
The Art of Misunderstanding

Kateryna Botanova

In front ofme sat a grey-hairedwomanwith aquiet, slightly hesitant voice.She

had contactedme throughmutual friends in Tbilisi,where she had recently or-

ganizedaproject.Her foundationhadworked for a long time in theSouthCau-

casus and ‘other conflict regions’, encouraging ‘mutual understanding through

art’. It now wanted to expand to Ukraine, ‘due to the current conflict’.

It was 2017. I had recently moved to Switzerland after twenty years of cul-

tural practice inUkraine.Maybe thiswasmychance todo important anduseful

work with a foundation that had been established by a Swiss diplomat known,

in particular, for having participated in negotiating the Minsk agreements.

The woman, let’s call her Dina, was a lecturer at the Zurich University of

the Arts. She wanted, quite rationally, to start with research: to visit places ‘in

or close to the conflict zone’, talk to the locals, hear their needs. Overall, the

program was already clear: there would be a few master classes by Swiss mu-

sicians, dancers, and performers, somework would be done in schools or with

young artists, some help would be given to refugees, and some art exchanges

might take place. In short, the artswould be put to the service of peace-making

and dialogue.This is how the foundation worked for five years in Abkhazia, an

unrecognized break-away region of Georgia, as well as in the border regions of

Georgia and neighboring Armenia. Dina was especially proud of the projects

in Abkhazia: the region is very poor and even getting past the heavily guarded

border was almost impossible.

I tried to explain to her that Ukraine is nothing like Abkhazia. There is no

‘conflict’, there is a Russian-instigatedwar of occupation that had already been

raging for three years. I could hardly believe I had to explain all this to a per-

son who should have known what was happening in Ukraine and in the South

Caucasus first-hand. ‘You cannot imagine how rich and vibrant cultural life is

in the south-east of Ukraine, even close to the ‘conflict line’,’ I said; ‘howmuch

has happened since 2014, howmany initiatives and people connect this region
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with other parts of the country.We will have to listen to local cultural activists

very carefully if we want to do something that will actually make sense.’ Dina

looked at me with a mixture of sadness and sympathy.

That autumn, she and I traveled to Severodonetsk, Sloviansk, Kramatorsk,

Dobropillia, Bakhmut and Mariupol. In Kyiv we met with several cultural ac-

tivists, some of whom had been forced to flee eastern Ukraine. Others were

based in the capital but were working with partners in the east. A fewmonths

later, Dina prepared a funding application to the Swiss Agency for Develop-

ment and Cooperation (SDC) for a project that, in addition to workshops for

schoolchildren from the ‘grey zone’ along the conflict line, focused on handi-

craft workshops for women from the areas controlled, and not controlled, by

the Ukrainian government. Over a period of eight months, women from both

sides of the military border that divided the Donetsk region would meet in

Mariupol, weave or embroider something under the guidance of Swiss artists,

and talk about peace.

TheSDC rejected the project, largely because of concerns for the security of

people. Dina returned to building dialogue in the South Caucasus, paid for by

the Swiss government and various philanthropists. I was left with memories

of incredible people and cities, the true value of which I understood only this

year, after some of them almost disappeared.

***

Most Ukrainian cultural activists have faced similar attitudes from their west-

ern European colleagues at least once since 2014: a desire for reconciliation to-

getherwith a patronizing attitude towardsUkrainian positions.As unpleasant

as it was before, it is now simply unbearable.

Invitations to participate inpanel discussions, to attendworkshops or sub-

mit artworks to joint exhibitions, to publish texts in a collection, to take part in

a film festival are regular occurrences –a franticwave ofwell-intentioned invi-

tations with no end in sight.Most of these gestures of goodwill are invitations

to enterdialoguewithRussian cultural actors.Theyaregenerallynotmotivated

by solidarity andempathy,but rather thebelief that it iswithin the culturalfield

that dialogue and reconciliation between the aggressor society and the society

under attack should take place. Only occasionally do these events involve peo-

ple from countries and contexts with similar experiences of prolonged aggres-

sion, resistance, and struggle for identity: from Palestine, Syria, Afghanistan,

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo and elsewhere. During the first nine months of
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the war, just one panel I spoke on included someone from another conflict

zone: a curator from Bosnia. It was a particularly warm and important con-

versation.

