fall.

What makes it so diffi cult to communicate with

one another and reach a shared understanding,

or to enter into a public sphere, even in such a

favorably disposed group? Why is it actually so

precarious to leave behind the outworn stereotypes

of “the East is XYZ” and “the West is XYZ”

precisely when everyone agrees, at least theoretically,

that this would be a pretty good idea?
Marek Krajewski: I think that it is fi rst of all

very important to be clear about what one

wants from a “cultural exchange” and what dialogue

and public sphere actually mean in this

context. Does it mean that we have to create

a consensus in and through our dialogue and

search for a common denominator? Is exchange

to be viewed as successful only when the media

reports on it? Have we then created a public

sphere?
Katrin Klingan: Let’s stay with the concept of

public sphere for the moment. How do you assess

this concept?
Marek Krajewski: Okay, let’s take as an example

the concept of public sphere articulated by

Jürgen Habermas. This concept builds, putting

it simply, on the idea of consensus. One can

only create a public sphere on the foundation of

an understanding that has to be achieved. That

is, when everyone “acts in concert.” But there

is also another tradition articulated by Claude

Lefort, for example, which proposes something

very different. Here, reaching agreement is not

a precondition for communication and the creation

of a public sphere. Rather, a public sphere

already exists in a positive sense when we

simply enter into discussion with one another,

when communication forms are kept open and

as many people as possible are integrated into

the process and as many heterogeneous positions

as possible are taken and exchanged. Here

public sphere means: “We come together, we

talk, we argue, we often misunderstand one

another.” And that really is okay. I think that all

this talk of consensus misses the point, particularly

in connection with the creation of a public

sphere. For it is all too easy to then abuse the

idea of a “public sphere” by turning it into an

argument discriminating against differences.

In the sense that because we are different and

probably won’t be able to reach a consensus,

we don’t have to talk with one another. Instead

we simply represent the fact of our differences,

and there is no shared platform. A dangerous

attitude and an extremely poor argument.
Ines Kappert: Okay. We can give up consensus

as the objective. But it appears to me that the

communication problem is still not solved. For

is there no diffi culty in clarifying when a genuine

misunderstanding or a plain and simple

disagreement exists? And it is when one has

fi nally sorted that out and the latter appears to

be the case that things get really tricky. Both

sides are all too quick to subsume, more or

less consciously, differences of opinion or different

approaches under the argument, “Okay,

you don’t share my opinion because you don’t

understand ‘our’ situation, precisely because

you’re from the East, or the other way around,

because you’re from the West.” And then we

have to extract ourselves from this dead-end before

we can even begin.
Katrin Klingan: What are you driving at

exactly?
Ines Kappert: I believe that it is important to

genuinely grasp why it is so diffi cult in praxis

to break out of the ordering patterns of “East”

and “West,” so as to thus also extract ourselves

from this “East-West” dichotomy. And I ask myself

whether this is not connected to how the

attitude we bring to bear in discussion is still

structured by the ingrained thinking in terms of

the East-West blocs. It seemed to me, as a westerner,

for example, that during our colloquium

in Halle the idea of “eastern Europe” as a group

identity was deconstructed. At the same time

however, the clichés of the West as wealthy, stable

civil societies dealing with problems of luxury

remained generally intact. Don’t misunderstand

me: the colloquium was a success, especially

the work on communication. But in order

to take up and further this positive experience

of opening up dialogue, it seems to me that it is

important to query and analyze the conception

of the “West,” and to sharpen our senses here

as well for the respective specifi c situation in

the various “western” societies.
Eda Čufer: If you want a more intensive focus

on your situation, you should place more emphasis

on Germany. Perhaps this has not been

pursued suffi ciently up until now. But aside

from that, I don’t share the opinion that one

can simply declare the concepts of “East” and

“West,” and thus also their dichotomy, for outdated

and “obsolete.” You can’t just turn around

and level out the differences in socialization,

and thus, past experiences.
Ines Kappert: The leveling of difference is not

the issue, but rather how we deal with difference.

The question is more like, why do I subsume

the experiences of arguing differently,

of feeling strange or estranged under concepts

of identity like “East” and “West”? Why do I

ascribe such experiences and feelings to the

dichotomy of “East” versus “West” and believe

that this orders my experiences and that I have

hence understood them? Why don’t we connect

experiences of difference fi rst of all to other distinctions

such as educational background, age,

fi nancial status, professional position, and the

respective social situation and symbolic order?

