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Une artiste roumaine basée aux Etats-Unis relate son projet
dans un camp avec des femmes réfugiées. Quelles sont

les pensées et les réflexions qui surgissent lors de telles expé-
riences ? Les microsillons, qui ne connaissent pas

cette région, peuvent-ils contribuer a cette publication?
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Rozalinda Borcila in conversation

with microsillons



Narcisse

ow to write on Palestine and Israel
Hwhen more or less everything that you
know about it was gathered through the
filter of mass media? How to write any-
thing that makes sense in this publication,
when you never worked in nor went to Is-
rael or Palestine? This was our main con-
cern when we accepted to take part in this
project.

his outsider position and our common
Tinterest for questions related to ped-
agogy, led us to imagine a dialogue with
Rozalinda Borcila, a Romanian artist and
writer based in the US, who is also a mem-
ber of the women’s art collective 6+. In this
article, Rozalinda Borcila — who is speaking
in her own name and not in the name of
the collective-brings a reflexive and crit-
ical approach to 6+’s projects in Palestine.

+ developed, during the last six years,
6pr0jects in the Occupied Territories of
Palestine. In 2006, the collective worked
with Palestinian women artists on a project
called Secrets that led to an exhibition
which traveled in the Occupied Territo-
ries and in the US.

Leaning on the network they built dur-
ing several working trips to the West
Bank, 6+ then developed new projects in
the Dheisheh Refugee Camp, just outside
Bethlehem, a camp established as a tempo-
rary living solution in 1948.

n 2006, the collective began a series of
Iworkshops with 18 young women from
the camp, which also led to a web project
entitled Turning our Tongues. Starting
with the idea of diaries, audio and video
recordings were used and led to a series of
poems, performances, narratives or songs,
that can be listened to on the collective’s
website (http://6plus.org/deheisheh.html).
The work was developed in small groups,
aiming at collectively supporting each par-
ticipant’s own narrative.

t the end of 2007, 6+ initiated a new
Aproject in the same camp. Through a
series of workshops 20 young women were
invited to pay a special attention to the five
senses while walking from the home of one
participant to the next. Exploring the links
between memory, senses and familiar plac-
es, they used video, photography and writ-
ing to share their personal memories; some
of this material resulted in a second web
project entitled Daughters of Palestine
(http://6plus.org/deheisheh2. html)

third project organized by 6+ in the

Dheisheh Refugee Camp is being de-
veloped around the creation of soundscapes
and sound mappings. It is currently being
finalized.
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ome very interesting texts! have been

written about those projects and, rather
than explaining each work in depth again,
the discussion presented here aims at rais-
ing specific issues linked to pedagogy, as
well as questioning Eternal Tour’s position,
through the example of the 6+ projects.

microsillons: When we decided to write
an article for this publication about
Eternal Tour - taking place this year
in the very complicated Israel/Pales-
tine context in which we never worked
before — we immediately felt that we
couldn’t speak directly in our own
name, but that we would need to take
a step to the side and begin a discus-
sion with someone who had a person-
al experience to share about the area.
Yet, it looks like in the Secrets exhi-
bition, with your Disclosures? piece,
you have also chosen to use a “side
step” strategy. Why did you decide to
present a piece about the stereotypes
on Eastern Europe in the context of a
show presenting the works of Palestin-
ian artists?

Rozalinda

. , Secrets was, even from
B OICI 1 a « the beginning, imagined
as a traveling exhibition, and we sought
the support and guidance of several cul-
tural venues in the West Bank in formu-
lating it. We invited contributions from
eight Palestinian women artists, as well
as the members of 6+, under a loose the-
matic concept which we felt was relevant
to each artist’s work in some way, as well
as offering a range of possibilities for inter-
pretation. Some of the artwork developed
in response to the theme referred direct-
ly to the occupation, but the works cov-
ered a broader range of topics. Our interest
was twofold. On the one hand we wanted
to work with, and in support of, Palestin-
ian artists and cultural institutions, in di-
rect defiance of the Apartheid Wall. On the
other, we wanted to place our work and
ourselves in the context of the occupation.
In this sense, Secrets as a theme refers to
knowledge, power and resistance; but it al-
so refers to that which is hidden in plain
sight, that which remains unacknowledged
and unspoken, even as it structures almost
every aspect of our lives, of our artwork.
In my view, American militarism and its
role in the occupation is precisely such a
“secret” —it operates in every cultural act,

1 Dina AwaDp, “Turning our Tongues: Journals
from Dheisheh”, in: The Electronic Intifada, 17
September 2007, http://electronicintifada.net/v2/
article8993.shtml, last visited July 2010.

