Researching and Reshaping Human-thing
Constellations

Neo-material Thinking as a Principle for Teaching
in the Arts

Annemarie Hahn

In this article I propose a teaching sequence in which the idea is to ob-
serve one’s own placement within different human-human and human-
thing constellations in order to better understand how we act and inter-
act, how we include and exclude. These already multileveled constella-
tions have become even more complex since the Internet. Thinking digi-
tal culture and inclusion together has been a particular concern through-
out my research. I am interested in taking a closer look at current soci-
etal conditions in order to conceptualize more inclusive art-educational
approaches. This means not only considering the conditions of human
actors, but also paying attention to material and spatial ones as well as
the media-cultural conditions that determine collective agency. The aim
is to produce less exclusion of single actors and thus to achieve a more
strongly developed educational justice. Against this backdrop, I raise the
following questions in relation to an art-pedagogical practice that seeks
to recognize and generate social and material entanglements with an ex-
ploratory gaze: Whois actually connected to whom and with what, and in
what way? What influences our everyday actions? Who has what capac-
ity to act under what circumstances? And who or what is it that actually
acts?

With these questions I try to understand what mechanisms of in-
clusion and exclusion are involved in social structures and materialized
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practices in art education. This approach will probably lead to the neces-
sity of reconceptualizing subjectivity, in its usual understanding as an
individual entity in the context of digital culture and inclusion.

Contemporary art education could be about relating oneself to peo-
ple, things, and social structures, learning to see one’s own privileges and
capacities to act, and using this knowledge to become competent to act
inan aesthetic and political sense, oriented towards the future. However,
art-educational theory and practices — at least in the German-speaking
discourse - still often focus on the education of singular subjectivities,
especially when it comes to art education in lower grades as the primary
school, but also in higher education.

This focus is notable insofar as a shift in subject positions has been
apparent in creative and artistic fields for some time. It is a shift from
the singular subject to networks of human and non-human actors, as
described, for example, in actor-network theory since the late 1980s,’
or with a stronger political and feminist agenda in neo-materialist ap-
proaches, such as Karen Barad’s agential realism”. These developments
are also present in the visual arts, both in production and distribution
and the discourses associated with them. The 9th Berlin Biennale in 2016,
curated by the DIS Collective, is probably particularly relevant to this,
but so is Documenta fifteen in 2022 with its decided focus on collectiv-
ity. A re-location of the subject and its agency can also be seen in certain
approaches in educational science and dis/ability studies®.The network
character of digital cultures is, as I will illustrate in the course of this text,
atleastan amplifier, if not a trigger of today’s societal human-thing con-
stellations.

Researching and reshaping human-thing constellations

The task proposed in this article attempts to make one’s situatedness vis-
ible in the sense of Donna Haraway* in order to enable reflection on po-
sitioning and the social, cultural and historical influences on one’s own
thinking and acting. Against the backdrop of digital cultures and thus
constantly changing human and non-human actors, this task aims to
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better understand and thus potentially realize the conditions of current
inclusive cultures. Why and how digital culture and inclusion are inter-
related will become clear in the following by illustrating current cultural
practices and also why the recognition of the interconnectedness of hu-
man and non-human actors is central to this.

For art-educational teaching, I consider it an important starting
point to examine and reflect on the conditions under which existing
spaces of action have emerged and new spaces of action, that is, the
building of access® in the sense of questioning all social forms of inclu-
sion and exclusion mechanisms, can be created. Connections between
different human actors come into play, but also spatial and material
actors, also in their interconnectedness through more or less visible
digital infrastructures.

To address this aspect in school contexts, I have developed a teaching
sequence, which was experimented at the symposium “Teaching artis-
tic strategies” in May 2022 at HGK Basel. It is intended to encourage an
examination of the influence that all manner of things have on human
action in general and aesthetic action in particular. It provides clear di-
rections for groups to explore these relationships collaboratively and to
develop speculative future scenarios against the backdrop of digital cul-
ture and gives brief instructions on how to examine who is involved in
what constellations. The purpose is to understand what mechanisms of
inclusion and exclusion are involved in social structures and material-
ized practices. The teaching sequence consists of three parts that build
on each other and can be designed to be of varying length or short dura-
tion. I planit for either a whole workshop day, or for 3 double lessons that
are not too farapartin time. Other adaptations are of course imaginable.

