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Rethinking Europe

Every definition of identity involves misunderstandings and is guided by ideological interests. The discussion about a “European” or “pan-European” identity is no exception. How can current cultural projects and institutions usher arts and politics into a dialogue without themselves being instrumentalized? In that one forgoes control and allows a certain space of uncertainty, says Okwui Enwezor in an interview with Martin Saar. Accepting an invitation from “relations,” the curator and the political scientist met in New York and used the distance to take a look at European ideas, modernities, and self-conceptions. 
Martin Saar: 

One of your most recent projects has been to write up a concept for the planned Bauhaus Europa cultural institution in Aachen. Its supposed mission is – in the words of the founders – to provide “a space where Europe can think about itself.” How did you react to this task? Does Europe really need such a space? 

Okwui Enwezor: 

Well let me begin [by saying] that it was never my idea. I had the great honor to be invited to participate in thinking about an institution that is to be constituted around the terms of the evolution of European identity and European history. My initial skepticism – given that I’m not a European, nor do I really live in Europe – was slowly worn away by the formidable promise of a project of this sort, an institution that will help us think much further than other museums of history have attempted in the past. The terms of “Europe” do not belong to Europeans alone any more, given the formidable and widespread influence of European culture, European ideas, and European policies across the world. So in a sense we are all, in different degrees, inheritors of this European idea, however much we struggle with it, however much we try to develop autonomy from it. 

Martin Saar: 

Are you comfortable with the very concept of a “European identity”? The term comes up in so many discussions at the moment – it was a constant presence in the controversial process of ratifying the constitution – and is invoked for many different purposes. Sometimes its use testifies to the desire to define some common ground for contemporary European politics. 

Okwui Enwezor: 

Obviously no identity, regardless of where you see it from, is singular. All identities are fraught with different kinds of misunderstandings and different ideological inner tensions that are often instrumentalized to make the identity bend to the wishes of the people who want to use it. The current struggles in Europe really reveal the problems with the whole idea of any single European identity. However, the Bauhaus Europa began as a project to think about pan-European identity, not a single European identity – and even that pan-European identity itself was and still is very much contested, given that there are members of the European community who are not properly integrated into the concept of the larger Europe. The project is not necessarily about European identity as such. It is dedicated to looking at the evolution of the modern European context today. It goes beyond identity because it looks at the intersections of European history with other histories and at the ways in which Europe’s history is constantly uprooted from its base. These are the intersections of different movements currently going on in Europe, as we see with Islam, with immigrants; all this is part of that process of uprooting. 

Martin Saar: 

The European project appears to be double-sided. It promises universalization, that peoples can transcend their national territories and thereby move to a transnational community based on consent, and maybe even intra-European democracy, which sustains plurality and affirms diversity in a balanced, non-violent form. But empirically and historically, that promise came and still comes with a shadow: namely, political aggression and, often, violent geopolitical maneuvering. 

Okwui Enwezor: 

The promise echoes the early conception of European identity. Post-war Europe was very much a site of trauma, and pulling together was a way to mediate it. Is this promise being realized today? There are all kinds of different processes of exclusion, intolerance, and discrimination. The promise implies constant inclusion of all the various facets of the current European context, and that includes immigrants, post-colonials, Muslims, Hindus, Jews – it includes as many possible configurations as one can bring together, and that is the promise and the challenge at the same time. How can Europe create a context that is not about totalization but about this series of contiguities, existing in mutual recognition? If we begin from the point of view of exclusion, for example, in the question of Turkey, then we defeat the very notion of the possibility and the promise of Europe. 

Martin Saar: 

In much of your earlier work the problem and the historiography of modernity was very prominent. How would you relate your work on what you have called “African modernity” or “modernities” to this debate, given that Europe always saw itself, and was constructed as, the origin and the only carrier of modernity in the “proper” sense? 

