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Every Misunderstanding is a Gift from God

Transmitting and mediating art and culture as risk

and chance: an interview with Thomas Krüger,

President of the Federal Agency for Civic Education

(Germany), on local contexts, European diversity,

and the benefits as well as the difficulties of international

translation

Thomas Krüger: Whenever I open up the feuilleton

section of German papers, I fi nd reports

on issues discussed mainly in the Anglo-

American world, French debates in part, hardly

anything about Italy, practically nothing from

Spain, and the odd piece from Poland. And

that’s it. A Scandinavian discourse doesn’t take

place. If I want to fi nd out about debates in the

Balkan countries I have to read Austrian papers.

A comparable situation is evident in eastern

European countries. And this shows that

we are dealing with structural diversities here

in Europe. The different cultural spaces allow

for only limited information and culture transfer

amongst themselves. There are discourses

which, quite simply, remain hermetic.

Is this simply because of language or are specific codes

 at work in the individual cultural spaces?

It has a lot to do with language barriers because

whoever doesn’t have a basic command of certain

languages remains outside the discourse

from the very outset. But that isn’t tragic; on

the contrary, it can be liberating as well. For

it conversely means that anyone can go their

own way and construct their own contexts. The

greatest challenge is to forge the links necessary

for a shared discourse: to create a European

public sphere. What we need is a discourse

platform that embraces and goes beyond the

individual cultural spaces, that embraces and is

prepared to work with the inevitable language

barriers. A platform where people are willing to

break out of their own contexts and to see every

misunderstanding as a gift from God because

these misunderstandings are a clear reminder

of the situation in which we have to act.

In praise of misunderstandings, of language

barriers, and the diffi culties of translation?

The problem with every translation is that it

can open up several meanings. Determined

by language and different cultural codes, this

is what makes forming European concepts so

diffi cult. Of course, one could turn around and

say, look, let’s concentrate on one lingua franca,

on English. Then we would have a form of European

public sphere, but a truncated one. For

Europe is the sum of what each one of us is in

our own context. Therefore, we have to allow

for multiple translations and ambiguities. I believe

in any case that we cannot get to the heart

of the idea of Europe by pursuing some abstract

defi nition: an abstract defi nition kills the idea

and destroys any possibility these diversities

may have to inscribe themselves on the tabula

rasa Europe.

Given the countless instances of the “noncontemporary”

in Europe, one has the

feeling that the obsessive search for common

ground is actually producing even more barriers.

Absolutely. What matters is being able to endure

as well as keep differences. Nevertheless,

even with all this variability there is a European

consensus on values. One example of this

is the idea of tolerance, which has been debated

since the 17th century in Europe. We have, so to

say, been through something like the innermost

circles of hell, the wars in Europe, and this experience

has inscribed itself within European

cultures. The discourse on freedom is another

example and the praxis of using the law to solve

confl icts. For instance, interlinking secular and

church law has managed to put an end to clan

vendettas in Europe.

Isn’t talk of a community based on shared

values part of the currently popular trend

to turn the political into a debate about culture?

A kind of discourse that conceals the

political?

What do you mean exactly?

The dividing line between upper and lower

no longer runs vertically between West and

East in Europe, but horizontally through all

societies. And so the decisive thing is to analyze

who is or which groups are permitted to

have access to the discourse forming the consensus

on values.

The breaking lines of distinction do indeed

run crosswise through the handed-down traditions.

But the process leading to a community

of shared values has been going on for several

hundred years in Europe. And the fi nal step in

this connection, namely the discussion on the

EU constitution, shows that this community is

not an absurdity. Even if the discussions make

it clear that the values are, so to say, wobbling

somewhat on the margins.

Perhaps we shouldn’t only speak of a wobbling

of values on the margin. Maybe inner-

European issues are argued and negotiated

in confl ict situations, such as in the former

Yugoslavia, where they are delegated to the

margins.

That is exactly what I mean. Let’s take the example

of how rightwing extremism is gaining

in strength in Germany. One cannot point to

Kosovo and say that the question of values is not

yet solved there because what is being played

out murderously in Kosovo – summarized under

the term “ethnic racism” – can be observed

latently in many western European countries as

well. The confl ict does not lie on the periphery,

but is inscribed in virtually every European culture.

For a European public sphere, this means

that we have to make the confl icts our own,

whether it’s what’s happening in Kosovo or

what’s being discussed in Denmark.

What kind of translation activities have to be

performed for this?

Translation does not just mean transferring

something into your own language and cultural

context, and thus, if one wants to put it this way,

the blurring of differences. On the contrary,

it presupposes curiosity about the difference,

about what is to be translated. Translations

open up other cultures. In this way they are reliant

on creative people and their projects, people

who narrate, depict, and visualize – that is,

precisely on artists and those transmitting and

presenting their work.