The first exercise is about raising awareness about the ubiquity of
digital culture in the sense of Stalder. In the second exercise, observa-
tions on the interactions of human, spatial and material actors will be
made on the basis of various concepts and very different approaches. Fi-
nally, in exercise 3, small groups will work on future scenarios based on
the concepts developed in the second part.
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Exercise 1: Digital entanglements

We live in a digital condition. I borrow this term from Felix Stalder,® who
in 2016 described how our culture, our politics and our everyday life are
shaped by the digital. In his conception, digitality is not a term used for
any kind of digital tool, be it hardware, apps or the Internet in its phys-
ical dimension. Rather, digitality is a cultural dimension shaped by dig-
ital infrastructures. The digital condition is mainly observable in three
characteristic forms: referentiality, communality and underlying algo-
rithms.

By referentiality, Stalder means the use of existing cultural expres-
sions for the production of new ones, as a method by which individuals
can inscribe themselves in cultural processes and constitute themselves
as producers.’” In a way, this can also be said historically about different
longer existing forms of cultural production, but with the Internet, the
amount of accessibility has increased so much that more people are in-
volved in cultural production globally and simultaneously. So, what we
are talking about here is a new quality of referentiality. Communality is
understood as a new form of coming together, namely as associations of
people who exchange and produce new knowledge and action through
informal but structured exchanges and are held together by the common
interpretation of their own practice. According to Stalder, these commu-
nities form the actual subjects that produce culture in the sense of shared
meaning.® Finally the aspect of underlying algorithms describes what is
probably the largest and at the same time the most difficult aspect of dig-
ital culture to observe. It sorts the amount of existing data into accessible
information. Under conditions of big data, we would be blind without al-
gorithms.® But this sorting is also never neutral and thus carries biases
with it, which in turn structure society. What Stalder describes is that
cultural action today is always based on logics of networking, which are
significantly shaped by the Internet. Klein et al. very adequately describe
the Internet as the ubiquitous infrastructure of our reality."

This infrastructure, which shapes our reality, in turn has a significant
impact on our understanding of subjectivity. The way in which people
can act in society is conditioned by the respective media infrastructure
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and also the way in which they are situated as individual or collective
actors. Jorissen and Meyer state in 2015 that changes in mediality lead
to changes in subjectivity and thus, with recourse to Luhmann, make
clear the influence of the leading media on societies and their subjects.™
This leads me, with Herlitz and Zahn, to the assumption that with the
new structural characteristics that emerge in digital cultures, the classi-
cal constructions of subjectivity can no longer be described.”

This demonstrates the necessity of understanding and describing
subjectivity against the framework of changing media cultures.

The ubiquity of digital culture is the aspect that the first part of the
teaching proposal offered here goes on to address.

As described above, digital culture is not bound to tools, but is a con-
dition of our culture, even if this is not always visible. This first exercise is
aboutidentifying the underlying digital infrastructure in everyday activ-
ities. For this, I propose three levels of reflection because it is likely that
the less visible or less direct effects of digital culture will only become
apparent by looking more closely.

In their introduction to Post-Internet-Arts Education, Klein et al., ref-
erencing artist Hito Steyerl®, describe the impact of digital culture on
realities that were once non-digital as follows:

“Now, however, the internet has also left the screen: Every image we
upload can come back as a like or an annoyance with implications for
life offline. The seemingly absurd thing about this is that you don't
have to be online yourself to experience the effects of a shitstorm
first-hand. But even a love found online can very well transfer into
the physical ™

This example shows that the binary opposition of analogue and digital is
insufficient in many cases. For the first part of the task, you need index
cards, pens and tape and about half an hour’s time. The specific task I
propose is the following:

Take some time to observe yourselfclosely in your present environment. Move
around while observing, look out the window, look at the other people here.