2 Maymanah Faruat, “The Unearthing of Secrets:
Palestinian Art, 6+ and a Series of Transgressions”,
in: ArteEast Quarterly 1, March 2007, http://
www.arteeast.org/pages/artenews/article/88/, last
visited July 2010.
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in every aspect of contemporary Ameri-
can culture and daily life. And as women
living in this country, we spoke of need-
ing to confront ourselves with its reality
in a direct way—not necessarily by making
art objects thematically about the occupa-
tion, but by directly acknowledging that
we are making work during an occupation,
within a war zone, that the occupation is
there even in art works that do not the-
matically address it because it structures
the conditions within which we live and
work. I did not want to be a cultural tour-
ist, a voyeur, I did not want to be the art-
ist that parachutes into a place to some-
how “give voice” or speak for others, nor
did T want to reduce the brutal violence of
the occupation to whatever limited sub-
jective responses I could offer. I decided
not to make work about the occupation,
but rather to mine my own work, knowl-
edge and personal history from a very spe-
cific critical perspective, which for me rep-
resented also an ontological shift: that is,
my own experience or internalization of
some of the systemic geopolitical process-
es upon which the Occupation is predicat-
ed-Dby this I mean, broadly speaking, the
forces of global capitalism in its current
historical form. This lead me to look more
closely at the injection of capitalism in-
to “Eastern Europe” after 1989, at some of
the tropes that became mobilized to con-
flate capitalism with freedom and democ-
racy—and which worked, and to a large ex-
tent still work, to delegitimize alternative
worlds both there and in the US.

m: When you chose to work on Palestine,

did you feel like it was necessary for
you to go there physically to run a project?

LIt is clear that the forces that di-
RB o rectly impact the lives of people
in Palestine, the agents and powerful actors
whose actions directly affect the destinies
of millions of people around the world,
are situated very far away in the privi-
leged spaces of neoliberal power. This gap
is something that we saw as a critical prob-
lem. As I mentioned earlier, my art work
was not about Palestine. But the collective-
ly organized exhibition and, later, our work-
shops and collaborations with people in
the Dheisheh Refugee Camp, are certainly
modes of engagement that required learn-
ing about Palestinian cultural and political
history, required a certain level of research
into the conditions of the occupation, but
also required our direct and embodied pres-
ence. We did not want to do an exhibition
project that would be organized elsewhere,
funded elsewhere, then curated, packaged
and drop-shipped into Palestine; we did
not want to work within a cultural politics
that merely replicated the power dynamics
we found already at work in military log-
ic and the logic of the global (art) markets.
Instead, we wanted to use the exhibition
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Olav Westphalen, 2010.

form as a vehicle for different kinds of en-
counters, at different scales and unfolding
slowly, with time-and which would carry
the very real weight of consequence and ac-
countability. We also had to learn what it
means to create an exhibition collectively,
to work as equal partners without imposed
or assumed hierarchies, which is what we
mean when we say it was a self-organized
project. And of course, the very quotidi-
an aspects of traveling an exhibition with-
in the Occupied Territories means some-
one with access and privilege must carry
the works through the numerous check-
points; our passports gave us this privilege,
which we were determined not to deny but
to leverage.

m: How was your position as western
artists perceived when you arrived to
work in the field? How important was
it for you to collaborate with organiza-
tions that are already working there?
R B . Very early on in the dreaming pro-
« cess, we often spoke of wanting
to work in solidarity, or to become the al-
lies of women artists in Palestine. Some of
us discussed the question of solidarity as
we found it in various feminist traditions,
and recognized that we did not know what
it meant, what kinds of actions, attitudes,
orientations would constitute solidarity in
this sense. For me, this was a critical ques-
tion and desire. I have since found my own
formulation-partially learned through this
4 year process of working within 6+, and
partially through my collaboration with
the group Compass: you cannot call your-
self an ally, you cannot claim solidarity, be-
cause solidarity hinges on being recognized
in the eyes of another as an ally, based on
your actions. This requires finding (or cre-

ating) the specific institutional, organiza-
tional, social and political conditions under
which such a relation is possible.

