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A Sister of the Abyss harnessing a storm, 2023
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Bart van der Heide

Foreword



On May 5, 2023, a historic event occurred, catching many of us by surprise. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, director general of the World Health Organization, announced, “It is therefore with great hope that I declare covid-19 over as a global health emergency.” As he spoke, Ghebreyesus reflected on the profound changes that had unfolded over the past three years. covid-19 had laid bare political fault lines within and between nations, eroded trust among people, governments, and institutions, and thrust millions into the depths of poverty.

It is no secret that the pandemic exposed the embedded inequalities and vulnerabilities of a post-Fordist globalized world. In this context, Ghebreyesus’s proclamation of “great hope” can only be understood symbolically rather than literally. At first, the idea of a “return to life as we knew it” may bring comfort in the face of ongoing uncertainty, but it falls short as a measure of social progress and innovation in our current reality.


The concept of hope and its application have always been riddled with contradictions that can be traced back to Greek mythology. By the time the unfortunate Pandora closed her ominous box, she had already released every imaginable evil on humanity: sickness, suffering, disease, war, greed, jealousy, and hard labor. The only one she managed to keep trapped inside was hope. This raises the question of why hope was even in the box in the first place. Does its containment benefit humanity, or does it perpetuate our suffering? How can we effectively harness hope at a time of growing hopelessness?

The TECHNO HUMANITIES research project at the Museion has placed particular emphasis on understanding the impacts of covid-19, as it was initiated in the midst of the global lockdowns. But rather than adopting a dystopian view of the future, the project chose to explore existing subcultural practices that were overlooked in a pre-pandemic world. This shift in perspective shone a spotlight on club culture as a model for social coexistence and inclusive world-building. During the pandemic, it became evident that clubs were vital for the well-being of freelancers, who have constituted a significant portion of the post-industrial workforce since the 1980s. Freelancers face immense pressure to be productive, and the club provides a crucial space for them to practice the release of stress, mental regeneration, and collective solidarity. It is therefore not surprising that the prolonged closure of clubs led to an increase in mental health issues and substance abuse, especially among this group of workers. Work and release, or the output and input of energy, had become detached to such a degree from daily life that people were trapped at home in a spiral of productivity without effective tools to step out of it.

The first TECHNO HUMANITIES exhibition, TECHNO, opened just as clubs in Europe (at least those that survived) were reopening after fifteen consecutive months of lockdowns. TECHNO marked a significant departure from the traditional understanding of techno culture as a subculture. Instead, it delved into the broader connections between the club and global ecological, economic, and technological trends. The accompanying reader cast a contemporary light on techno’s multi-billion-dollar market, with some contributors exposing an imbalance between self-interest and collective solidarity and highlighting the need for alternative economies, which mushroomed during the lockdown period.

The second exhibition, Kingdom of the Ill, focused on personal and activist forms of empowerment that push against mainstream narratives surrounding health and illness. The texts in the reader focused on lived experience and advocated for alternative forms of care or institutional critique.

The third exhibition, HOPE, unexpectedly takes place in the same period that an end to the covid-19 global health emergency has been officially declared, even though the virus continues to exist and evolve among us. In this respect, the end is not a new beginning but rather a license to downsize the global emergency care infrastructure. HOPE renews the project’s emphasis on the humanities and their profound historical connection to collecting institutions. It serves as a poignant reminder of the pivotal role museums play in shaping a shared world and driving social change by conserving collective memory and cultural heritage. At a time when welfare states are becoming increasingly unstable, can museums truly become a source of collective hope that can inspire individuals to imagine a future together?

In accordance with the contradictions inherent to the concept of hope, the ambition of this exhibition is not without its pitfalls, and its research team—Leonie Radine, DeForrest Brown, Jr., the Museion Passage Group, and myself—have always been aware of this. Nevertheless, instead of avoiding the challenges such a topic poses, we decided to approach them in solidarity. One major challenge is, of course, the anachronistic nature of the humanities, especially when we see how they have been sidelined within the academic landscape in favor of more empirically or commercially driven forms of research. In addition, history has shown us that the humanities are far from neutral when it comes to the perpetuation of embedded inequalities, exclusions, and racism. The structuralist movements in the 1960s and the postcolonial movements in the 1980s successfully exposed its colonially driven methodologies. The problems arise when we view the world from an exclusively anthropocentric perspective, as it always raises the question: Whose ego is considered the standard for this world?