7


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473344-005
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

80

Teaching Artistic Strategies

What is influenced by digital culture and what is not? Write each of your ob-
servations on a card and pin it on the wall.

The next step is to continue this observation in the surroundings. I
suggest a silent walk. This walk is designed to challenge preconceptions
through observation. For example, if students note in the first step that
writing a letter is not digital, they might see on the walk that paper
suppliers deliver their goods to paper merchants who have ordered on
the Internet, or that postmen use digital devices to record the delivery
of mail, or that the idea of writing a letter instead of an email could be
an active counter-design to email.
The concrete task for this would be:

Take a half-hour walk in the environment. Try to do this without talking
to other people. Observe what is digitally influenced and what is not. Take
notes.

In a third step, the observations from the walk are compared with the
terms from the first round and discussed in plenary.

Look at your observations from the walk and check whether the terms you
wrote down in the first step are still correct. You can now change or add to
them.

Exercise 2: Intra-actions of human, spatial and material actors

The sensitization to digital cultures and their influence on everyday ac-
tions is now to be applied to the situation within material and human
actors. I consider this link relevant, because on the one hand the om-
nipresence of digital culture is still not sufficiently thought of in material
terms, and at the same time intrasubjective interconnectedness is rein-
forced by the digital, even though it would be observable in its absence.

Nevertheless, alongside arts education, there are theories that
we can use to address this problem. I propose using neo-materialist
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approaches as a perspective, especially since they allow us to look at
human actors in interweaving with other human and material actors.
Neo-materialist approaches offer a changed relationship between hu-
mans and things by negating a fundamental separation of human and
non-human actors and thus questioning the supposed ontological and
epistemological distinction that defines humans as something other
or even superior.” However, they do not explicitly deal with media-
technological questions and thus also not with their effects on societies,
which means that their theses are not per se bound to digital conditions.
It seems to me, though, that it is not surprising that neo-materialist
theories are now becoming more popular, especially since the traditional
attributions of the autonomous subject are being challenged under dig-
ital conditions. Social processes can be described more precisely with
human-human and human-thing relatedness. In which connection is
who to whom and through what? Which material actors ensure that
social togetherness functions? What would a dinner be like with a table
that seats too few people? Or what would a school timetable be like
without the invention and existence of clocks? Digital-technological
networks embed human relations into even more complex structures
and thus into multi-layered processes of participation, which make the
idea of an individual subject separated from the world and things, as
explicitly questioned in neo-materialist approaches, less likely.

Karen Barad’s approach of Agential realism does not look at individ-
ual actors, but at phenomena. The concept of phenomenon is used dif-
ferently by Barad than, for example, in the traditions of the humanities,
such as phenomenology™. Phenomena are understood as the smallest
ontological unit, which do not consist of independent objects with pre-
determined boundaries and properties. They are, as Barad describes it,
“ontologically primitive relations” because their relations do not exist be-
fore the relation but are only brought about by it”. Since the relations do
not arise before but in the phenomenon, presuppositions only arise in
the phenomenon and are therefore not causal, i.e. not a before-and-after
orif-then relationship, but are to be understood as processual and can be
reflected upon as such. For Barad, these processes are not to be under-
stood as interactions of two or more entities that are originally separate
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from each other. She invents the term infra-action to make it clear that
the entities only emerge from the process.’

Describing phenomena in this sense, i.e. looking precisely at the
respective processes in which humans are repeatedly interwoven with
things, situations, spaces, other humans, etc., is the starting point of
this second exercise.

The leading question is now about examining ones specific situatedness
and trying to make visible the constellations in which one is interwoven
in the present moment. The leading question for that part is:

Which humans and which things and which human-thing constel-
lations lead to our being included in this current situation against the
backdrop of digital culture today?

