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BUKU JALANAN’S

Zikri Rahman

POLITICS

in conversationwith

OF THESTREET

Elaine W. Ho

A bi-monthly
book discussion
in Taman Tasik
Shah Alam, 2012

Zikri Rahman consistently
embarks on diverse in-
terdisciplinary socio-cul-
tural-political activism
projects with the focus on
public space subversion
as a form of knowl-

edge transaction. Buku
Jalanan, a project he
co-founded as a cultural
workers’ collective and an
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autonomous communi-
ty-based cultural and
literacy initiative, has now
spread to almost 80 differ-
ent locations worldwide.

He is also the festival
director for the inaugu-
ral Idearaya; a festival
of ideas to celebrate
progressive and dynamic

discourses within vibrant
and diverse grassroots
communities, intelligen-
tsia, civil society and
community organizers in
Southeast Asia. Apart from
that, Zikri is also a writer,
independent researcher,
translator and podcast-
er for various online por-
tals such as Projek Dialog,

Jalan Telawi and Roket
Kini. Currently, he is doing
a cultural and literary
mapping project in under-
standing the development
of the city Kuala Lumpur
through literature lenses
with LiteraCity.*

Withouthavingknown all thatZikri Rahman isinvolved with, spending two weeks
with him during the master class TransActions in the Field made it obvious that this
young man is extremely active and connected. Wherever we went—to a café, on the
street orin the metro, he ran into people he knew. So...either Zikri is the friendliest
mafioso in Kuala Lumpur, or he is a jack of all trades. Working in the realms of
cultural studies and social justice, Zikri’s activities as a writer, researcher, translator,
festivaldirector and even podcaster puthimin touchwith allmanners of people and
bring him all over the city. The following dialogue focuses on one of these activities,
not coincidentally also involving many social groups and multiple locations.

Buku Jalanan is the open-air reading group that Zikri, with two fellow students,
beganin2011,inthe university district of Shah Alam. With the simple manifest to
“bring books down from exclusive shelves and out to public spaces forall”, the pages
of Buku Jalanan, (literally translated as ‘street books’) has come to include around 80
chaptersall over Malaysia and the globe. Here, Zikriand Iread together through the
work of Buku Jalanan, reflecting upon the potentialities of reading as a form

of organization, organization as an on-going dialogue, and dialogue as a means to
emancipation.

Zikri Rahman: We started Buku Jalananinthe year 2011 with the awareness that
there is a lack of public spaces being used for public activity. Public space here

is always either sponsored by the state or corporations, both with agendas which
actually side-line the idea of public space itself. The global phenomenon of
privatizing public spaces also reflects our consciousness as a collective to reclaim it.

In addition, studying in the local university under the repressive University and
University College Act and the Educational Institutions (Discipline) Act (Act 174)
means that students are not allowed to engage in politics. We would like to raise
awareness and create alternatives for discourse. Books and the act of reading
can be seen as neutral, but to see a group of students converge and take partin
different activities and sharing sessions within the realms of books, arts, culture
and activism helps us to fill the void within university discourse and reimagine
what we can do together.

Elaine W.Ho: The idea of utilizing public space in conjunction with the act of reading
iswonderful and very challenging, because that is the point when reading goes beyond
anindividual activity towards a collective and shared one.

The accessibility of information in our modern age now is full of potential, and yet
general society remains banal, merely consisting of passive readers. Thus it is no
longer a question of how much we read, but how much we gauge the potential of
reading as an act of liberation. Reading alone is not sufficient, and so the reason
why Buku Jalanan emphasizes the idea of utilizing public space is to advocate
cultural change collectively through the simple act of reading. But it is not only
the act of reading. It is the idea and praxis that reading brings from theory and
from the words we consume. We do believe in the notion “to read the word, is to
read the world”.

And with so many chapters all over the world, it seems like Buku Jalanan is slowly doing
that! But the culture and politics of public space in different countries is so diverse, how
does the confluence of reading and space work in these different contexts, and is context-
specificity important toyou all?
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Yes, there are 80 autonomous chapters of Buku Jalanan worldwide, run by
hundreds of budding cultural activist-cum-librarians, meaning we interact

with totally different contexts altogether. The most popular initiatives work via
NGOs or advocacy groups centred in urban areas. But Buku Jalanan, asanidea,
transgresses the boundaries of the urban-rural divide, opening it up to multiple
adaptations of the idea.

For me, the practice must be context specific because the interaction happens
within different groups of people and communities. For example, Buku Jalanan
in Shah Alam interacts with the student-based community, but our counterparts
in Buku Jalanan Chow Kit focus upon marginalized groups in the city. This does
influence our priorities in terms of the types of literature and texts, the discourse
and even the language that we speak in meetings. Nevertheless, transversality
and the idea of solidarity within different multiplicities have always been the
focus, and for us, advocacy must happen in public space as a form of ‘dynamic’
and ongoing protest.

This reminds me of the ‘space of appearance’ discussed by Hannah Arendt, beautifully
referenced here in the following passage from Judith Butler:

Freedom does not come from me or from you; it can and does happen as a relation between us
or,indeed, amongus. Sothisisnotamatteroffinding the humandignity within eachperson,
but rather of understanding the human as arelational and social being, one whose action
depends upon equality and articulates the principle of equality. Indeed, there is no human on
[sic] her view if there is no equality. No human can be human alone. And no human can be
humanwithout acting in concertwith others and on conditions of equality. Twould add the
following: The claim of equality is not only spoken or written, but is made precisely when bodies
appear together or, rather, when, through their action, they bring the space of appearance into
being. This space is a feature and effect of action, and it only works, according to Arendt, when
relations of equality are maintained.?

| remember also a scene from Howard Zinn’s memoir You Can’t Be Neutral on a
Moving Train,®*about an incident in which the black students pressure and attack
the racial policy of the main library by asking the library staff to provide them
several reading materials that they were not allowed to read. In the end, the
library must concede and provide them with the reading materials. This anecdote
really left a lasting impact on me of how books can indirectly create change and
be used asliberating tools of critical consciousness.