There are many wonderful NGOs doing
excellent work in the West Bank. Howev-
er, a foreign nonprofit is often not account-
able to the people with which it works,
and often forced by its own funding struc-
tures to adopt a service paradigm... which
we were uneasy about. We received inval-
uable logistical support, advice and a great
deal of “cover” from some of these organ-
izations, but we were looking for a dif-
ferent framework within which to place
ourselves. Our experiences lead us to the
much besieged and only partially built Al
Feneiq Cultural Center in Dheisheh Refu-
gee Camp. This is a self-organized commu-
nity and cultural institution, with an ex-
isting understanding of what role culture
plays in struggle politics and in the life of
a community. It is run by members of the
Popular Committee camp, itself an expres-
sion of the self-governing process which
began during the first intifada. I think we
self-consciously placed our efforts within
an existing struggle, and tried to make our
work accountable to it.

Some things can seem trivial, but I
think they are actually essential, and it
goes to the question about being present
in a place—being physically there, but more
than this, paying attention, being exposed
to and being accountable for your position
in the complex web of social relations that
define a place. For instance, my Palestini-
an friends and hosts in Ramallah could not
enter Jerusalem. So, would I go visit this
city? How would I make sense of my de-
cision when the people who had extend-
ed their trust and knowledge, the people
whom I called my partners, did not have
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this privilege? What does it mean to be a
partner or ally in this situation?

I felt very strongly I could only go in-
to Jerusalem when there was something
strategic to be leveraged through my pres-
ence there, when I could accomplish some-
thing useful to those who were excluded
from accessing the city. Hence my initial
reservations and questions addressed to
you? about this publication and the larg-
er Eternal Tour festival in Jerusalem: what
kind of (cultural and financial) capital is
involved in this project, who is generat-
ing it and where does it become concen-
trated? How can it involve Palestinians
as equal participants with European cul-
tural producers, when Palestinians do not
have the same privilege to enter the city?
I don’t think there is a way to remain neu-
tral in a situation in which silence func-
tions as direct complicity; I am a supporter
of the cultural boycott against Israeli in-
stitutions because this campaign asks us
to become accountable for, and to inter-
vene in, cultural and institutional politics.
How does the Eternal Tour project formu-
late an ethico-strategic position in a situ-
ation where systemic oppression has very
concrete and undeniable spatial expres-
sions—not only the restrictions placed on
movement, but also the coercive, naked vi-
olence to which all Palestinians within the
city are constantly exposed? I am interest-
ed to see how these questions are addressed
as the project unfolds.

m: You are talking about your strong
opposition to the existing “community
arts” models*. What kind of methods
did you use in the Dheisheh projects to
differentiate your approach from those
models? How can the artist, in such
a context, be something other than a
“parachuted savior”, how can she go
beyond “symbolic help” which just di-
verts from the real problems?

. In the process of organizing this
RB. exhibition, we needed to move
slowly and with mindfulness: creating re-
lationships, listening and learning, over
several trips to Palestine. Out of this work
a new and unexpected direction emerged,
through our connection with the Owdah
family in the Dheisheh Refugee Camp.
So, even as we were organizing and then
traveling —an exhibition of 14 artists
through the West Bank and later the US—
we began another process which is at
the intersection of art and pedagogy, and
which unfolded as a series of workshops
with young women in Dheisheh. These

3 The Secrets catalog is available online at this
address http://www.6plus.org/secrets_catalog.pdf,
last visited July 2010.

4 Information about the projects in the Dheisheh
Refugee Camp is available on the 6+ website:
http://6plus.org/, last visited in July 2010.
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two lines or trajectories became more and
more separate from each other.

In my writing and public speakingI cri-
tique a specific model or approach to com-
munity arts, (and community organizing
as well). I would say this has to do with
an understanding of culture that separates
cultural producers from cultural consum-
ers, that separates organizers from commu-
nities being “serviced”. We see this also in
the humanitarian relation, in which peo-
ple are to be saved from their predicament
by benevolent agents from elsewhere—and
this often works to obscure the ways in
which these outsiders have privileged ac-
cess to resources, precisely because of their
very implication in the dynamic that pro-
duces the inequalities they are supposed-
ly there to remedy. I admire and greatly
respect many community artists, but I am
also uneasy about the colonizing function
of culture, particularly once genres be-
come created, legitimized and massively
deployed on the circuits of the global art
market. Not only does it work to obscure
the ways in which we reproduce very spe-
cific power dynamics, but it also works to
divest both symbolic and material capital
from efforts at local self-organization and
self-governance that emerge within the
struggles of oppressed communities.