To approach this question the students are given various observation
tasks that sensitize them to the socio-material conditions that they are
embedded in. These observations are documented with different mate-
rials and media and will be used to be worked on further in future sce-
narios in the third part of this teaching sequence.

I propose to offer observation tasks concerning different aspects of
cultural and community life. In the following you find my selection of
tasks on the topics Ability, Language, Being here, Room, Un/visibility, Clothes,
Safety and Weather. It is important when working on the assignments to
ensure that the students give their information on a completely volun-
tary basis in a safe space.

#ABILITY: Which paths have you already taken today? Which ones
are you planning to do? Think about your bodily condition. Which
paths were easy to take, where did you have difficulties, where did
you perhaps even take a diversion?

Draw a map on the paper provided and mark where things were easy
and where they were not easy.

#LANGUAGE: Imagine, you were not able to speak and understand
the English or German language. Which of your actions today would
you have needed help with? How would you have claimed it? Write
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down, as precisely as possible, each of the aspects that come to mind
on a separate card.

#BEING HERE: You are here today and not elsewhere. Why is that?
Write on one card 5 reasons that have brought you here. Then cross
out one reason that you wish had led you somewhere else.
#ROOM: Take some time to observe the room. What do you like,
what not? What furniture, light situation, wall structure, room di-
mensions, etc. helps you, to be in the situation, which not? Make a
sketch.

#IN/VISIBILITY: In which situation today did you feel more exposure
than you would have liked to? In which one would you like to have
been more visible? Write a micro-screenplay on a sheet of paper that
reverses the situation.

#SAFETY: Safety is a very important feeling for acting. Do you feel
safe? If yes, try to formulate what led to that feeling. If you don't
feel safe, try to explain why that is. Use the cards to explain your
thoughts.

#WEATHER: How has today’s weather influenced your present situa-
tion? Try to understand as precisely as possible your current situation
in relation to the weather. Use the cards to explain your thoughts.
#COLLABORATION: Who or what has helped you with something to-
day?

Gather all the people and things that have helped you today around
a table. What would you like to eat with them? Write a recipe.
#ELECTRICITY: How many electric plugs have you already used to-
day?

Draw the invisible power lines between them on the attached pa-
per.

#SOUND: Try to focus on your auditory sense. How does it sound
right now? Does it sound pleasant?

What song comes to mind? Write the title, the notes or the first lyric
line on a card.

#HUGGING: Did you want to hug someone today? Did you?

Write a short poem on a card.
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Exercise 3: How to imagine a less exclusive future

In the last step of the teaching proposal, the materials created are to be
critically questioned in terms of discrimination, with the aim of uncov-
ering adjusting screws for potential futures. Which aspects of the spe-
cific situation contain which mechanisms of power and thus of inclu-
sion and exclusion? The task is now to develop future scenarios on the
basis of the research in order to imagine and potentially realize new and
expanded access strategies. This is where thinking about digital culture
and neo-materialist approaches come together with inclusive thinking.

Inclusion is often associated with the demand to enable educational
justice for each individual. In educational contexts, inclusion aims to
teach different individual subjects together without discrimination. This
demand is at odds with the current education systems, which are per-
meated by notions of normativity and thus by excluding mechanisms.
However, inclusion does not necessarily mean that individuals, in a nor-
mative sense, have to improve their abilities in order to better participate
in society. It could also be understood to mean that social structures ex-
pand so that prevailing notions of normativity are invalidated. It is not
the individual actors who need to transform, but the barriers that cre-
ate inclusion and exclusion. We are therefore confronted with structural
challenges.”