Yes! For Arendyt, the idea of the polis stems from the Greek city-states as the place in
which some have theright to speak, actand vote, butthus alsorepresents aspacein
which we are allowed to be heard, seen and acknowledged as bodies and ashuman
beings.*This space of appearance relates just as much to tools of power like books, which
are madevisible orinvisible by those who controlthem. Itseemsverymuchinline with
what you mentioned previously in regards to using books and discourse as areaction to
thestiflingofitbythestate.Isthathowyousawitfromthe beginning?

Buku Jalanan’s beginning in Shah Alam was natural, since mostof us are from here.
But Shah Alam is also a city with five different universities in the area, which is
superb for us because most of our visitors are either university students or the local
community. Although Shah Alam is actually a university town, there is a lack of a
functioning public library (one exists, but is quite far from the centre) and also a lack
ofbookshops. This provides us with the opportunity to intervene strategically.
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Participatory literary installation
of Cerita Pendek Terpanjang
during Buku Jalanan, 2013

So you were actually
beginninginresponse
toaspecificneed. What
kinds of books have you
then focused upon to do
this?

We are responding to the
reality of the space in
Shah Alam, which mainly
consists of university
students. For me
personally, the ideas
must come out of specific needs of the society but always with the idea to rethink
society together. The selection of books as outlined in our Buku Jalanan manual
follows the principle of “books for all, all kind of books”. We are always focused on
bringing quality reading materials in any form possible: zines, pamphlets or even
flyers. From the reality, of course, itis our desire to allow the culture of discourse,
and most importantly, the culture of dissent, to take place within our community.

Has there also been a circulation of certain books coming out of your activities that
surprised you, or areadership that you didn’t expect toemerge?

When we hold a Buku Jalanan session, it is quite common for us to share all

kinds of books. Since we openly share some sensitive books, one time a visitor
actually questioned our selection. The thing is, though, the book in question,
Memoir Shamsiah Fakeh, was published by the university press and openly

sold in bookshops. Shamsiah Fakeh is one of the senior leaders of the Malayan
Communist Party and a pro-independence fighter. It is funny, even when a book
is in the bookshop, people are not aware of it, but when it is put into public space,
the perception becomes very much different.

In regards to the phenomena that emerge, | guess the openness of various
individuals to organize their own Buku Jalanan within their localities is something
that has surprised me. With more than 80 chapters worldwide, it means that we
do have some kind of readership that is open to the ideas and possibilities for
a new cultural movement to take place. But the question is how can we make it
sustainable and radicalize it further?

For the chapters outside of Malaysia, are they also reading and sharing books in foreign
languages, oris the emphasis still placed upon Malay and Malaysian issues?

Most of it is still very much Malaysian books, but the issues discussed are very
much global. There are lots of ideas that we can venture into, and | am looking
forward to see how the international communities of Buku Jalanan, like Buku
Jalanan Beijing®, Buku Jalanan Germany®or Buku Jalanan Mansurah’ translate the
books from the respective countries into Malay languages. This will prove to be a
good initiative as well.
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Are there specific rules that every chapter has to follow in order to maintain its status?

We do not have any specific rules for each chapter, though we have produced a
manual on how to set up your own Buku Jalanan. It is merely a checklist on certain
aspects you should maintain and emphasizes our principle of “B.A.C.A.: Books.
Arts. Culture. Activism.” Baca literally means ‘read’ in Malay, and this is how we
develop ouractivities.

Itis very flexible, such that people with books can actually organize their own
Buku Jalanan. The act of sharing and encouraging mutual belief and solidarity
are what make all the difference in how we organize Buku Jalanan.

Encouraging the public to set up their own Buku Jalanan, or to take part in the
process of organizing it, stems from the belief that nobody owns public space,
clearly it belongs to everyone and yet to nobody in particular. In terms of the book
collection, for now most of the books come from local contributions, and we also
work closely with various groups. We hold bi-monthly discussions and sharing
sessions. For us in Buku Jalanan Shah Alam, we utilize the park, which has avery
strategic location in front of the playgrounds. So there are also a lot of children
coming over to do conteng-conteng — scribbling and painting together with us.
From there, we document the artwork done by them and turn it into some sort of
guerrilla public art gallery to enhance the ambiance of the surroundings.

Usually, the turn out for each event is around 20-30 people, not including those

who come and go along the way. The way we keep track of attendance is through
our book-borrowing list, because most of them come for the books and discussion.
Basically, we are very interdependent in terms of organizing, since we believe in
the most organic and sporadic forms of organization, which allow it to be adapted
and open-sourced in different dynamics and contexts.

One thing is that it is very clear that we do not advocate any selling of books,
and we are very fond of the idea of ‘copyleft’, especially for books which are out
of print and hard to find. We believe that knowledge should not be commodified,
and sharing sessions should be democratic. Having said that, we are also aware
that some chapters of Buku Jalanan do sell books and zines, but we completely

understand, especially if they are outside of Kuala Lumpur where it may be quite
hard to obtain books, or if selling helps to sustain their activities in the long run.

Itis our belief that Buku Jalanan should be an open platform to advocate cultural
change and exchange. The ‘conscientization’ as put forward by Paolo Freire is
something that we hold dear to allow critical reflection to take place in both our
reality and desire.®

Is Buku Jalanan goal-oriented?

We do have an open-ended goal, butitis always
based on the different interpretations of the
active members in Buku Jalanan. The aspirations
and the goals might be different, but always with
the focus to agitate different forms of cultural
output, from discussion groups and making songs
to writing articles and getting involved with
community art projects.
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Besides that, we do charter our own long term
planning every five years, and this year is our fifth
year. The dynamics of the group are changing but
it can be stated positively that we have achieved
and learned new things along the way, which is
the most important thing as a collective.
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Compilation of artworks during Conteng-
The ﬁve—year plan 1s a very gOOd measure for an Conteng session at fourth year anniversary

organization—seen everywhere fromtheanarchist- of Buku Jalanan, 2014

leaning activist group Autonomous 8 in Hong Kong

to the Communist Party of Chinal°l am impressed that you all had the foresight to
considerthis manner of flexibleinstitutionalizing so early on. And how does it work?
Doesitmeanthisyearyouwillhavetodraftawholenewcharter,anddoyouexpectthat
itwill change very much from the previous plan?

In a way, yes. It is not really a charter but a retrospective and reflection of what
we are doing, from our collective and individual experiences. It involves everyone
who is active in coordinating Buku Jalanan; we are going to brainstorm on how
to make it to the next level.