Here, a possible alternative is offered, once again, by the techno club. Within the club, elements of time, space, place, and sound are no longer constituted by the bounds of the human body. For instance, time extends beyond the conventional confines of a mere 24-hour day, and music’s dependency on skilled musicians and rehearsal times is replaced by preprogrammed sound files. We are therefore extremely grateful that rhythmanalyst, media theorist, and curator DeForrest Brown, Jr. joined the research group of HOPE and agreed to be the guest editor of its current reader.

In his book Assembling a Black Counterculture, Brown skillfully cultivates techno’s deep connection to the Black experience by drawing parallels between diasporic movements, industrialized labor, and the rich history of Black music. This connection ultimately paved the way for the emergence of Detroit’s techno scene. Brown highlights the vital significance of provenance writing and world-building within the early techno communities, an essential aspect to acknowledge within the context and aspirations of HOPE.

One remarkable testament to this overlooked aspect of techno culture is the Drexciya myth, initially conceived by the pioneering Detroit techno duo Drexciya. The story that unfolds is of an alien culture situated in the depths of the Atlantic Ocean. The myth was effectively communicated and shared among techno communities through various mediums, including sound, album art, and club culture. As a result, its themes and cultural references permeated the projects of other artists, both directly and indirectly, and continued to reach global audiences through the hybrid space between the online and offline realms. This occurred independently, outside the purview of conventional cultural and academic institutions, and remained firmly embedded within a global community.

In HOPE, the Drexciya myth and those myths traditionally favored by the humanities stand face-to-face in the context of a European institution.


On the one hand, the exhibition reveals the anachronistic standard of the European humanities but, on the other hand, it paves the way for a contemporary understanding of the importance of archival practices and provenance writing in shaping collective experiences and spaces of belonging.

I believe that the humanities, disconnected from anthropocentric motives, remain meaningful today and that museums, the traditional strongholds of the humanities, are far from obsolete. They fuse physical space and imagined space at a time when geographies are being transcended by a growing networked world. Together, a temporary shelter against the continuous “free fall” of commercial productivity can be generated—one that both inspires and offers new perspectives or even places where (as with Drexciya) the oppressed can plot their liberation. Certainly, this is an opportune starting point for beginning to unpack, in solidarity, hope’s ongoing contradictions and to imagine collecting institutions as unlimited hope machines.


Bart van der Heide is an art historian, exhibition maker, and director of the Museion Bozen/Bolzano, where he initiated the multidisciplinary research project TECHNO HUMANITIES: a three-year undertaking (2021-2023) comprising exhibitions, publications, and art mediation programs. The exhibition series focuses on pressing existential questions concerning human existence at the intersection between ecology, technology, and economics. In TECHNO HUMANITIES, external international research teams explore and expand on the issues addressed. At the same time, the project provides young talents with a platform through which they can express their aspirations. A special feature is the promotion of local initiatives.The exhibition HOPE represents the third chapter of the project, launched by van der Heide in 2021 with the show TECHNO (September 11, 2021 - March 16, 2022). HOPE closes the trilogy of exhibitions with a tribute to the humanities, which include the fields of language, art, history, and philosophy. It aims to explore the pivotal alliance between museums and the humanities as active places of world-building.









Leonie Radine

Hope:
Is there no alternative?



The word “hope” implies a temporal dimension: the expectation of a reality yet to come. But what can we hope for today, and how? Are we able to conceive of hope beyond market-oriented ideas of progress or reactionary notions of prosperity and security? Is there a third path in which hope can serve as a critical practice that opens up new portals into alternative futures?

Given the multiple crises we face today, the “end of the world” has resurfaced as a notion without any clear consensus as to what it means: The end of humankind, of humanity, of the humanities, of democracy, of freedom, of capitalism, of the “health” of our planet?[1] “Once we consider all that is excluded from the human status as inseparable from the processes of worlding, or world-building,” Mahan Moalemi points out, “then we realize that the future, as a dynamic of both change and survival, needs to take into account the many ends already put to potential world histories.”[2] To what extent do endings here imply new beginnings elsewhere in space and time? “The future will be bright” or “the light at the end of the tunnel” could be interpreted as hopeful phrases, and yet, unlike confidence, hope is not just a shining figure in the future that promises a happy outcome through resilience; instead, it is situated in uncertainty and darkness and often springs from fear, skepticism, or despair. After all, according to the myth, hope is the only thing that remains in Pandora’s Box after every evil has escaped into the world. Is hope therefore the last bastion of humanness, or is it the greatest of all evils? The different approaches to this question vary.[3]

Current discourse, especially in the US and UK, takes a critical view of hope. While Lauren Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011) lays bare the emptiness of the irredeemable promises of capitalism and the passive wishful thinking that everything will be better, Sara Ahmed’s cultural critique of the imperative to be happy recognizes pessimism and other attitudes as a survival strategy to prevent disappointment.[4] For Frank B. Wilderson in Afropessimism (2020) and Calvin L. Warren in “Black Nihilism and the Politics of Hope” (2015),[5] hope for the end of injustice is actually a core problem behind never-ending racist power structures.

