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foreword

In 2017, at the request of the Mondriaan Fund, art historian and researcher Steven ten Thije wrote the essay, 
‘The Emancipated Museum’.

The text was promoted with the comment, ‘Museums may appear calm and self-assured to outsiders, but not even this noble showcase of art is immune to the cracks in society. The tensions between high and low, newcomer and native, rich and poor insidiously worm their way into the museum foundations like concrete decay. Society is adrift and the museum has to follow in its wake.’

Steven Ten Thije openly questioned how inclusive an institution the museum actually was and, among other things, asked critical questions about the homogeneous staffing of contemporary museums, and about the programmes and reach of museums in general. He critically examined the conditions underlying the museum format and, in doing so, also took a risk in doing the same with his own professional framework and raison d’être.

The limited reach was not an unknown problem, but within the museum world, people did not gladly discuss the issue openly. Every now and then, it was acknowledged that the scope of museums does not necessarily include everyone, but that was about as far as it went. The consequences that could (or perhaps should) have been drawn constituted something of a threat to the practices of those engaging in the discussion.

The essay led to considerable discussion, and a need arose to pursue it further. Not in the form of an answer or reaction, but from the need to take the discussion on this subject to another level, beyond the entrenched positions, contradictions, emotions and opinions which are more likely to exclude rather than achieve the desired inclusiveness. We sought a perspective that could look more deeply, while at the same time helping us to achieve a better bird’s-eye view.

This led to an invitation to cultural sociologist Rolando Vázquez, whose analytical reflections had stood out during debates on the subject. We are very grateful that he accepted the invitation to write this essay. Making use of historical postcards, he shows how, socially, the view of and from our history and context has been far too unambiguously represented. This perspective is not everyone’s perspective, but it has often been decisive for the way in which everyone’s lives have been shaped and interpreted.

Rolando Vázquez is cautious in presenting his analysis. He does not look for quick conclusions, but slowly guides the reader through the context of our history and the contemporary labyrinth of text, language, symbols and images which (often without being properly noticed) give great meaning to our existence. His decolonial aesthesis lifts us above the labyrinth and offers us a new panorama, in the same way that the Eiffel Tower at the first historical postcard once did to the Parisians.

During the production of Rolando Vázquez’s book, Vistas of Modernity, George Floyd died under the knees of an American police officer. His death added great impetus to the Black Lives Matter movement, a movement that reminds us that there can be no universally shared perspectives if we do not accept that the dominant, prevailing version of our history is told from too narrow a perspective and that this has led to a divided society and an unequal distribution of rights and privileges.

This essay helps us understand that a much deeper inequality lies at the foundation of representation within art and heritage. The discussion about who the museum belongs to and for whom it is for is now part of a much larger discourse. The concrete degradation in the walls of the museum appears to be directly linked to the concrete degradation in the walls of our society.

It is therefore particularly poignant that the social developments surrounding the Black Lives Matter protests took place during the production of this publication. This essay takes us to the world outside the museum. It helps us to see what we have not yet seen, but what is essential to actually start working on the changes we claim we want to bring about.

This is the first essay by the Mondriaan Fund that will initially only be published in English. The specificity of the terminology used is difficult to put into words in the Dutch language, also because the essay takes place in the midst of the development of a language that is shaping the debate on decolonialization. The essay, originally intended as a sequel, will hopefully also be the start of a much larger process in which Dutch-language interpretations can be formed. Apart from this search for new words, we hope that it is the new insights and resulting actions that can connect us, both outside and inside the cultural field.

Eelco van der Lingen

director Mondriaan Fund
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preface

nunca lo establecido podrá cerrar el paso de lo que nace

– Eduardo Chillida

We are living a time in which the political field is increasingly polarized. The corporate instruments for social media marketing and psychological profiling of populations are being deployed for political campaigns. The citizen is conceived of and acts more and more as a consumer. The social media citizen is moved by a self-interest that is heavily influenced by the desires and fears that have been pre-designed and targeted towards him. In the face of this atomization and erosion of public opinion and the withering away of political arenas in which people can engage with each other, cultural and educational institutions face enormous challenges to sustain open and peaceful societies. Cultural and educational institutions are confronted with the responsibility to provide tools and spaces for critical reflection, for political engagement, and, more fundamentally, for meeting and recognizing each other in our differences. The Covid-19 pandemic that is ongoing while this essay is undergoing proofreading, has brought to the fore the urgency of overcoming eurocentrism, the importance of learning across old colonial borders, of overcoming social injustice and caring for Earth. It is an urgent call to engage with the question of healing, that is a healing beyond the confines of medical institutions, a healing that needs the transformation of our understanding and experience of the world.

Questions of diversity and decoloniality are today crucial for cultural and educational arenas to counteract the increasing fragmentation and erosion of social and political life. How can academic and cultural institutions become places for fostering political life beyond the enclosed realities of the social media citizen? How can they enable the political that Hannah Arendt conceived as that in-between space for people to speak and be heard?1 Can curatorial, artistic and pedagogical practices provide the possibility of an open social life beyond the mirage of consumerism?