Okwui Enwezor: 

My fundamental intellectual project, really, is to unsettle these notions that are already far too totalized to be useful for the kind of disarray that we are witnessing within the concept of modernity itself. It’s important to account for these different poly-vocal, poly-focal streams of modernity, and allow these different aspects of modernity to be legible in our consciousness and our historical understanding of the term “modernity.” European modernity is not simply a carrier of positive values alone; it also has the negative values it shares with other modernities that it has exported and received back. What we see in the negotiations – call it cosmopolitanism, call it multiculturalism – that are currently ongoing in Europe is part and parcel of this ongoing project of modernity that is about both consensual and non-consensual modernity; the latter being, of course, colonialism and imperialism. Precisely when the European Enlightenment started, the darkness set in for other cultures. So there’s the contradiction, and obviously I wanted to include it very clearly in my work, without really having to make anyone go on a guilt trip for Europe about conquering other places. But the more important move is to say that European modernity, both the consensual and non-consensual aspect of it, has had a formidable influence in the way we conceive of ourselves all over the world. Today, you cannot be outside of “the West” in this respect. You cannot leave modernity without being included in this inner set of norms. 

Martin Saar: 

When seeing the exhibitions you did and reading your essays, I always had the very strong impression that from your point of view the separation between art and politics is not axiomatic, but something to be questioned. You always point to the entanglements and intertwinement of political and artistic (or aesthetic) interests, practices, and ambitions. Should we retrieve this connection, which might be lost in much of contemporary “western” post avant-garde art, and bring the aesthetic and the political into dialogue again? 

Okwui Enwezor: 

I have definitely long tried to articulate something like this in my own projects. Again, in the case of Europe, it is necessary to move it from the idea of origin to an analysis of the very notion of European modernity. Then we have a much more interesting project and what will come out of it will obviously have a very clear political dimension – but it will also have a very clear aesthetic and cultural dimension. Rather than disentanglement and separation, I prefer to see a soft border between art and politics. Autonomy in the strict sense is not possible, not even conceivable, in the complex political, social and economic, and cultural ecology in which the world functions. 

Martin Saar: 

But how can your own projects evade the danger of being hijacked by political interests? From an inner-European perspective, given the current debates and ideological temptations, all these new emerging cultural European institutions are in danger of being used for the wrong purposes, for creating some new legitimate myth of Europe. 

Okwui Enwezor: 

Every project of this nature cannot escape this anxiety of being instrumentalized or appropriated by political ideology or by populism, but I think the greater danger is in not trying. Critique cannot simply function from the position of a pure outside; critique can also function when it is definitely implicated. I approach these projects with a healthy skepticism and try to work towards a more manageable and realizable position. Yes, there’s this enormous danger in the possible appropriation of the Bauhaus Europa project for a populist project, and that would be sad. You have to remind politicians in Europe that sometimes they really need to give up the illusion of total control and allow a certain space of uncertainty, especially when it comes to cultural forms. This can produce fantastic results, because it’s not predetermined but leaves some forms of indeterminacy. The Bauhaus Europa project now might be at a stage where it is dangerously moving towards the model of a history museum, a history archive, which might be giving in to the impulse of trying to be populist and to appeal to people’s already-confirmed views of themselves, which is not challenging. This is one of the reasons why I suggested that the Bauhaus Europa project should give the artists an integral part in the process on a continuous basis. It’s not about artists making “public art” on some public property, but about artists constantly acting on the institution in ways that are challenging so that the institution itself has an ongoing relationship with the artistic sphere. It is about bringing people together and going back to the concept of a living institution that is engaged with its own project which is pledged to the present. 

Martin Saar: 

This might be the most important function of cultural projects in democratic societies: to make political communities allow space for these uncertainties so that there’s the possibility of destabilizing prejudgments and fixed meanings. This is probably something Europe needs at the moment, because Europe might also be in a phase of trying to determine, trying to fixate, of losing its openness and indeterminacies. 

Okwui Enwezor: 

Absolutely. This will be a risk, but a risk worth taking.
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