Of course “East” and “West” don’t vanish as relational

and differential dimensions, but we can

qualify them, see them in relative terms as one

factor amongst many.
Marek Krajewski: In my view we have to see

this holding onto these East-West identities and

dichotomies in connection with the diffi cult

process of constituting identity. As far as I can

see, in so-called eastern Europe we possess a

more weakly developed identity at present. This

weakness favors, in turn, a certain attitude: “If

I don’t know who I am and, as a result, also

don’t know how I should (re-)present myself to

‘outsiders,’ there is only one thing that is certain:

I am not a westerner.” Given this situation,

namely, that I don’t know who I am, it becomes

important to draw a demarcation line between

others and myself. Therefore, I need a concept

of the “West” to construct my identity, although,

at the same time, I don’t accept that line of selfdescription

because it again privileges the

“West.”
Eda Čufer: Yes. Exactly.
Ines Kappert: That means that the diffi culty of

transgressing the ordering pattern of East and

West is also tied to the search for identity in

post-socialist and post-communist societies that

is currently being proclaimed everywhere?
Marek Krajewski: That is at least highly possible.

The question of self-presentation and presentation

abroad is a pressing issue for us.
Katrin Klingan: Here I must intervene. In practical

terms, it seems to me that things are somewhat

different. During numerous meetings with

artists and intellectuals from eastern Europe

over the past few years, I rarely or, indeed, almost

never had the impression that there was

a defi ciency in how they presented themselves

outwardly. Quite the opposite, in fact. As a “specifi

c outsider,” as you put it, I felt that it was

me who was sometimes pushed into a situation

where I had to search for the correct formulations.
Ines Kappert: Marek and Eda, both of you

stress a very strong sense of “we.” Is this search

for identity and weakness to be really seen as

independent of educational background and

the respective fi nancial situation? Or to put it

another way, is this “weak identity,” as you call

it, evident to all sectors of the population to the

same degree? What about artists and intellectuals?

What is their situation? Were there, or are

there, any movements bucking the trend, movements

who defi ne themselves beyond national

identity? Let me mention an example taken

from the West German context: in the 1980s

and into the 1990s, defi ning oneself as a “leftist”

allowed one to pull out of the whole discourse

on what it means to be a German, etc.
Marek Krajewski: The problem of fi nding an

identity is not a question of education. The intellectuals

may well be more aware of the problem.

But their identity is no different to that of

their compatriots. It appears to me that it is also

shaped mainly by weakness. The problem in

fi nding an identity lies rather in the different

status their countries enjoy within Europe. And

don’t forget: an enormous social transition has

taken place here.
Eda Čufer: When approaching this question it

is crucial to be aware of the very different situation

of intellectuals in the East from those in

the West. Our generation, those of us born in

the 1960s, was forced to fi nd and collect critical

knowledge for itself. We are all autodidacts and

we have passed on to one another the alternative

knowledge we have accumulated through

our private networks. As we all know, the state

education system was not geared towards fostering

critical competence. While it was possible

in the West to be critical and still work within

the system, the pressure to conform placed

on us was far greater. In the end, this meant

either you were part of it or you were excluded

completely.
Marek Krajewski: The pressure to form a homogeneous

entity was extreme in the former

socialist and communist states. Therefore, I

don’t believe that, in terms of self-understanding,

there is any great difference between intellectuals

and, let’s say, doctors or workers.
Eda Čufer: The longer you lived in this system,

the more you were exposed to this pressure to

conform. Correspondingly, the more diffi cult it

is today to adjust to the new conditions. For the

younger generations things are very different.

But the “elders” are still holding the positions in

institutions and their interest in bringing about

change is not very pronounced. Thus we are

dealing with a generation gap. There is another

crucial factor that also needs to be considered:

the instability of social structures and especially

the catastrophic state of the culture scene. This

results in an uncertainty amongst artists and

intellectuals that should not be underestimated.

For instance, if the projects developed within

the framework of “relations” were to also receive

local support or at least had the prospect

of receiving it, then the actors involved could

present themselves and their projects abroad

with a greater degree of self-confidence.

Katrin Klingan: We have to confront this unequal

and diffi cult situation, even if we know

that we will not be able to redress the lack of

appropriate funding and support structures immediately.