So, did we solve these problems, or
have we found a way out of these para-
digms? Of course not, I think our work can
and should be critiqued in a number of
significant ways. We could not wait for
structural inequalities to be resolved be-
fore acting, so we stumbled along imper-
fectly and, as the poem goes, we “made
the road by walking”. We are also making
our own strong self-criticism along the
way, which can hopefully also contribute
to the efforts of others—I think of this text,
and many others, as part of this process.
Our self-criticism has greatly reduced our
“productivity” and “efficiency”, because it
means we have internal conflicts and dis-
agreements, and we question what we are
doing at every turn. One solution that has
been helpful for us has been to deliberate-
ly place our work in Dheisheh in the con-
text of the Rights of Return movement
and in support of the Al Feneiq Center as I
mentioned earlier. But this has also been a
complicated and uneven process. The essay
I wrote for Third Text outlines some inter-
nal contradictions and struggles which re-
main unsolved in the work.

m: For Daughters of Palestine, you
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the Popular Committee and widely known
as a radical pacifist organizer, and Suhair,
a well-respected woman’s leader and coun-
selor. They gave us a much needed educa-
tion. They helped us to understand the de-
sires for the Al Feneiq Center, their vision
for a strong and empowered youth, partic-
ularly when it came to the young women
of the camp, their concerns over the limit-
ed ways in which the camp could nourish
the potential of young women. We spoke
as intellectuals, as political people, as par-
ents. I also met with many of the young
women’s parents, and of course the young
women themselves—several of whom, over
the course of our 4 years engagement, grew
into leadership roles in Dheisheh, became
workshop leaders in our most recent se-
ries of workshops. I feel that they helped us
to understand a specific perspective on the
role that culture, art and education play
in the highly politicized life of the Dhe-
isheh community. This was specifically
at odds with western liberal assumptions
about personal emancipation and upward
mobility through education-and I feel my
encounters there have helped me to un-
derstand education as both a tool for em-
powerment and as a site for oppression. So,
yes, what we learned completely framed
the project and its content.

In devising the specifics of the work-
shop, we proposed a general structure and
welcomed guidance. The Al Feneiq staff
selected the participants in consultation
with their parents, helped us understand
the schedules and responsibilities of the
young girls, as well as introducing us to
what was possible logistically. Given the
real physical dangers in the camp, the girls
would normally navigate it with a certain
alertness—however, our recent workshops
called for the group to linger, to experi-
ment with different modes of attention, so
the Al Feneiq staff organized protection for
the duration of these explorations. I don’t
think we experienced others influencing
“our” workshops, perhaps because we did
not have investment in our creative or au-
thorial autonomy. This relation of consul-
tation and guidance was not the same in
the development of the web projects, and
this shift is precisely where many tensions
and unresolved contradictions can be seen
operating in our work.

m: You used the term “empowerment”
before. How would you discuss this
term in relation to the projects 6+ ran
in the Dheisheh Refugee Camp?

mention that 6+ was asked to work

with young women aged sixteen to

eighteen. Who proposed that project

to you? Did they somehow influence
the project and/or its content?

. We were invited to work with the

RB « Al Feneiq by the Owdah family:

Naji, director of the Al Feneiq, a leader in

RB .1 want to retract any suggestion
« that our contribution was somehow

empowering people. I think the question
of empowerment and disempowerment
can only be addressed as redistributive
and shared-and there is a very real ma-
terial dimension to it without which “em-
powerment” becomes a way to mask a
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crude privatization of cultural capital un-
der the guise of political work. Actually,
I think this particular self-organized and
highly politicized community of people in
Dheisheh-who have played such a pivotal
role in the Intifada—are extremely powerful
and do not need us to empower them. Cer-
tainly, the conditions of their oppression
can’t be removed by six women artists do-
ing a workshop! However, the arduous and
highly dangerous work of building the Al
Feneiq was part of the process of building
institutional, social and material capacity
for the movement. Inasmuch as we con-
tributed to the efforts of building a com-
munity cultural center—which means not
just stone and glass but also practicing ac-
tivities and modes of engagement under-
stood by people there to be creative and/
or communal -our work was a way of ac-
knowledging the struggle for self-empow-
erment of this community.