Since the beginning of the full-fledged aggression that broke out on 24

February 2022, the Ukrainian cultural community has been actively looking

for a solution to the problem of ‘compulsive reconciliation’, trying to tread

the thin and sometimes dangerous line between preserving one’s dignity and

the need to retain the interest and attention of western cultural institutions,

media and platforms where one can talk about the war in Ukraine. I doubt

a general solution exists: each situation is unique and must be dealt with

separately.

However, thereare several approaches that seemvery importantwhen talk-

ing about the arts and reconciliation. One of them is to borrow from feminist

rhetoric phrases like ‘nomeans no’, ‘my body (country) my choice’ and ‘nothing

about us without us’. In seeking to defend not their position but the right to

haveaposition,Ukrainiancultural activists are turning to the tools of aneman-

cipatory discourse that challenges the patriarchal power determining whose

voices are important andwhose are not; who has the right to decide what hap-

pens to their bodies and who does not.

By using a feminist vocabulary designed to defend female subjectivity and

the agency of the female body, Ukrainian cultural activists express the collec-

tive corporeality of war: its terrifying physical presence, its threat to each and

everyperson,and the senseof communityasa singleorganism,when thedeath

or injury of even complete strangers echoes with intense pain.

When it comes to the conditions for ending the war, for demilitarization

or understanding violence, the international feminist community is far from

unanimous in its support of Ukrainian women’s voices and positions. Yet this

emancipatory rhetoric has proven quite effective in the international artistic

environment, which is generally sensitive to injustice, de-subjectivation and

segregation.

But perhaps the most important feature of this defence of Ukrainian sub-

jectivity is that it is directed not at the aggressor, but a ‘third party’ – a con-

cerned observer who has taken on the mantle of ‘arbitrator’, a role that has al-

ways been theirs to assume.

The war in Ukraine is exposing the epistemological power of the global

West (or North). This is the power to name and legitimize, to hold up a ‘gold

standard’ of democracy, of social and political institutions, of histories and

even traumas. It is the power to evaluate the development of other societies
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not on their own terms, but against a universal measure. It is the power to

instrumentalize the cultural fields and the arts, a power so firmly established

that attempts at reflection and resistance become almost impossible.

But there is another effective, though much less common approach that

Ukrainian cultural activists have used in their artistic works and in public dis-

cussions. It entails entering the pacifist discourse but, instead of accepting

forced dialogue or compulsive reconciliation, choosing disagreement; voicing

one’s ownpositionwithout fear of criticismor conflict.This is not just a radical

assertion of one’s agency which defies the evaluator and their judgments. It is

also the start of amuch-neededdiscussion about the sources of the belief in art

as the territory of reconciliation and the power systems that keep this belief in

place.

***

Like other former Second World countries, Ukraine was the beneficiary of

western cultural policy already applied to the Third World since the 1960s.

Having lost much of its grip over its former colonies, the global West returned

in the formof international development agencies, ofwhichEuropean cultural

institutions often formed a part. Global corporations and mining companies

were also a part of these aid packages. Financial assistance to young democra-

cies was motivated by a mixture of guilt, national security concerns, and the

promotion of business interests. Development logic gave back power to the

‘white man’, this time in the nobler garb of helper and mentor who alone pos-

sessed knowledge of the architecture of society, governance and the economy.

The development logic was ruthlessly practical, stipulating that all societal

functions should be efficient, subject to assessment and evaluation. Culture

was no exception.

Under the guidance and financial support of the West, culture lost its

meaning and autonomy, its ability to be a system of relations in which libera-

tion, awareness and subjectivity can grow. It was losing its utopian, visionary

potential, becoming disconnected with the society to which it belonged, as

well as its needs, traditions and challenges.Themain function of culture, from

Zimbabwe to Senegal, fromNigeria to Colombia, became to reduce inequality,

alleviate poverty and, above all, promote social cohesion and reconciliation.

Reconciliation ranged from conflicts between indigenous peoples and the

descendants of colonizers; between formermasters and servants; betweendif-

ferent ethnic groups and communities (and their cultures) which ‘historically’
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(a euphemism for ‘the decision of the former metropole’) found themselves in

the same country; between victims of genocides and the perpetrators and their

descendants; between those who protested against corrupt or criminal local

authorities and their legitimate and unwavering representatives.