You’ve already mentioned some of

the reasons for this. But “relations” was aware

of this from the very beginning: we wanted to

also support projects in countries where there

was little prospect that the government would

provide some form of follow-up support. The

weakness, as you say, of the infrastructure in

the cultural sector was not a criterion for exclusion

for us. This is precisely why the thematic

approach taken by the individual projects was

so important to us, projects that for more than

two years had addressed the issues of their societies

and undertaken international exchange

with diverse artistic and discursive formats. I

think this is precisely where the strength of

“relations” lies. Namely, in utilizing the manner

through which important themes are played out

in the public sphere to contest this same public

sphere and to open up alternatives in small

steps. Take the “Missing Identity” project in Kosovo 
for example: there a monthly art

and culture supplement to the weekly magazine

“Java” is being published; an alternative arts

academy has been established where students

can take part in semester courses and workshops

free of charge; and a gallery for contemporary

art was founded in Peja, which is arousing

the curiosity of the city’s school pupils in

particular. The alternative academy has recently

entered into a one-year exchange program

with the “Städelschule,” the international arts

academy in Frankfurt/Main. If we are cap able

of bringing about change, then I believe that it

can only occur in this “double movement” – acquiring

and fashioning a voice both locally and

internationally.
Eda Čufer: I think another point is important.

Of course one cannot compare the Soros Foundation,

which pumped millions into art, culture,

and research in eastern Europe in the 1990s,

with a comparatively tiny project like “relations.”

But because today, ever since Soros has

withdrawn from the art scene, the Federal Cultural

Foundation, and thus, to a degree “relations,”

act as one of the few current supporters

in the cultural sector, one can’t help but draw a

comparison. What I am driving at is the following:

whereas Soros was not striving to generate

some payback value for his own country with

his massive funding, “relations” is expecting

some kind of added value from the projects for

the German public.
Katrin Klingan: It’s not a matter of added

value. What is at issue is an exchange of knowl -

edge, experience, and artistic approaches. To

fi nd a sensible and viable structure for this

exchange is the goal of “relations.” And this

structure resides in building up cooperative

relationships, collaborations where the actors

can work together on equal terms because they

are both anchored in their respective societies.

Of course there are enormous differences

between Germany and the countries of eastern

Europe due to the very distinct ways the cultural

scene operates and how the funding channels

are set up. This is how the idea came about to

launch and support the projects in the cooperation

countries fi rst, and, hence, create a starting

platform there. One and a half years later, in

2005, we begin cooperating with the German

institutions. The form this cooperation could

take in detail is something we consciously left

open at the beginning. Formulating somewhat

vague criteria may well represent a problem for

the communication between the participants.

But for me it also has its strong points. Namely,

it enables us to keep on listening intently and to

respond accordingly by reformulating the criteria

and goals or by allowing new developments

to unfold.
Ines Kappert: That the Federal Cultural Foundation

has broken ranks with the general European

trend of refl ecting on and supporting

national concerns and values explains why

Hortensia Völckers repeatedly formulates the

wish that the “relations” projects reach a public

in Germany.
Marek Krajewski: Then maybe you should engage

a good PR agency.(Laughter.)
Marek Krajewski: I’m not joking. I’m serious.

Find someone who knows how to market you

professionally. You can’t delegate this task to the

individual projects.
Ines Kappert: I don’t think that “relations” is

expecting the individual projects to perform PR

work in Germany. Instead, we want to convey

why one should be aware about the context

“relations” is acting in and the expectations

brought to bear on “relations” by the German

side.
Katrin Klingan: That’s right, and I believe furthermore

that the issues under discussion here

cannot be solved with marketing concepts. In

terms of content as well, “relations” has always

pursued the goal of realizing exchange. De facto

this entails communication and cooperation

that goes beyond national boundaries. It means

creating possibilities so that artists and curators

can build up thematically specifi c projects and

initiate discourses that live from outside input,

and avoids just engaging in monologue. Instead,

[they] can connect with others, translate

their own ideas into other contexts, and through

this continually develop new perspectives. That

is, they are forced to permanently reframe their

own work and thereby query and shift their basic

assumptions. And this agility demanded of

all participants naturally makes the whole undertaking

more diffi cult at times.
Marek Krajewski: Pioneers always have arrows

in their back. I mean this as a compliment,

since I really appreciate “relations” as a project.
Katrin Klingan: What have we got in our

backs?
Marek Krajewski: Arrows.
Katrin Klingan: (laughing) Ah, okay. Well,

there you are then. But I’d rather leave the arrows

out of it.
Edited by Ines Kappert 
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