m: What can one learn about oneself
and about one’s environment in pro-
ducing a cartography? Is it “simply” a
means of talking about one’s situation
to the outside, or can it go further in
any way!?
R , I'want to first specify that I am not
.interested in the cartography or
the map as an image, but rather in the map-
ping process—at times, the map works to
obliterate the conditions of its own mak-
ing. In the limited scope of our work with
young women and girls in Dheisheh, the
mapping process was intended as a way to
remake our collective and individual per-
ception of the camp. We worked with the
senses, but perception is also connected
to affect and to intellection-so we want-
ed to introduce the girls to a specific set
of tools for interpreting their own experi-
ence and re-imagining their surroundings.
I'm not sure to what extent this process
can be transformative or in what ways ex-
actly its transformative force can be man-
ifested. The girls expressed tremendous
joy in “taking on” the camp environment,
and very quickly engaged with their sur-
roundings not as a given and highly coer-
cive set of “facts”, but as open-ended, as
“under construction” and therefore open
to their remaking. In our discussions with
people in the camp we found that this spe-
cific understanding of the work of the im-
agination was highly appreciated and well
developed, very sophisticated: there were
many projects and traditions (more or less
formalized as cultural) which worked spe-
cifically to generate a radical re-imagining
of the world. Al-Feneiq itself seems to be
a complete remaking of reality, a materi-
al embodiment of a political reality which
is not yet actualized. It is a very power-
ful place.
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m: The use of sustainable means for
your workshops seems to be linked
to the idea that pedagogical work and
the exchange of knowledge could con-
tinue without you, after you leave the
camp? Is this working? What is the im-
portance of “teaching to teach”? What
can each person teach another in such
a closed situation?

Iy . This has not worked as well as we
RB «had hoped, in that we were not
able to create a process which could then
remain active and be “owned” by people
there, in our absence. Still, several of the
girls in the first workshop formed their
own collective, which signaled to us that
they were experimenting with different
forms of association and intersubjective
exploration. And several of these young
women taught their younger sisters the
simple bookmaking skills we introduced,
as well as becoming workshop leaders in
the most recent visit. But of course teach-
ing each other is a highly developed prac-
tice in the camp; I suppose one must look
at the camp both as open-air prison but al-
S0 as an open-air free school.

m: Could you tell us more about the
idea of “experience as constituted with
struggle politics”? Is pedagogy here a
means to connect individual experi-
ences to a community struggle, the
present with the past and the future?
I think perhaps we can leave the
R B « term pedagogy behind-or at least
signal that it presupposes that there are
aspects to experience or struggle politics
that fall outside the realm of “pedagogy”. It
seems to me that Dheisheh is itself a space
of learning-of an imaginative and opposi-
tional kind, that is to say the kind of learn-
ing that draws upon the capacity to im-
agine and postulate a reality which is not
yet there. I think this also fundamental-
ly characterizes the Right of Return move-
ment. But this imagining is also intersub-
jective—knowing oneself, sensing oneself
(in terms of affection and perception even)
are always in relation to others: the large
family, the camp, the original villages, his-
tory... this knowing also seems to be gen-
erative and somehow prefigurative, in that
it brings into the present a sense of a future
different from the past.

m: Working on an educative project in
Palestine implies a central political di-
mension. Do you think that with edu-
cative projects in the US, this political
and critical dimension can also exist in
such an evident way?

I think increasingly we need to
RB.acknowIedge the political di-
mension of education, to understand ed-
ucation-as it emerges historically within
the project of liberalism-as a subjectify-
ing process. For instance, the global strug-
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gles over the university have finally artic-
ulated a refusal of the neoliberal corporate
model and will hopefully go much, much
further; here is an amazing indicator that
the range of practices, institutions and par-
adigms constituting “education” is indeed
a front of struggle.

microsillons

microsillons is an art collective founded in Geneva,
working on mediation and pedagogy using different
practices such as design, performance, installation
and exhibition.
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