Precisely because hope is something profoundly human and the concept of what is human is constantly changing, hope has been deliberated upon in various political contexts over time in the most diverse ways: as a principle, as pedagogy, as politics, as poetry, as a realm for imagination and action. Jewish philosopher Ernst Bloch, who today is once again being cited with increasing regularity, understood hope as the most human of all emotions and as the basic affective tenor of everyday existence. In The Principle of Hope, written between 1938 and 1947 while in exile in the US,[6] he assembled in three volumes his thoughts on little daydreams, anticipatory consciousness, questioning astonishment, wishful images in the mirror, outlines for a better world, and wishful images of the fulfilled moment. With recourse to Bloch, Cuban American scholar José Esteban Muñoz writes in Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (2009) about the potential of hope in the fields of performance studies, visual culture, queer theory, cultural studies, and critical theory. Demonstrating far more optimism than Lee Edelman, who in No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (2004) argues for abandoning all hope in a better future because hope will always be intertwined with a heteronormative reproductive futurism,[7] Muñoz seeks queer forms of reactivating hope by creating worlds through performance, the arts, and daily life.[8] Similarly, Tavia Nyong’o, professor of African American Studies, American Studies, and Theater and Performance Studies at Yale University, refers to what Bloch calls “concrete utopia,” the potentiality grounded in everyday life, as where “the distinction between artist and artisan has been abolished” and the concrete manifestation of what is missing is sought.[9]

The extent to which hope can be translated into ethical practice is evaluated in the pedagogically oriented writings of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire and by the African American author bell hooks, who refers to Freire, both framing their respective works in terms of a “Pedagogy of Hope.” Freire describes hope as an “ontological need” that must overcome the status of the merely hopeful and fear in order to become concrete:

While I certainly cannot ignore hopelessness as a concrete entity, nor turn a blind eye to the historical, economic, and social reasons that explain that hopelessness—I do not understand human existence, and the struggle needed to improve it, apart from hope and dream. Hope is an ontological need. Hopelessness is but hope that has lost its bearings, and become a distortion of that ontological need.

When it becomes a program, hopelessness paralyzes us, immobilizes us. We succumb to fatalism, and then it becomes impossible to muster the strength we absolutely need for a fierce struggle that will re-create the world.[10]

How does hope in this sense then manifest itself in the engine rooms of artistic and museum practice today, beyond the linear narrative of “avant-gardes,” which is, after all, based on Western modernity’s obsolete matrix of progress? Through various political, economic, and ecological crises, and in spite of social injustices, artists have persisted in creating their own space- and time-spanning counter-futures and, from marginalized perspectives, have proposed alternative chronologies, histories, or radical futurisms. Mahan Moalemi and Armen Avanessian assembled some of these positions in their anthology Ethnofuturisms (2018), including Kodwo Eshun’s considerations on Afrofuturism, Aria Dean’s notes on Blaccelerationism, Sophia Al-Maria’s writings on Gulf Futurism, and various essays on the “sinofuturist” terminology used by artists such as Lawrence Lek, among others.[11] Writer and critic T. J. Demos, for his part, devotes large portions of his book Radical Futurisms to TJ Cuthand’s Indigenous stance and to the oeuvre of Black Quantum Futurism. Furthermore, science fiction literature by authors such as Octavia Butler and Ursula K. Le Guin has shaped numerous exhibition concepts and artistic research projects in recent years.[12] In 2022, for example, a major survey exhibition and publication by The Otolith Group was named after Butler’s trilogy of novels Xenogenesis,[13] whose title—composed of xenos (alien, extraordinary) and genesis (origin)—already indicates the mission of “Becoming Alien” beyond a humancentric worldview. Both Butler and Le Guin imagine alternative cosmogonies and future social models that place greater emphasis on solidarity and reach beyond colonial ideas of the human condition. In her essay “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” (1986), Le Guin writes: “The trouble is, we’ve all let ourselves become part of the killer story, and so we may get finished along with it. Hence it is with a certain feeling of urgency that I seek the nature, subject, words of the other story, the untold one, the life story.”[14] Le Guin’s feminist, animist, and eco-social writings are based on a deep faith in the power of imagination, storytelling, and story gathering.

