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This article is about unlearning and dealing
with realities such as the post-migrant socie-
ty. It is based on our experience as a research-
ing activist (Ayse Guleg) and a researching
art educator (Gila Kolb). Together, we gave a
workshop on unlearning with artworks from
documenta 14 in 2019. Furthermore, Ayse
Giileg shares some of her workshop practices
on post-migrant realities.

In a first step, we will each outline our own
perspectives. 'This already forms the first tool
we want to propose: to reflect on the ques-
tion: Where do I speak from? What are the
perspectives, knowledges and privileges | am
awarc of:

In the second part, we will explain our under-
standing of the concept of unlearning, which
was coined by the posteolonial theorist Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak. In the third part, we will
show some methods, resources and tools we
work(ed) with. We developed these within
several workshops and we would like to intro-
duce them to you because we think that they
will help to unlearn.
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1 Where do we speak from?

Ayse: As an educator, art mediator, curator
and researching activist, I have both profes-
sional and personal connections to the sub-
ject of migration. After I studied Pedagogy,
1 worked for 18 years in a cultural centre in
Kassel and was a team-member of the curato-
rial and education department for the prepa-
ration of documenta 12 (2007), documenta 13
(2012) as well documenta 14 (2017). Currently,

I am working as a part of the artistic team of

documenta fifteen.

'The context of migration is characterised by
the ambivalences in the field of visibility and
invisibility, as well as by dominant visual axes
and clichéd images. These questions inter-
est me because they traverse spaces from pri-
vate to public and from private to political.
Because racism happens in everyday life, it’s
structurally imbedded in institutions and it is
also part of the politics of representation. I am
particularly interested in the embodied “situ-
ated knowledge” of migrants who, with cer-
tain ways of speaking, performing and with
interventions in everyday life, on the street, at
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school or at work, avert any form of attribu-
tion. In other words, I am interested in differ-
ent forms of particular resistance, which I call
afhrmative subversion — following Spivak’s af-
firmative sabotage. These are powerful prac-
tices which affirm and at the same time reject
the ascribed roles and spaces.

I live in Kassel, where, on 6 April 2006, Halit
Yozgat was murdered in his internet café in
the Nordstadt by the NSU right wing terror-
ists. Halit Yozgat is the youngest and 9th vic-
tim of the NSU. Only one month after the
killing, a demonstration took place, organised
by the relatives of the victims, Halit Yozgat,
Enver Simgek (the first victim in Munich)
and Mehmet Kubasik (the cighth victim in
Dortmund). Nearly 4000 people, mainly from
the migrant communities, were taking part of
the demonstration under the title “No 10th
victim”. There was no mainstreamn media cov-
erage of this event.

Migrant-situated knowledge that is not relat-
ed to an identity, actually takes the form of a
perspective, in that it allows learning and un-
learning to take place at the same time and
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counters the usual narratives. Instead it cre-
ates another narrative that makes it possible to
change them by weaving new, powerful and
empowering threads. Initially, activists and
artists established solidary connections with
those directly affected by the NSU-complex.
The questions as to who speaks, who is heard
and who is represented in what way formed
the starting point that enabled migrant per-
spectives and struggles to be brought to the
attention zones of the “majority society”.

If we take this perspective, we learn that indi-
vidual migrants and migrant communities have
been fighting for their own place in Germany
{and I assume in other European countries as
well) from the very beginning. From as early
as the 1960s onwards, they have been the pio-
neers for better working conditions and wages
in the factories, and have been active against
exclusion and racism. It js essential to open up
narratives on the topic of migration that irri-
tate previous assumptions and unlearn them.
As a child of a so-called “Gastarbeiterfamilie”
(guest worker family), it is clear to me that in
post-fascist Germany, the first and important
labour struggles such as the Pierburg strike in

36

1973 were set in motion by workers from taly,
Spain and Turkey to fight for better wages and
working conditions for all. Amongst migrant
workers on strike, women in particular had a
leading role.

Gila: T work as a researching art educator.
Not only is the post-migrant society as equal-
ly present and relevant in my personal experi-
ence, but it also forms a concept within my po-
sition in the field of art education. Currently, I
am working as a lecturer in Berne, Switzerland
and live in Kassel, Germany. When trave-
ling forth and back, I am aware that cross-
ing the border without being checked is pos-
sible because I am, amongst other things,
being read as a white woman. The ID Card
by the Swiss Government describes me as a
“Grenzgingerin” [cross-border worker].

I mostly work with future art teachers & art
educators. How can 1 teach an anti-racist at-
titude from this perspective? Answering this
question is probably just as hard as answering
the questions of how criticality, self-love or
democracy can be taught, especially in hierar-
chical systems such as schools or museums. But
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just because a question is old and tough, there is
no reason not to pose it anymore.