I follow a broad concept of inclusion that takes into account the
structural dimensions, as discussed in cultural dis/ability studies®®, also
from a power-sensitive perspective™. This shifts the focus: away from
the individual subject of support, towards structural characteristics
of discrimination®*. With Mai Ahn Boger, I understand inclusion as a
synonym for differential justice, with which theories critical of sexism,
racism, ableism and classism are negotiated together.”® Inclusion is thus
not a field concerned only with the inclusion and exclusion of people
with disabilities, but with any form of exclusion based on difference-
based criteria. Understanding inclusion beyond subject orientation
and conceptions of individuality enables a broader view of the diverse
entanglements of people, things, spaces and technologies.
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This method is inspired by design thinking®* approaches. The aim is
not to predict the future or to produce forecasts in any form. Rather, it is
about imagining possible futures in order to identify the variables that
can be worked on at present. The point is not to formulate concrete vi-
sions. This is because visions regularly project an ideal image of society
into an uncertain tomorrow and thus claim interpretive sovereignty over
the many development possibilities that the future holds. Scenarios are
more plural and optional, i.e. much more vague. But they are also more
flexible and adaptable to events that we cannot predict today.* This un-
derstanding follows Elena Esposito’s description when she writes that
although the future is never present, it only exists in the present, as its
projection. “When we talk about the future, we are actually always talk-
ing about the present: its way of dealing with the existing possibilities,
its openness and its limitations. Every present has its future, from which

”26 We cannot know at present

what is real at a later time is developed.
what the present will be in the future. But we can invent as many sce-
narios as possible about how the future could be in order to influence it
from the present — knowing that this remains an uncertain undertaking.
In the last part of this teaching, the students will work on such scenarios
for a more inclusive future on the basis of the concepts worked on be-
forehand, in order to make them imaginable. These future scenarios can
only be partial and never consider all aspects that the future will bring.
But they can help to develop ideas of potential futures in order to have

an impact on them at certain points.

Think about how the situations described could be a little less exclusive. Build
ascenario for the year 2045 with whatever material you have. Think big. Ev-
erything is possible for now.

An alternative approach would be to map the different results of the stu-
dents. It would be conceivable to draw a map of the different human-
thing constellations. Such a map would certainly not be comprehensive,
but it could lead to intriguing discussions. Certainly, the various intra-
actions in Barad’s sense, i.e. how reality is the coexistence of humans and
things, would become clear.
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Either way, both conflations can lead to understanding or at least
imagining the respective situatedness beyond the idea of singular sub-
jectivity. This in turn could lead to students getting an idea of the degree
to which their actions happen with and through things. And that, spec-
ulating further into the future, can lead to understanding the conditions
under which people can act as they do, or not. Subjectivity would then no
longer be bound only to bodies, but to bodies, things and circumstances.

What has to be done next

The teaching proposal “Researching and reshaping human-thing con-
stellations” was tested for the first time among teachers of art educa-
tion at the symposium Teaching Artistic Strategies at the HGK Basel and
then tested and further developed with students of the HKB Bern and the
Akademie der Kinste Wien. I assume that the majority of the tasks can
also be carried out with younger students. It has not yet been practised
with people explicitly affected by discrimination. Before I do this, I ask
affected persons and experts for advice.

The teaching proposal is intended to contribute to opening up an ex-
ploratory space with art teaching activities in which inclusive futures,
i.e. a higher degree of differential justice, can first be imagined, in the
optimistic belief that imagined futures hold potentials for influencing
the future in the present. The focus is explicitly not on the development
of the individual, but on the shaping of actor constellations in which hu-
man and material actors play a role against the backdrop of digital cul-
ture. The aim is to understand, on the basis of the students’ everyday life
and through close observation, who is in fact connected to whom and to
what and in what way? What influences our everyday actions? Who has
what capacity to act under what circumstances? And who or what is it
that actually acts?

Although this proposal provides very concrete steps to design a
teaching sequence or workshop, this can only be a small aspect of work-
ing on issues of inclusion and digitality in the context of school and
higher education. This assignment focuses on the present with the aim
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of acting into the future, neglecting historical components that are also

important to understand how power mechanisms within educational

systems have emerged and become so entrenched that they seem largely

natural.

What would be desirable is a set of teaching proposals that, at differ-

ent levels, aim to explore and understand current realities with the aim

of shaping possible less exclusive futures.
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