Despite the many differences between the approaches and examples mentioned above, they all share speculative future visions of a decolonized time and space involving situated knowledges that go beyond racist capitalism and the Eurocentric universalisms of modernity. In 1906, the Russian Cosmist Nikolai Fedorov compared museums to observatories, proposing that their true mission and importance was to resuscitate technologies:

The museum is the collection of everything outlived, dead, unsuitable for use; but precisely because of this it is the hope of the century, for the existence of a museum shows that there are no finished matters. … For the museum, death itself is not the end but only the beginning; an underground kingdom that was considered hell is even a special department within the museum. For the museum, there is nothing hopeless, “sung out,” i.e., something that is impossible to revive and resurrect. …

The museum is the highest instantiation that can and must return life, not take it.[15]

Alongside the generally urgent implementation of decolonizing strategies (including reading in Russian Cosmism the shadows of anthropocentrism and the official Soviet ideology of the time) and restitution policies taking place in many museums today, the question arises of how to take up regenerative approaches to working with artifacts whose origins are untraceable due to histories of colonial violence. For the past several years, US artist Matthew Angelo Harrison has engaged in a critical form of reclamation. After purchasing African wooden masks and sculptures with no indication of provenance from the European secondary market that he finds online, Harrison then encases these objects in polished blocks of transparent polyurethane resin and displays them on industrial aluminum pedestals. These technoid artifacts suggest parallels between the contemporary global market for African sculptures and the transatlantic slave trade, thus referencing the unending violence in the ongoing history of dispossession. Through the minimal, inhuman aesthetic of his works—an artistic translation of high-tech industrial design, or what DeForrest Brown, Jr. describes as “artifactual hope”—Harrison draws a connection to factory work and the consequences of deindustrialization in Detroit, where the artist grew up in the 1990s.

A different kind of time capsule is created by Ei Arakawa, whose Performance People (2018–2019) translates the “birth dates” of Julius Eastman’s Gay Guerrilla (January 16, 1980) and other stellar instances of performance art into led astrological charts, thus situating them in a chronology of cosmic determinism. For decades, Suzanne Treister has also explored in her futuristic poetry the effects of new technologies on our society, memories, and interplanetary coexistence. In 1995, before the era of apps, she had already created a digital platform on cd-rom for encounters with her alter ego Rosalind Brodsky (1970–2058), who, through her work at a research institute for time travel, took part in the Russian Revolution of 1917, tried to save her grandparents from the Holocaust, and underwent psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud, Julia Kristeva, and Jacques Lacan in the 1960s. The costumes created for her travels through time enter into a spiritual dialogue with her drawings and paintings, in which she imagines a future “Museum of Cosmic Ecstasy” or a “Museum of Machine Telepathy.”

When sociologist Erich Fromm, a devotee of Marx and Freud, wrote The Revolution of Hope: Toward a Humanized Technology in 1968, an overall reorganization of the economy, society, politics, and culture was imminent. In the chapter “What Does It Mean to Be Human?,” Fromm sketches an image of man in the mirror of technology, asking “what can be done to humanize the technological society,” thus further pursuing the ideas he presented in 1955 in The Sane Society. In an attempt to understand social dynamics, he turned his attention to neural feedback mechanisms and the formation of specific individual mindsets within societies, which lead to a certain type of work organization, economy, and social life. Today, in an era of rapidly evolving artificial intelligence, deep fakes, and the metaverse, we are again facing opportunities and challenges with regard to humanizing technology. The tools we need to function in our globally and digitally networked world are constantly changing. “We don’t need hope; what we need is confidence and the capacity to act,” blogged Mark Fisher in 2015 in reference to Spinoza’s theory of affect and Gilles Deleuze’s essay “Postscript on the Societies of Control” (1990).[16] And in fact more and more artists, such as Neïl Beloufa, Shu Lea Cheang, Lawrence Lek, Lu Yang, Holly Herndon, Sondra Perry, Martine Syms, and Meriem Bennani, are developing strategies along these lines, with the aim of translating hope into an ethical practice, thus taking advantage of the possibilities offered by technologies instead of letting them disempower us. Author and curator Legacy Russell’s Glitch Feminism: A Manifesto (2020) proposes a cyber-feminist strategy that views technology as a creative material for world-building that overcomes hegemonic power structures. With Nepenthe Zone (2021–23), Lawrence Lek offers us a continuously expanding virtual gaming world that opens up a portal to a sinofuturist arcadia 2.0. Against the backdrop of a therapeutic island landscape, he reflects on museums as places oscillating between remembering and forgetting and leads us through the digital ruins of historical garden, temple, and palace architectures, some of which are fictional versions of real exhibition venues in Ljubljana, London, and Seoul: “You came here to forget, don’t you remember?”[17]