For now, we are very much in the process of reflection, especially concerning
our own practices and approaches. Buku Jalanan, from my own understanding,
is merely a tactic. For it to be successful, we must develop as a tactical-based
collective toward some sort of diverse front, to allow for broader collaborations
and initiatives to take place.

The dynamics are changing, and of course will continue to change. To otherwise
be in a state of stagnation is suicidal. There must be continuous dialectical
processes within the group to enhance the best ways possible for experimenting
with space. We never know what the outcomes from the process will be.

Ilike thisideavery much, that you do notfix the collective in terms of a solid form,
butrefer toitas atactic. It really turns the act of reading into something more

Installation preparation
during second year anniversary Jalanan’s Conteng-

Visitors during Buku embodied, with the power toactivate subjects rather than restas mere objects of

consumption. There has never been a time when we had so much information readily

of Buku Jalanan, 2012 Conteng session, 2011
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availableatourfingertips—toread,towatch,tohear—butwhenIride the metro,itonly The idea for Buku Jalanan to go beyond this is to ensure that we are organizing

depresses me to see the rows of passive robots scanning information via mobile phones. something that will not be detached from the interest of the masses—it sounds
Ofcourse engagementmayalso occur, butveryoftenthe takingin ofmediaisleftatthe populist, but in an era of viral information, popular initiatives must be a double-
levelofconsumption. Lately,Thave alsobeendwellinguponthe possibilities fortheact edged sword. Maybe it would not work in the short-term, but if we stay long
ofreadingtobecomeembodied, towards a subjective empowerment. Yourwordsand enough to be a part of the process and rooted in the community, then only will
Buku Jalanan’s ideas create a lot of resonance, but we have yet to answer the question of cultural formation take place.

how organized reading could go beyond consumption towards that form of liberation

. . 5
of which you speak. What is community to you personally®

As we are organizing in public spaces, our sense and idea of community is always
‘in-between’ and nomadic. For example, those who actually participated in a
previous Buku Jalanan might not be involved for the next one, and this allows us to
be experimental in our approach.

Yes, reading levels have increased, but we end up merely being consumers and
worse, addicted to various confluences of information. For me, the answer of

how organized reading could go beyond consumption lies in the word ‘organized’.
Organizing is something that we do not see much of, especially in Malaysia.

It is always within the confined spaces of party politics or NGOs that society This is because the time of interaction with different individual participants

is organized for us, and thus we feel a genuine, grassroots popular initiative in Buku Jalanan will produce different spaces of contact, especially in terms

must take place. The act of reading has always been seen from the individual of contributing to the development of Buku Jalanan. For example, during our
perspective; it is very personal. For us, the personal is politics; the way we perceive meetings, we do have different settings for discussion and sharing sessions - some
our reading materials, or even why we choose certain materials to share with the in which open topics are encouraged and some others which are topic-based,
public, is political. in which we usually collaborate with different collectives and individuals who are

. . . - keen to share.
Theunfortunate andverydifficult predicamentthatindependentpractitioners find

themselves in during our time of late-capitalism, however, is one in which everything Buku Jalanan advocates the idea of community space, and it is our concern to
can be appropriated and capitalized upon, even self-organization. Isn’t that what the agitate the public space from time to time to reclaim its functionality. The public
DIYethosisallabout? Grassroots hascometomean formany people makingyourown space, which we idealize, corresponds to the idea of community that we believe in
start-up. Talking about the relation between activity and space, how do artists and other and aspire to: egalitarian and critical.

cultural workers notsimply end up being gentrifiers? . .
In the lastyears, there has been a huge shift and emphasis placed upon local context and

The question of artists, or in our case, the cultural workers, ending up as rootedness, especially with regard to community-related and activist projects.

gentrifiers is a non-question since we start our initiative from the act of reading, This is something you see quite often in Hong Kong, where with an easy enemy such as
which can be deemed as a very passive and neutral act. The question of
gentrification would only exist when those who come are isolated from what we
are doing. Maybe the word gentrifiers should be changed to ‘agitators’, since that
is what we are actually doing—to continually agitate the public by our presence in
these spaces. We are aware of its potential.

In this regard, | am very much influenced by Louis Althusser and his theory of

the apparatus,'® especially within cinema, where the whole industry is very much
interrelated, from the producers (filmmakers, film producers, cinematographers,
etc.) to the masses. What we are doing here is exactly the same, breaking and
dissecting the chains between cultural producers and the masses. By taking
action directly in public spaces, maybe and hopefully we can have the negotiating
power to influence and work towards liberating the whole apparatus of a
systemic industry.

Can you give a specific example of how you felt that Buku Jalanan’ activities were left at
mere consumerismoraddiction toinformation? Whatdidyoudototry togobeyondor
resist that?

It can be as simple as people sharing and retweeting on social media without
going deeper into what is happening. | guess it is a global thing—information or
news is something that we consume from time to time, for people to forget, so that Interactive sculpture during third year

anniversary of Buku Jalanan, 2013
we can produce more and, of course, consume more.
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Banner displayed during the Buku
Jalanan session, 2014




‘the Mainland’, I sense that people feel the urgency to over-assert some kind of separate
local identity, sometimes to the point of xenophobia and neo-fascism, unfortunately.

Sowhenyoutalkaboutnomadisminthe contextofcommunitybuilding, Ifinditavery
stimulatingjuxtaposition becauseitseems todiffer from theideaoffixed, long-term
identities that try to utilize historical fundamentalisms. How do you balance a certain
kind of in-between’-ness and fluidity of identity with activist causes, which very often
need to be simple, direct and concrete?

Of course, activist causes are always perceived to be simple, direct and concrete
in dimension, and that is exactly what Buku Jalanan in practice is. We are only in
our fifth year and the question of cultural formation is very much out of our reach

since it must be done with continuous analysis to see how it unfolds.

Cultural formation is a space of interaction and intervention, and that is how we
are advocating the idea of opening up space, by ensuring everyone has their own
active role in ‘in-between’ space.

Ithink Irememberyou telling me before that the group has changed alotovertime, or

stagnated in periods because of the lack of structure or motivation from the protagonists.