As I have worked within universities, schools
and museums, I have noticed a certain homo-
geneity of actors and staff, including myself.
On the one hand, I want to support the de-
mand to change this circumstance, while on
the other I ask myself whether this is even an
appropriate logic. However, I think that uni-
versities, museums and schools must change
their current logic in favour of logic of open-
ness, accessibility and should the use methods
and internal structures in order to become rel-
evant to a different audience than the one they
are currently addressing.
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2 Unlearning with an example

How can art be taught and knowledge spaces
be designed? What does unlearning mean —
and how can it become productive for my own
learning, teaching and art-making? We want
to start with an example, an exhibition that
took part in 2017: documenta 14.

Held every five years, documenta is one of the
world’s most important large-scale exhibitions
of contemporary art, reflecting different artis-
tic as well as social currents of the time. Not
only has documenta always engaged with the
art world, but documenta can also be seen as
a site of negotiation of political issues: from
the first exhibition in 1955, which aimed pri-
marily to introduce visitors to the works of
thosc artists who were ostracised in Germany
during the Nazi era under the designation
“Degenerate Art”, to the most recent discus-
sion about the whereabouts of the Obclisk
(Olu Oguibe, 2017) with the quadrilingual
inscription “I was a stranger and you took me
in” on Kassel’s Konigsplatz. As Nora Sternfeld
(2020) points out, the artwork with the title
“Monument for strangers and refugees” can be
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understood rather as a para-monument then
an artwork in a public space.

Unlearning formed a major theme of docu-
menta 14 and its art education. Unlearning is
not about not learning something in the first
place or refusing to lcarn — but rather about re-
flecting again and in a critical way on what has
been learned by means of actions. Learning
always takes place within hierarchical con-
texts, which are often not reflected. What has
been learned should therefore not be forgotten
again. Unlearning in the first sense therefore
means to become aware of onc’s own privileg-
es {cf. Danius/Jonsson/Spivak 1993).

Flena Agudio and Bonaventure Soh Bejeng
Ndikung give another, poetic definition of
unlearning with an invitation card to the
exhibition “Unlearning the given” (2016):
“Unlearning is not forgetting, it is neither de-
letion, cancellation nor burning off. It is writ-
ing bolder and writing anew. It is commenting
and questioning. It is giving new footnotes to
old and other narratives. It is wiping off the
dust, clearing the grass, and cracking off the
plaster that lays above the erased. Unlearning
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is flipping the coin and awakening the ghosts.
Unlearning is looking in the mirror and see-

ing the world.” (Agudio etc).
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3  Methods, Tools and Resources

Paper snowballs

For an introduction and closing of a workshop
when the group gathers together, there might
be open questions or issues, which are some-
how in the room, but not spoken out loud vet.
This tool might help to change this situation.
Making a snowball from paper also helps to
reflect on implicit or tacit knowledge: “Where
did you learn to make a snowball and from
whom?” “How would you explain to someone
else how to do it>”

Realisation

All participants receive one paper of each col-
our. On the first coloured paper, they write
down their spontaneous answer to the ques-
tion: “What do I want to learn?” On the sec-
ond coloured paper, they write down their
spontaneous answer to the question, “What
do I want to unlearn?” There is T minute giv-
en for each answer, which is not much time
to reflect.

‘Then, the participants are asked if they know
how to make a snowball — and if they can
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remember when they learned it. Often this is
tactile knowledge is perceived as self-evident,
just as knowledge is often not consciously re-
flected. Now, participants are asked to form
two snowballs from the sheets of paper and
throw them into the air. In a next step, par-
ticipants are invited to collect two snowballs
from the floor, which are not their own. Next,
participants are invited to choosec one snow-
ball per colour and read it aloud. In this way,
thoughts or wishes of the participants become
audible in and for the room without being di-
rectly linked to a person.

A seminar meeting under the table

What does our body do while we learn? Who
taught us that learning rakes place sitting at a
table and on a chair? What happens when the
seminar continues under the table? What does
the body do during this? What about paying
attention? What about listening? How do you
speak under a table? Just try it out!
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Work assignment:
Help an imaginary colleague!

Imagine that your colleague asks you for help.
She would like to teach unlearning and she
would like to do it by means of a work of art
that she finds interesting. What would you
advise her to do? Work in pairs.

Communicating Realities:
Migration-Racism-Resistance.

A Working Assignment by Ayge Giileg

'The two proposed artistic-documentary films
are very important for me personally because
they focus our attention in a special way on
the theme of migration, racism and the resist-
ance. They were made at different times and
work with specific means and strategies on the
topics mentioned in the title.
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Film 1: . 3
Inventory — Metzstrasse 11 by Zelimir Zilnik
(Video 9:00min) 1975 https:/www.youtube.
com/watch?v=gvCmKGZaTs]

Film 2:

Mourning demonstration no 10th victim
documentary by Sefa Defterli (video, 11:38
min, editing and camera Sefa Defterli, others
are unknown) 2006 https://vimeo.com/

235347631

Questions:

What realities do the films deal with? [How
do they convey those realitics? What do the
images tell us? What do the images conveyr
How do the images act? I low do the speakers
position themselves? Who speaks to us and
how? How can the aesthetic strategies be de-
scribed? How do the films connect with each
other through themes and aesthetic stratcgies?



4 Feedback:

Please let us know how you were using the
methods & tools! Write an e-mail to:

unlearnin g@a/igélo/e. de
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