Ever since Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Mal d’Archive: une impression freudienne, 1995), it has been a discursive commonplace that all archives are rife with contradictions and constituted by the inevitability of forgetting. The principles of archival practice lie somewhere between the fear of loss or neglect and the hope or “desire to turn belatedness into becomingness, to recoup failed visions in art, literature, philosophy, and everyday life into possible scenarios of alternative kinds of social relations, to transform the no-place of the archive into the no-place of a utopia.”[18] And yet, we may well ask along with Demos: “But what about an archive of what has yet to be remembered, even experienced altogether, an archive of realities that had yet to be documented? Building on the precedents of Afrofuturisms of decades past these practices now generate new configurations of documentary in multiple sectors.”[19]

Musician, author, and “tinker thinker” DeForrest Brown, Jr. has for years been writing and continually refining a critical history and cultural analysis of techno—starting from its origins in Black communities in Detroit in the 1980s—within a broader historical context of the African American experience. In Assembling a Black Counter Culture (2021), situated somewhere between science and fiction, he compiles in around four hundred pages his thorough research spanning lived, inherited, and imagined experience. Brown casts the history of techno as a movement that, on the threshold of neoliberalism, imagined and created alternative worlds in Detroit living rooms, garages, and basements as a Black practice of getting through or surviving deindustrialization and the collapse of social infrastructures it brought about while rejecting the conditions and appropriations of white history.

Out of the transposition of the Black musical traditions of funk and soul into the future-oriented present was born what record producer and DJ Juan Atkins would baptize “techno” in the Belleville Three, his collective with Derrick May and Kevin Saunderson. The transition to a new era in which humans and cyborgs collide could hardly be depicted more symbolically than in Jamie Putnam’s 1982 album cover design for Enter by Cybotron, a techno group formed by Atkin and Richard Davis. By the late 1980s, when bands such as Kraftwerk were emerging in Europe, Detroit was already in the throes of its second wave, with musicians such as Carl Craig, Drexciya (James Stinson and Gerald Donald), and Underground Resistance (Mike Banks and Jeff Mills). In the 1990s, almost all forms of music made with drum machines or synthesizers, or produced electronically in similar fashion, were subsumed under the term “techno” in Europe. By the 2010s, techno had increasingly become an appropriated commodity worldwide, often with no reference to, let alone proper acknowledgement of, its historical origins in Michigan.

So the time has now come for a new (form of) archival work, which will focus primarily on counter-histories, such as those found on Drexciya’s albums between 1992 and 2002 and in AbuQadim Haqq’s artistic translation of the techno duo’s Afrofuturist Drexciya myth. Techno is more than rave culture; it is based on an artisanal practice of self-empowerment, on Black theories, and on an art history with numerous footnotes spread across album covers, inlays, and the records themselves. In Assembling a Black Counter Culture, Brown has collected for the first time all the relevant data and references in an encyclopedic rhapsody[20] that subverts the editorial standards of the Euro-American academic tradition. With author Ytasha L. Womack and Haqq, Brown engages in a “familiar exchange about whether the surges and distensions of movements for Black liberation in the last half millennium might inspire a hopeful investment in progress or an angry divestment from the world-as-such.”[21] Hope is ambivalent here as well, because, as Brown wrote in an email to Nicholas Nauman, who reviewed his book, “for every progress made by Black people, society copies the innovation and uses it as an escapist infinite jest.”[22]


Beyond capitalist appropriation, to what extent can techno then serve as an emancipatory and solidarity-based model for the humanities and as an exodus techno-logy for looking at “Spaceship Earth” from other perspectives? A circular and political understanding of time and an awareness of the diverse dimensions of world-building—both violent and healing—can lay the groundwork for an ethical practice of partial repairs carried out on the engine rooms of the humanities. Hope can be reactivated therein as a social engine for change that goes beyond an either/or of regression versus progress, science versus fiction, human versus technology. Some things need to be unlearned, and yet, if we understand the museum as a world receiver, landing site, and platform for time travel, an astoundingly regenerative power can be found in collecting, archiving, and exhibiting, so that we can write histories through the projections of alternative futures—and re-enchant the world.[23]
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