How does the group persist then, despite that?

Yes, the changing dynamics in groups can sometimes be ‘fatal’, especially if we do
not anticipate any changes to it. The raison d’étre for Buku Jalanan is crystal clear:
to go against the bureaucratic structure of knowledge production and allow the
democratization of it to take place within the community.

Having said that, as a group, the only way forward is to continually engage the
public through any cultural means necessary. It is very clear that from the start
we have been made up of different individuals with autonomous decisions made
collectively. From here, Buku Jalanan will serve as an open platform, and the most
important thing to make it persevere is by working together, to make it open-
source, for people to replicate the idea and to start working together in their own
community; to rethink the idea of community as a whole.

Preparation for
Padang Jawa Street
Arts Festival, Shah
Alam, 2013

Shows during
Padang Jawa Street
Arts Festival, Shah
Alam, 2013

Peace camp during
May Day rally, 2014
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Lee Chun Fungis an artist and curator from Hong Kong, best known for his work
with WooferTen?, the artist-run community art space active in the Yaumateiarea of
Kowloon from2009-2015. Asayoung practitioner whose art schooldays coincided
withwhatcriticJaspar LAUKin Wah describes as the “late arrival of ‘the real 1997
and growing politicisation ofart and artists in the early 2000s, Lee has grown to
become a veteran of the Hong Kong aesthetics of protest. He is the only original
member of WooferTen to staunchly stay with the project, from the time ofits initial
stewardship as recipient of the Hong Kong Arts Development Council’s (ADC)
ShanghaiStreetArt Space commissionallthe wayuntilthelamentable closingofits
doors after a two-year controversy and stalemate. The following interview is an insight
into Lee’s reflections on the practice of WooferTen and socially engaged art practice in
the context of Hong Kong.

CONTEXT, LOCALITY, CRITICALITY

Elaine W. Ho: During the TransActions in the Field master class, a great deal of
discussion was placed upon context-specificity, which attimes makes the possibility
forlearningand exchange difficult whenwe are allworkingin extremely different
situations with diverse resources, socio-political backgrounds and intentions.

While terms such as site-specific, context-specific or site-conditioned have been often
used in the art world to describe varying degrees of relations between time-space and
the artwork, within the discussion of socially engaged practice, the consideration of
these terms perhaps needs to be refined further. I think a lot about the place-making
nature of people, events and situations themselves, which then creates an ongoing
dialogue between time and space.

Lee Chun Fung: Actually | don’t really understand the differences between
context-specific, site-specific or site-conditioned, but context and site

are very often considered together; they have an interactive relationship.
Generally, my practice begins from the concept and topic. How can meaning
be established between people, groups and society at large via the dialogical
capacity of art, and can this meaning also trigger action? Very often, context
and site are misplaced targets; the ideas and relations between people take
the real leading role.

To speak of a practice exactly triggered towards action needs its own vocabularies and
categorization tounderstand it more fully. Because you address work, and a way of
working inherently tied to human relations, perhaps there is no way to compare the final
‘piece’ or resulting outcome of much context-specific and site-specific art. Considering
relations is a constant feedback and feed forward dialogue of anever-ending, processual
nature.

Butlookingatthe more recentworkyou've done thisyearin Ztirich, were there any
elements directly taken from your practice in Hong Kong that could be transferred to
the new context?

Zrich this time was not really a residency or period for my own creative work.

| was working together with friends there to develop a trans-regional education
programme. At WooferTen, many of our ideas and activities began out of
impromptu talks between members of the community or friends. The accumulated
rhythm of these kinds of ‘jam sessions’ is very important.
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Pitt Street Riot,
2014, HK

The kind of coming-and-going practice of entering a new environment is different
from my work at WooferTen. It takes time to go more deeply into a place, and itis
not easy to develop closer interactions with others. So in cases like these, | rather
take the position of the observer or share perspectives from my own background.
There was one time when we visited an elderly woman in Tokyo and listened

to her story of protesting the highway to be built in her community. For several
consecutive years, she went every morning to the station to hold up her sign in
protest, but even then many of the city residents were unaware of the situation.

So | organized the details of the story together, and by means of several artistic
interventions and workshops hosted by 3331 Arts Chiyoda was able to connect

the protest, an exhibition space and several different people together.* However,
what | want to stress is that while these kinds of externally imported practices
have a certain significance, my focus is still upon the rooted locality of Hong Kong.

Is it possible to have the same measure of criticality when working in an unfamiliar
environment? Whatistherelationship for you between criticality and locality?

| think criticality is universal and not something limited to those from certain
backgrounds. Self-criticality is an evaluation of the degree of sincerity between
concept and praxis, and criticality towards the other points out the orientation
and meaning of one’s action, revealing the complicated power relations and
structures of reality.

As for localness, | think of it as the identity and relations created by the ‘soil’,
which has nourished your development, including the political soil, economic

soil and the socio-cultural soil. It is also a commitment. For example, | grew up

in Hong Kong in the 80s and 90s, and all of the major events, urban development,
pop culture, education system, and resistance movements etc., of those before
me, make up who | am today. This is reflected in my thinking and action, like the
accumulation of history. | create a promise with these layers of history in order

to protect that which | value. Similar to receiving a gift, the soil becomes my
property, but also something | am indebted to, and for this | am thankful; there is
a need to acknowledge it.

Another thing to take note of is that ‘localness’ takes on distinct meanings in
different contexts. For example, the Chinese translation of ‘local’ has different
versions: 2= bun tou (local referencing an ideology?), fEib zoi dei (referencing
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a mode of action?), 5B bun dei (referencing place/space?), ##i& dei dou

(referencing common or folk culture?), etc. To use these concepts without a
clear grasp of which particularity is being referenced can often lead to serious
misunderstandings.

PO, LAAP: COMMUNITY X ART X ACTIVISM

From what [ understand of WooferTen’s practice, media and communication were very
crucial aspects of the project. Butlooking at it from another angle,  sometimes sensed a
kind of conflict between the internal organisation of the group and its external publicity
orrepresentation. Where does community stand within this conflict?