Decoloniality offers an option for thinking and doing beyond the dominant paradigms. It provides a critical analysis of modernity understood broadly as the western project of civilization, while it seeks to overcome the dominion of western epistemology and aesthetics and their embedded eurocentrism and anthropocentrism.

Diversity, as we understood it for the University of Amsterdam diversity report2 is certainly about the participation of people from minoritized backgrounds in educational and cultural life, but crucially, is about changing the ways in which we practice knowledge and culture, it is about the experiences that are produced and reproduced through these practices.

Our approach to decoloniality is one that argues that equal societies are not achieved through the imposition of homogeneity. Equality as lived experience requires the active and open embrace of difference. Decoloniality shows that our cultural and knowledge practices are implicated in creating and replicating global divides. Academic and cultural institutions cannot simply continue reproducing global perspectives that remain complicit and oblivious of the continuous erasure of other worlds of sensing and meaning. Academic and cultural institutions, such as the university and the museum, need to rise up to the challenges of highly diverse and dynamic societies, they cannot continue replicating the nineteenth century representation of monocultural nations. How can they become aware of their monocultural legacy and engage in processes of transformation to become truly intersectional spaces that serve to bridge the gaps that threaten to fracture our diverse societies?

Decoloniality is oriented towards global justice not as an ideology, nor as a universal. Decoloniality advocates a notion of global justice that manifests itself in the articulation of local histories thriving with their differences. Its aim is not the reduction of difference, but also not its polarization. It seeks to bring the plurality of worlds in conscious and productive forms of relationality. In this way decoloniality calls for an articulation of contextual histories. The decolonial response to the universal metanarratives of modernity is not a flight towards the abstract ‘I’ of individuality, rather, it is about enabling a grounding in one’s own historical positionality. A positioned self cannot assume to be the center of the world, a positioned self is always conscious of the radical plurality of worlds and histories around her. Decoloniality brings forth an understanding of the self in which there is no safe, abstract position, it brings an understanding that we are all implicated and positioned somewhere along the social axes of discrimination such as, but not only, gender, race and class. Importantly for decolonial thought we are all located in relation to the colonial difference that structures our modern/colonial order. It is only from an awareness of our positioned realities that we can enter in relation with each-other, that we can listen to each-other and learn each-other.

_______________

1 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, Chicago: University of Chicago, 1958.

2 Gloria Wekker et al., Let’s do Diversity: Report of the University of Amsterdam Diversity Commission, University of Amsterdam 2016. Accessed through: www.uva.nl/uva/1.-diversity-commission-report-2016-12-10.pdf. The Diversity Report was the result of the Diversity Commission’s research, which was installed as a result of the student occupation of the Maagdenhuis at the University of Amsterdam in the spring of 2015. Following the demands of students of colour to decolonize the university (primarily via The University of Colour), the Commission was tasked to research diversity at the university.





a note to the reader

The following essay unravels a decolonial critique of the modern/colonial aesthetic order through a selection of postcards. They provide ‘vistas of modernity’ to behold the workings of the white gaze. They anchor our study of the modern/colonial aesthetic order and its affirmation as world reality, its denial of other worlds and the formation of the colonial difference. The volume follows a decolonial path of research, as elaborated in the postface: I) it is concerned with the constitution of modernity as an aesthetic territory, as the control of representation and the framing of experience; II) it shifts the focus to the coloniality of aesthetics by looking at what it erases, at the mechanisms of denial of other worlds of sensing, of other forms of worlding with Earth, communally and ancestrally; III) it moves to address the colonial difference, that is, the question of the articulation between modernity and coloniality, between the affirmation of aesthetics and the erasure of others’ aesthesis. In a way, it is looking at the slash enjoining the binomial modernity/coloniality; IV) the whole is interspersed with the work of decolonial artists. Thus ‘Modernity’, ‘Coloniality’ and ‘The Colonial Difference’ are the headings of the three parts of this essay while ‘Decoloniality’ interweaves artistic practices across the essay.

Under this structure the text is also rhythmically braided with three distinct strands, that can easily be identified in this edition by their page colour. Each strand can be read in the weave or on its own. The initial strand of each chapter is led by a postcard, a vista of modernity. It sketches a sort of an archaeology of the white gaze. The vistas that the postcards offer, give a palpable experience of the constitution of modernity as an aesthetic order; that is, as an order over representation and a discrete perspective into world-historical reality. The middle strand punctuates the essay with artistic practices that give tangible forms of decolonial aesthesis as they are practiced today by various artist and curators. The third strand of the braid provides more in-depth conceptual discussion. It lays out some of the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of decoloniality, and in particular of decolonial aesthesis.

The introduction of the essay, ‘Decoloniality’ presents the key question of decolonial aesthesis as a question that is not limited to the arts but that is more generally concerned with modernity’s control over representation and experience. It foregrounds the modern/colonial order of aesthetics.