“relations” is attempting such a transmission

when we present projects from eastern Europe

in Germany and build collaborations.

The question is: what is the climate of German

society, what is the state of the public

sphere the discourses will encounter here?

Does the fact that Germany has its “very own

East” lead to an enhanced sensibility or to a

defense mechanism in the public sphere?

I observe both: growing curiosity and a tendency

to shield oneself off, extending even to

xenophobia. That Germany has “its own East”

could be seen as an advantage at first. But I believe

that eastern Germany has long begun to

change. Sensibility for central and eastern Europe

should not be expected from eastern Germany

alone, but is to be found rather wherever,

on refl ection, transformation processes have

been successful. Many agencies and associations

in the cultural sector possess such competence.

Projects like “relations” invest in a very

exclusive way in the aforementioned curiosity

faction. To back art and the artists in this undertaking

is courageous, almost daring.

Do you see the non-contemporaneity of specific

 processes in Europe, as is observable in the field of politics, 

for example, in the area of culture as well?

Let me say at the outset that the idea that central

and eastern European countries need to

catch up on a revolution – to use Habermas’

dictum – in order to grow into Europe, is widespread

in Germany, but it is a major error. Autonomy,

freedom, and a market economy have

not just been refl ected on in the back of people’s

minds for the last 15 years in central and eastern

Europe, but been put into active practice. It

is, therefore, important that when we speak of

Europe, we not only focus on the non-contemporaneous,

but should pick up the contemporaneity

of autonomy, freedom, and creativity.

In addition, I have experienced an enormous

dynamic of argumentation in discussions with

central and eastern Europeans from the creative

or philosophical areas. Also a dynamic,

so to say, to inscribe or imprint themselves in

Europe, to gain the power of the word. Let me

express it in an image: unlike Habermas would

like to believe, you see Slovakians, Hungarians,

and Bulgarians streaming past you on the fast

lane to Europe. In Germany, we are more tightly

caught up in conventions, and this is the case

with cultural production and debates as well.

The image of eastern European societies

on the fast lane collides strikingly with the

widely-held assessment of their own situation:

that they belong to the losers of the

“new” Europe. Instead of an economic miracle,

the reality is an increase in poverty. Do

we not have to differentiate here and make

perfectly clear who or which groups of the

population are overtaking whom?

Yes, I wasn’t speaking about “the” Bulgarians or

“the” Slovaks, but about the creative actors. The

fast lane is precisely the other side of the coin of

this hard reality. These creative actors have no

other choice but to take the fast lane. They realize

that they have to do a lot more to join in the

European project because of the marginalization

that still exists.

That would mean, however, neo-liberalization

as the precondition for a release of creativity.

Let the standards of living fall, and

then the people are forced to come up with

something. But the question is: what kind of

experiences join forces with the worsening of

the living conditions to generate a countermovement

and preserve the free space needed

for creative energies to unfold?

I don’t want the image of the fast lane to be understood

as a political model. In terms of social

policy, the exact opposite is the key issue: to

fi nd out how civil society works in central and

eastern Europe. Because the civil — the form of

civitas that forms discursive but also economic

networks — is indeed somewhat less developed

or has been ruined by the Communist era.

Take eastern Germany for example: you come

across this phenomenon there as well, despite

the enormous financial transfers. Communism

knew nothing about the civil because of its

polarized ideological structure: there was the

party, the “righteous,” and the class-enemies. In

democracy however, this kind of rigid polarization

is dissolved because both sides of the political

divide have to become and engage with one

another as citizens. Of course there are small

groups in central and eastern Europe who are

already active today in this direction, but they

are mostly without political infl uence. The European

consensus on values is forced to fend

for itself there and must be realized without any

social connection or any form of discourse.

We wouldn’t use the concept of a “European

consensus on values” in this connection

– but the “relations” projects do fight for a

democratic public sphere, one that goes beyond

national borders.

Our task in Germany is to recognize and distill

from these projects why their debates are

so interesting for the German context. In the

meantime, I would go so far as to say that an

open encounter is the most important thing and

the transfer of knowledge secondary. This could

become a Damascus moment for the Germans:

not only to visit their own galleries and museums

for contemporary art, but to look at what

the “contemporary” genuinely means in an enlarged

Europe.

Do you notice a change in the economy of

attention the Germans display for themes,

artistic work, and perspectives from eastern

Europe?

Yes, that has a lot to do with the mega-discussion

about EU enlargement, with increased

individual mobility, and, naturally, with economic

interests. The Federal Agency for Civic

Education is no exception, and there is considerably

more public demand for relevant

publications or events. Although this increased

interest has yet to lead to a political shift or to a

genuinely altered public sphere, the initial signs

of an opening up are there. And to pick up, extend,

deepen and question them – that is what

is crucial.

The interview was conducted by Katrin

Klingan, Ines Kappert, and Peter Wellach.
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