In the context of neoliberalism, ‘community’ in Hong Kong could be understood
on one hand by the word ‘B po’ (to destroy), and on the other as ‘37 laap’ (to

establish). At WooferTen, a majority of the artists’ practices tended towards ‘po’.
Rather than direct creation or building up, we smash down and critique issues
relating to the current situation as a way of pointing out new possibilities. As a
result, in our context of po it becomes rather difficult to grow the process of
publicising and communication. In the long-term, it is a reason for internal conflicts
and the inability to sustain our development. Community cannot wallow at the
levels of posturing, activity or critique; it must also include the establishing of a
‘common’ and continuous communication. But many community art projects in
Hong Kong suffer various constraints, and it is difficult to push towards that point.

If the attitude tends closer towards destruction, can it still be called ‘community’?

| think that to destroy and to build up, unmaking and making, are parts of the
process of establishing and constructing. The reality of critique or destruction is
one phase, and the organisation of smashed fragments to re-establish something
new is another. They supplement and complement one another. But within the
situation of Hong Kong, usually too much emphasis is placed upon thorough
destruction, with too little know-how to positively ask, “What kind of life can we
create?” Actually, the reason is probably that here you have little possibility to
take hold of the power necessary to create change. On the contrary, a so-called
freedom of speech means that action at the level of posturing will always manage
to be seen. Does the ability to continue only point out our greater powerlessness or
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our continued hope? You could say hope and despair are both fabricated, but at
least it is through hope that we go towards a future.

Why is this label of ‘community art’ so important for describing WooferTen? Are there
better terms to describe you and how you perceive community? If we take two projects
from WooferTenasexamplesinordertomake acomparison, like Few Few Prize, Many
Many Praisefromthe early period, and one ofthe last projects, Pitt Street Riot: Rolling
Theatre of Tiananmen Massacre, how did these two projects conceive of community
differently?

During the early period of WooferTen'’s practice, ‘community’ corresponded to
those quickly disappearing and ruptured social relations. But as those social

problems were addressed, the responsibility shifted toward ideas being practiced

in real life. Those later projects all hoped for longer-term development.

Few Few Prize, Many Many Praise and the Pitt Street Riot projects have five years’

distance between them. The concept behind Few Few Prize was quite flashy, but

the actual publicly participatory elements were rather cheap. Artists went out to
interview neighbours, look for interesting bits, later made trophies, and then the

neighbours became the happy recipients. This project was of course much more
down-to-earth than those public sculptures that appear to drop down from the
sky into a community, and it is also a bit more inspiring than “let’s paint murals
together with the neighbours.” But did we really create something deep within
the community? Probably it was only just stirring things up, and maybe it was
somewhat inspiring, but the project only lasted one to two months. What was
interesting was that because of that project, we were able to engage in longer-
term relationships with the neighbours, like for example with one neighbour who

Trri-ﬂ""""'” s BT e

with her trophy asking for it
to be repaired. That meant
that trophy was really quite
important to her. But the

key point is, that also could

came back three years later

the factors of time and space, the significance and spirit of this project are very
different from Few Few Prize, Many Many Praise. For example, on the day of the
performance many good friends from the Yaumatei area came to participate,
and the whole event was like an explosive climax; there were many lengthy
discussions afterwards. Not long after the performance, there was an action to
raise funds against the northeastern New Territories development plan, and a
few months later the Umbrella Movement began. All of these are the echoes of
spontaneous resistance from the people. The group organization of Pitt Street
Riot actually brought the greatest number of possibilities to the project, because
after entering the community to look for answers, together we were able to gain
a picture of how, back in 1989, the Yaumatei community was able to support the
student movement. For those of us of this generation, not present at the scene

in ‘89, we were able to make a connection to this history. June 7th is precisely an
event that goes beyond that time-space; it is our connection to the past via this
place today. As for the community, at least it's possible to say this event could
resuscitate a vanished history to become an ‘event’ after all. In one instance,
during our street play we re-enacted the action of a neighbour who had been
there that year and hung banners at a nearby middle school. Seeing this, he also
beganto ask himself, “This incident has been discarded for so many years...what
can we still do today?”

If you ask me to compare the two projects, | would actually say both were
one-time experiments, unable to communicate very deeply, and unable to reach
a more in-depth ideological reflection. They stress a form of questioning and
inquiry, not a long-term thinking about building-up and organizing.

What kind of relations have these projects created? What kinds of connections,
futures or possible movements? That is what is really important. Allowing for
the accumulation of time, for an intertwining, can lead us towards real relations
of resistance, and only then can the foundations be laid for social change.
Otherwise it's only populism and emotional catharsis. This is the general
meaning of “Community x Art x Activism”.

only happen because we Because the term ‘community art’is oftenreferred to, evenin the Hong Kongcontext,
were continuously active. in English,itiseasytomake the connection towardsits genealogyin the west, like its
use by state-supported initiatives in the United Kingdom from the 1960s. Seeing that
WooferTenalso stems from agovernmentinitiative, doyou think community artsin
Hong Kong have extracted certain elements from this history of western social practice?
Where do they depart from western practices to become something specific to the Hong
Kong context?

gl B

Pitt Street Riot was actually
not so different, but it
could only happen with
entering more deeply into
the context. Actually, we
had been investigating From the Chinese to the Japanese speaking worlds, the translation of the
this historical incident word ‘community’ itself varies based upon different local cultural and political

for many years,°so once contexts. For example, the word ‘%515 kaifong’ in Cantonese is relatively closer

the project kicked off to ‘community’ in English than the word ‘%t[& se keoi’ (more like district or sub-
we were able to refer to division). If you look at it from the angle of intimacy between people, these words
many people and research are created from particular historical, temporal and spatial, political, economic
materials. Considering and cultural contexts (like how residents self-organized a “kaifong mutual welfare

association” under colonial rule). ‘15 kaifong’ does not necessarily have the

same associations and connotations in Taiwan and mainland China. Therefore,
‘community art’ becomes a complex discussion, and different cultural contexts
necessarily explain ‘community art’ in varying ways. Without starting from the
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cultural context, grounding why people go and do something, genuine dialogue
and exchange is almost impossible.