In part I) ‘Modernity’, we elaborate on how the aesthetic order of modernity functions in such a way that what is produced as artifice becomes the reality of experience. First, we focus on the formation of the scopic regime of modernity, the predominance of the gaze, in the section on ‘La Tour: the Modern Gaze’. After this, we focus on the broader control of experience through what we can call the choreography of modernity, that is from the control of perception to a more general control of experience. This is elaborated in the section ‘The Philips Pavilion: the Choreography of Modernity’.

Part II) ‘Coloniality’, raises the question of the coloniality underlying the aesthetic order of modernity, that is, it looks at how the aesthetic order of modernity has been implicated in the formation of coloniality by universalizing gender heteronormativity as white and by expelling the aesthesis of other worlds of sensing and meaning. The aesthetics of gender is exemplified through the naturalized representation of the Neanderthal, in the section ‘The Neanderthal: the Coloniality of Gender’. The coloniality of modern aesthetics is further elaborated in the relation between primitivism in modern art and the human zoos, this is the focus of ‘Le Village Noir: the Coloniality of Aesthetics’.

Part III) ‘The Colonial Difference’, dwells on the disjuncture between the lives framed by modernity and those lived lives under coloniality, including the life of Earth and Earth-beings. The section ‘La Croisière Noire: the Colonial Difference’ looks at the connection between the hubris of modernity and the anthropocentric and racialized subjugation of the life of Earth and the life of others, including Earth-beings. This part reflects on how the affirmation of modernity as the time of the now is disjointed with coloniality’s movement of expulsion from historical reality. We use the image of the vortex to understand the disjuncture between these two movements, one concentric that produces the empty time of modernity and the other eccentric that expels out of history into oblivion what it devastates. The vortex figures this disjuncture between the temporalities at play in the modern/colonial order. This sub-section elaborates further on the critique of the modern/colonial order of aesthetics, through a critique of abstraction and purity. It puts forward the importance of opacity and decolonial forms of listening. The decolonial critique of the Human/animal divide is explored further in the ‘Le Jardin d’Acclimatation: the Aesthetics of Anthropocentrism’. The zoo appears as the place in which the combined conditions of earthlessness and worthlessness are turned into a spectacle for the masses.

The artist interludes that intersperse the essay, create open spaces that bring to the fore a diversity of concrete practices that are engaged in decolonial aesthesis. These interludes emerge from the density of the text as moments to stop, sense, witness.

Finally, the ‘postface: what does it mean to decolonize?’, provides a guide for practitioners in academic and cultural institutions. It lays down a decolonial path of enquiry, spells out key questions for a decolonial practice and elaborates on decolonizing pedagogies.





thinking/listening in the ‘we’

Speaking in the we-voice could appear strange at first glance. In the anglosphere it is often associated with the ‘royal we’ or with a condescending way of speaking. For us, the we-voice carries quite different intentions. One is the acknowledgement that what we are thinking is not ours; the awareness that there is a community producing what we are thinking, beginning from the language we speak, all the way up to the concepts and insights we are presenting. It is not ‘I thought of this’, but instead to have a sense that ‘we are thinking with’. It also has to do with an effort to move out of the I-voice that determines ownership, property and individuality, moving towards a plural voice. Can we owe and not own our thinking?

How can we begin thinking in a we-voice and what does that imply? When seen from an individualistic perspective, the we-voice is often seen as paternalistic, but actually it is an attempt of countering the I-voice of the author. What happens when we pluralize the place where we are thinking from? A place where the questions are not our property, where the language is not ours to own, but where we instead acknowledge that we are thinking from a shared legacy, from a consciousness of owing. That is why we speak/hear in the we-voice. Most importantly, the we-voice is also an entry into a relational grammar and a way of thinking that is necessarily grounded in the relation with others. Of course, we have to acknowledge that there is much work to do to really move from the I think to the we, to move from the positionality3 of the individual self to the multiple positionalities of the we. The we configures itself as multiple and changing, but always already grounded. It embodies historical, geographical, gendered and racialized relations. Finally, the we-voice is an intimation of the impossibility of speaking without having heard, the we recognizes ourselves in the precedence of what has been heard, and what is being heard, as it were, in its speaking. The we only comes to voice in the mode of listening, in the awareness of its infinitive indebtedness to others.

Through the text the we appears as crossed by the colonial difference. Sometimes it is speaking from the we of the sovereign self, implicated in the suffering of others and in the wasting away of Earth. And sometimes it is the we that is committed to a critique of the modern/colonial order. It is a we that speaks from the awareness of the colonial difference, it is the we that witnesses the suffering of coloniality and the hope of decoloniality.

The unfolding of the we stems from a condition of being crossed by the colonial difference and of being aware of the impossibility of speaking and thinking truthfully from a position of abstraction and purity.

_______________

3 Positionality is a concept developed predominantly by Black Feminism (bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins, among others); it teaches us that any claim to knowledge needs to be located. We need to ask who is speaking and wherefrom. Crucially for decoloniality we need to be positioned along the colonial difference. Is it a statement uttered from the normative episteme of modernity or is it one that arises against the conditions of coloniality? Positionality undoes the universal validity claims of non-positioned knowledge and reaches towards a more truthful and plural understanding of located and contextual knowledges.
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