Countless Western (or Northern) cultural peacemakers visited (and still

do) theGlobal Southwithworkshops and lectures,masterclasses, and summer

schools. They taught children and adults, amateurs, and professionals how to

find common ground and inner peace through the arts. They organized joint

choirs and even orchestras, advisedmuseums, libraries and universities.They

were not necessarily detached from reality, although sometimes it was not

clear what the reality was. For decades, even local cultural and social activists

had been thinking in terms of ‘underdeveloped democracies’ that were essen-

tially corrupt and in need of ‘inequality reduction’ and ‘conflict prevention’,

unconsciously borrowing from a vocabulary imposed from above.

In the 1990s, this wave of aid reached eastern Europe and the former So-

viet Union.Another batch of young democracies neededmentoring, especially

after the Yugoslav Wars. Although culture only came into focus later during

the 2000s, it was still approached as an instrument of belated education or en-

lightenment, as a way to stitch together the tattered social fabric of individual

societies, if not whole regions. After theMaidan Revolution and Russian occu-

pation of Crimea and parts of eastern Ukraine in 2014, calls for reconciliation

andmutual understanding grew exponentially.

I am not saying that it is the forms and methods of support that consti-

tute the problem. Rather, it is the epistemological system on which this sup-

port is based. The ‘development logic’ behind the instrumentalization of cul-

ture assumes that the development of societies is a standardized linear pro-

cess. It stipulates that the world is divided into the fully developed societies of

the Global North and those that are somewhere en route. Development episte-

mology is basedon formsof knowledge and social interaction inherent to these

‘successfully developed’ societies.

This system of knowledge and its carriers – those whomake key decisions

and those who monitor the processes of their execution – are a priori exter-

nal to any development processes in the societies of the former third and sec-

ond worlds. In this system, there is no place for ethnic conflicts, nationalisms,

memory wars or real wars; for annexations, revolutions, coups d’état, identity

conflicts (or identities in general) or culture wars. Any conflict is a glitch that

needs to be repaired, reconciled, dialogued.Which iswhere culture and the arts

come in.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466643-035 - am 14.02.2026, 07:37:54. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466643-035
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


362

***

In his lecture ‘Planetary consciousness and the possible future of culture’,1

Achille Mbembe talks about the different systems of knowledge and contexts

in which culture exists outside the standardized utilitarian framework. Freed

from its externally imposed functionality, culture provides ‘vital energy for

various forms ofwriting, constituting archives, performing identity, thinking,

remembering’.

Culture that resonates with its own society, that is in tune with it, chooses

forms of remembering, living through trauma, expression of identities and

social interaction that are necessary and within reach at any given moment.

It can choose reconciliation or dialogue, but it must be the choice of its con-

stituents. It can choose and use dialogue not for reconciliation, but as a form

of cognizance, learning, and, exposing ignorance,misunderstandings, or con-

flicts. This was at the core of the intense process of cultural exchange in and

with eastern Ukraine after 2014.

What Ukrainian cultural actors started in 2014 was a process of cultural

emancipation as a way of comprehending the reality here and now; a dream of

different possible futures. It was a process of decolonization of knowledge and

representation. It was the articulation of themaxim ‘nothing about uswithout

us’ in the language of culture.

After the beginning of the full-scale invasion, Ukrainian art assumed the

role of radical decolonizer of culture in general. By resisting imposed pacifi-

cation and forced reconciliation,Ukrainian artists are reclaiming the power of

arts to bear witness, to preserve reality, to be present. For over nine months,

they have been saying that art is not about understanding, and certainly not

understanding between the aggressor and those who are defend their right to

life and existence.

Responding to the open letter of Russian artist Dmitry Vilensky,Ukrainian

artist Nikita Kadan wrote:

I have no use for words that do not save lives. For now, I prefer to stick with

my own experience, with collecting knowledge about the crimes that are

being committed before my very eyes. My thoughts are not with recovering

‘the territory of dialogue’; my thoughts are with recovering the occupied ter-

ritory.2
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Notes

1 AchilleMbembe.PlanetaryConsciousness andPossible FutureofCulture.

10 December 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8fI3-6fjkqc (Ac-

cessed 22 December 2022.).

2 On Words That Do Not Save Lives. An open letter by Ukrainian artist

Nikita Kadan. Artterritory. 3 October 2022. https://arterritory.com/en/vi

sual_arts/topical_qa/26363-on_words_that_do_not_save_lives (Accessed

on 22 December 2022.).
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