To put it simply, no matter whether in Hong Kong or any other place, we must
ask upon what relations do the practice of ‘community art’ reflect? What values
does it propose? What problems does it reflect in that society? What temporality
and spatiality does it correspond to? What are its methods, its content? Who are
its targets? What ethics are embedded? These are the questions to be answered
when using this word, otherwise it is only a casually applied diversion in reaction,
without any greater possibility for deeper development—only a consumption of
the radicality of this concept. As for strategies adopted from the west, | think it is
mainly an issue of the discrepancies of ‘modernity’. Some things that have been
experienced in ‘the west’ and brought to a different context will naturally diverge
and have their own specific development. But to stress again, it should not be

a kind of mere ‘cultural transplantation’, and it is very necessary to tiein to a
contextual background in order to answer those questions.®

As TransActions in the Field participating artist, Zulu Kageyama, also brought up during
the master class, this word has indeed created many misunderstandings in the Asian
context.Iwouldlike tohearyouexplainabitfurtheraboutthe meaningof‘community’
inthe contextofthe artand activistspheresin HongKongparticularly, includinghow
youwould answer those challengingly posed questions above. Can you answer them with
respect toyour own practice?

It is exactly when we discuss ‘community’ within the context of Hong Kong that
we can be more precise about what is meant, but the questions above are already
answers, and they are what give meaning to community. Does the Pitt Street
Riot project correspond to the questions of who controls the voice of history?
If history is in the hands of individuals, are the methods and hopes underpinning
ita rhizomatic, decentralising platform for action? What are the reasons this can
or cannot be realised? If we think that Hong Kong’s manner of grieving June 7th
is too simplified, would a more diverse and spontaneous form of civic discussion
be feasible? Between the lines of these questions is the hint of a commonality

or individuality amidst authority (the multitude?). How do we resist the oppression
of the system and conceptually link together? Would that be a possibility for
saving ourselves?

TIME, ETHICS, ‘THE DEMONSTRATION AREA’

ITheard before that criticism towards the ADC’s decision to end support for WooferTen
was premised onthe questionoftime: “Howcanyouplaceatimelimitoncommunity?”
How do you see this issue?

Itis exactly that the ADC sees the Shanghai Street Art Space as temporary, so the
longer WooferTen stayed there, the greater the pressure for us to leave. This is
actually how the government understands the resources of these spaces and
programmes as their ‘demonstration area’. They control 99% of the resources
anyway, and the invitations are in their hands. The significance of WooferTen lies
in whether or not it was able, despite these kinds of rules and limitations, to break
through this ‘demonstration area’ to some degree. What relations and imaginaries
of resistance could be created outside of their frameworks for production,
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and what are the knowledge and ethics of them? How to continue? At that moment
and place of existing as WooferTen at the Shanghai Street Art Space, these were
the main questions on which to reflect.

If thatis the case, [ think to some extent perhaps you were always clear that what
WooferTen was doing did not necessarily fall under the label of community art,

and actually the urgency of action and response follows what you mentioned previously
concerningcriticality. Ifthe space was merely a ‘demonstration area’,whatkind of
power does your criticality have? Looking back, do you think the practice of

WooferTenwasindeedabletobreak throughthe ‘demonstrationarea’? Andyes, what
were the relations and imaginaries of resistance created outside of their frameworks for
production? Toaskyouthatquestionexactly, what were the knowledge and ethics of
the work?

It all refers back to the problem of the vagueness of the concept of community

art. Without referring to a particular context in reality, it is harder to focus. Are we
saying we want to create community? To service the community? Or to solve some
problems within the community? Can art solve problems? If what it resolves are
not real problems, then what are they? | think what | actually wanted to address
with the practice of WooferTen was in between ‘community art’ addressing issues
of the community and the community as a target of ‘community art’. The former is
like many of the art projects that come from the system—relatively focused upon
the ego of the artist and actually grounded by the elite. The latter is like many of
those neighbourhood beautification art projects. Their protagonists emphasize
participation itself, and aesthetics and criticality play relatively small roles.
Even so, whether or not there is a kind of platform for equal dialogue, is there a
place for each one’s ego?

Simply put, what | want to do is rebuild ‘heterogeneous relations’, and the
aesthetics within these relations can spur on and inspire dialogue and creation.
Under neoliberalism, can the role of artists come down from that of the elite and
privileged classes in order to organise and revolt, to become a role of positioning?
| don’t dare to say clearly going forward one step at a time will bring about
revolution, but at least it will be the right direction, and we will be able to create
a social space in which we can live sincerely. Maybe our generation will not bring
us to the point where each person can live with dignity and freedom in equality,
but there is still hope for the future.

Are we able to break through the ‘demonstration area’? If the knowledge

and relations accumulated by our actions can positively enter the situation,

| think our resistance will already be stronger than simply remaining inside the
demonstration area. There are reasons for artists to choose to remain inside
feeling self-satisfied; the demonstration area is safe. But this zone cannot
directly lead to action, because it is also programmed by the system. Itis only

in the moment when you actively cross its rails or border tapes that you really
strike at the nerve of the system, and only then can it be called a real movement.
Isn’t that the reason for the demonstration in the first place? Ask yourself the
ethics embedded within this: is there a responsibility to take that which has been
accumulated from within the demonstration area to the next level? Or do we
remain forever within the demonstration area attracting people’s favour and
support with Facebook ‘likes’? Artists can grasp cultural resources and the right
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Fools of the World United,
2015, HK.

to speak more easily than the weakest or lowest levels of society. Therefore, | think
that responsibility exists, and we cannot say each person just does their own thing,
doing what they’re good at without discussing the ethics of it. If we did that, then it
would be too easy for artists to gain from those oppressed and in the end, play a
part in the machines of oppression.

CONTINUITY, GOING BACK TO THE BEGINNING, REAL RESISTANCE

Looking back at WooferTen’s work, which project do you think is most worthwhile to
continuein the future? What is the mostimportant lesson for you personally as an artist?

Basically | believe that there is a great deal worth criticising throughout the
process to the present. The question of what the team and the community reflect
upon is more important than which project will continue. Whichever plan should
continue is a technical question. To speak about continuing without having
addressed the discussion of values would be to fall into another repetitive cycle,
and it will be impossible to ever break through toward transformation of the
social structure. In the end everyone only feels good and warm, and that is not
something artists need to deal with.

Well said. I also think that the practice of HomeShop fell into the trap of hiding
criticality behind fun and warm feelings, and too many people never saw beyond that.
This veiled way of working is of course also due to the realities of the mainland context,
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but outside of technique, you must have learned or felt inspired by something from
theexperienceovertheyears,no? Canyougiveanexample?Ifweare tonotlingerat
the level of ‘feeling good’, what have we changed after feeling critical or feeling bad?
Depression is also a symptom of our individualisation under neoliberalism! So how
do we turn individual subjectivities, both the elated and the despondent, into collective
action?

Like what was mentioned before, what have these practices actually established?
What have they resisted? You must, very clearly, ask yourself these questions,
otherwise movements will ultimately have no solid meaning. To build and to resist,
you must point out the structure, not simply the appearance of problems. If you
make a rooftop farm and propose a type of green living, but in the meanwhile
many urban spaces that could be self-organized for greening and planted

upon are regulated, farms are repossessed and everywhere is gentrified and
developed, how can you, with your bit of luck, continue to ignore the situation
and keep watering the plants and flowers on your tiny rooftop? Can you call it
the best of your ability? Is there a need to point out more radical possibilities?
Are you willing to put forth more of a stand, or remain in a comfort zone? That is

the question. To many of my friends who have rooftop gardens, please understand

that these questions are not personally directed; what | want to emphasize is an
ethical responsibility over ‘each does his own’. People like to do as they please,

but who isn’t thirsty after eating salted fish? Things shouldn’t be like this, and it

is necessary to overcome this kind of neoliberal logic, to interrogate the integrity

of our ethics of responsibility. We must realise that there are some things that
cannot be easily done or resolved alone. The premise of “Each person does their
bit!” is personally directed, and there is a communitarian and altruist slant to feel
good that you can play your little part without the ideas really changing. It's not so
simply “Each person does their bit!”

One other point: where do resources come from? What is the significance of
autonomy? What is the relationship between resources and that which you fight
against? Some people think that going inside the system to take resources is one

kind of strategy, but how far does the strategy then drift from intention? Where is

the limit? As a basic, you shouldn’t take from those whom you fight against. If you
oppose redevelopment together in the neighbourhood, then take funds from the
Urban Renewal Authority in order to make community projects, are you not selling
out, for very cheap, the very image of grassroots radicality in which you try to
operate? Is the goal of taking resources from the system, in hopes for reaching
more people, to mobilise a stronger resistance? Or have you only manufactured
another kind of populism? If there is no in-depth dialogue, is it not merely a fast-

paced consumption of the idea of resistance or a kind of replication by the system?

In the long term, are you able to help everyone to persist in revolt?

I've seen many cases in which unrealistic results are homogenised by the
majority. So itis still relatively important to have a solid concept before action.
If the foundation is not even steady, who would assure positive change before
even getting to the point of change? Most people are interested in action,
experimentation and self-practice without asking about the starting points of
the situation, and this can never lead to real resistance.
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AsltalktoYeohLian Hengviaanonline video chatone evening, heis soft-spokenand
modest, as he hasbeen ateach of ourencounters. His words come outin a fast flurry,
giving me the impression that there is much more activity running in his head than can
be expressed in the space of his sentences. The self-described combination of “quietness
andedginess” of Lostgens’ContemporaryArt Space (of which heisoneofthe
co-founders) seems to describe him as well. Despite the incredible amount of pressure
andsedimentationthatonecouldimagine fromanartspacethathasbeenoperating
for 12years, Yeoh is self-critical and reflective in a manner that reveals a genuineness
tothe ‘quietedge’ofawork thathelovesdoing. In this conversation, we weave together
a combination of looking back at the TransActions in the Field master class as an example
ofthe dynamism of Yeoh’s practice, juxtaposed with his rich experience asaKuala
Lumpur-based artist, curator and activist.

Elaine W. Ho: After the TransActions in the Field (TATF) master class ended, there
were two concerns that continued to reverberate with me in the following weeks.

For one, how to find a form of continuity to reflect and build upon all that we had
experienced? And secondly, whywasthe programme abbreviated TATFand not TITF
or TAITF? Well, ha-ha, okay perhaps the second oneisnotsoimportanttodiscuss...

Yeoh Lian Heng: This was not a one-time activity. Many connections that
emerged out of TATF have quietly unfolded, like the fact that participant Zikri
Rahman visited others he met during TATF while travelling through Shanghai,
Beijing and Taiwan. One of the main sites of the master class, kampung Banda
Dalam, recently hosted Teater Atas Pokok (“Theatre in the Tree”) about historic
preservation and included our visit to the kampung in their play. Two participants
from TATF, Bhumin Dhanaketpisarn from Thailand and Paik Yin Lim from
Malaysia, were invited to perform.

I remember also reading, not so long ago, about another event that took place in the
kampung; wasn’t there a mapping workshop?

Yes, it was led by visiting architecture scholar Huang liu-Mao and curator

Sandy Hsiu-Chih Lo from Tamkang University in Taiwan. The exercises from

this workshop have catalysed the realisation and publication of a kampung
Banda Dalam art and culture map, now to be produced as a completely self-
organised project by kampung residents. Actually, this was an idea that was

first hatched during TATF. On the tenth day of the programme, some participants
from our group visited the Madrasah Tarbiyah mosque and community centre,
where a brainstorm meeting was held between myself, Alice Ko, Zikri Rahman,
Chen Guan-Jhang and Soleh. The idea to create a map of the kampung had started
here.

It’s a great way to collate the subjectivities and sense of place of residents as well as
introduce newcomers to the sites and culture of the village.

Yes, and while of course this map was impossible to materialize during the brief
programme of TATF, | am happy that it has now become an autonomous initiative.

Most importantly, it is the kind of intervention that, like Indonesian artist and writer
Moelyono Moel describes, finds “a sustainable configuration that guarantees the
persistence of the work done”.?I've heard that the socially-engaged work of Moelyono
has been a strong inspiration to the founders of Lostgens’.?
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Like Moelyono, | think that art workers that pay attention to social issues

must keep up the contact and exchange. This is included in his ideas of
“sustainable configuration”. | understand that actually these kinds of relations

and communication need a great deal of time and resources to be sustained.

| believe—just like the design of the TATF logo—that at the same time that it
appears that distinct atoms may be coming together, they are also loose and
nebulously aligned. Different elements will collide, repel away from and/or merge
with one another. These are all necessary parts of the process. | am very thankful
to the Goethe-Institut in Malaysia for their support and for allowing these kinds of
connections to have their start. Whatever happens later is up to us.

Funny, the factthatyoubringupthe design ofthelogoisactually related towhatI
meanaboutthe TATFacronym!Forgive meforindulginginnegligible details, butthe
pointis that the arrangement of letters refers to these building blocks for what become
words, sentences, novelsandinformation—basically all that we can communicatively
conceptualize in the spaces that exist between human beings. I refer to Roman alphabetic
notationinthis example,andinthecaseofthelogo, thevisualization ofthisideatakes
theformofcellular-likeshapes. Therelations between these forms, betweenthewords
thatare exchanged between us, can exactly be described as transactionsin afield.

If we imagine ourselves as units within these fields, then we are natural points of energy,
reflecting off of one another, some gaining speed, others slowingdown, butallina
constant motion that speaks of the kind of continuity that relays our activity in this world.

This juxtaposition somehow also encapsulates for me some of the multiplicities of your
role as initiator and co-organizer of TATF. On one hand, you had clear responsibilities to
be fulfilled, but there were also more loose and amorphous visions for what the workshop
could become.
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Save Jalan Sultan
(February 2013).
Malaysian dancers
Lee Swee Keong
and Jack Kek per-
forming during the
Save Jalan Sultan
Project

Among the projects | have done, The TransActions in the Field master class
employed the greatest amount of resources, financially, materially and socially
speaking. Even though | have organized bigger projects in the past, like the Pudu
Community Art Project,*which lasted around half a year and engaged more than
300 participants, gathering a group of artists, activists and curators with different
backgrounds as we have for TATF, to discuss, work and live together, has been a
new kind of methodology with enormous possibilities and risks.

Actually, it's exactly in the spirit of Lostgens’!

Canyoutellme abitmore aboutthe Pudu Community Art Projectand howitcompares
to your experience and methodology working on TATF?

In 2010, Lostgens’ organized a community outreach project in the Pudu area

of Kuala Lumpur. Pudu is one of the most significant historical places in the city,
having witnessed the development of Kuala Lumpur from being a little trade
settlement, serving a few surrounding mines, to being the prosperous capital
city itis today. According to historians, the Pudu village has existed for 120 years
and was mostly occupied by early Chinese settlers who were involved in the tin
mining industry and other small-scale local trade. It was predominately a Chinese
community from the start, and the area is largely populated by the Chinese
community even today, with an increasing number of foreign workers.

Due to the rapid development of Kuala Lumpur, a few significant landmarks

have been demolished, including five cinemas and the 117-year-old jail.

They are part of the collective memory of locals who have lived or are still living in
the Pudu area. This project was initiated as an attempt to rediscover the cultural
value of Pudu via a series of community-based arts and culture programs that
engaged the locals. The aim was to build the groundwork for social bonds with
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the hopes of revitalizing the community. The project included oral history sharing,
performances, workshopsin schools, installations, a community newsletter, a Pudu
history exhibition and a lantern-lit moon walk in the neighbourhood during the
Mid-Autumn Festival.

The biggest difference between these two examples from my practice is that the
Pudu Community Art project was curated by Lostgens’ with a very clear working
goal. Making an art project or festival creates the production base which defines
the working method. On the other hand, TATF offered a framework, but the

content within this structure was flexible, opening up many possibilities.

Things could suddenly erupt (oratleast there was the latent potential for eruption).
When you put a group of people of varying backgrounds together for an extended
period of time, there will of course be sparks, and this is exactly in line with the
nature of contemporary art.

It’strue, TATFwasafirsttimeexperiment,andoneofamannerandscalethathasnever
beentried in Kuala Lumpur. Butlalso think this opening up of possibilities, and the
uncertainties that accompany it, were balanced because of the trust and support for the
peopleinvolved. This includes notonlythe long-time art workers deeplyembedded in
communities in Yokohoma, HongKongand Sarawak, butalsoyounginitiatives from
Penang, Taiwan and the Philippines. We have all been additionally supported because

of the strong team behind Lostgens’, and that is probably one of the most crucial
foundations behind both ofthese examples.

So, going back to this idea of open-ended experimentation and surprise, the sparks and
eruptions, thereis this interesting contradiction that emerges: how does one go about
organizing and structuring a field of openness and surprise? This is probably the most
fundamental learning lesson for both the organizers of TATF and its participants, yet
itisnotsoclearapackageastosay,“We’velearned this; ourknowledgeisrecorded;

here is our certificate.” How, therefore, do we begin to reflect upon an experience such as
TATF,and howshall we ‘acronymize’in words and pages the kind ofexperimentitwas,
sothatitnotonlyopens, but spurs us further?

As art workers, or perhaps even more to the point, as members of society, | think
there is a need for us to pay attention to social issues such as demolition and
relocation; there is a need to be more sensitive to the changes going on in our
local surroundings. Art can be used in so many instances. Besides being able to
move the soul, art can also move us to action.

| see that today we are up against the enormous totality that is the capitalist
system. It is not easy to find a way to respond to a profit-driven system, but art
is one possibility.

Iagree. Nottoreduce everythingtobinaries, butthis balance—between a totalizing,
hegemonic structure and the flows that are able to leak through, create fissures and open
up possibilities —is exactly what we are addressing. That brings us back to examining
the master class as a framework for achieving what we don’t yet know. You planned
TATFtogether with Susanne Bosch and Soleh for nearly one year prior to the event,
and Ithink it becomes the perfect case study for rethinking the practices that it seeks to
address. Indeed, this opportunity to look back at TATF via discussions among us for this
publication draws another common field and allows another kind of continuity to deepen
andstrengthenthe “transactions”.
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Yes, we must try to forge links with other communities and mutually help one
another. Part of the TATF activities took place in a Malay village, Kampung Banda
Dalam, and this was possible because we had worked together with community
leaders from the kampung in 2013 during the anti-MRT demonstrations.

From 2011 to 2013, | lived in an old district surrounding Petaling and Sultan
Streets, also the area where Lostgens’ is currently located. When faced with
impending demolition and expulsion due to the building of a new rapid transit

line, we brought art and culture, things foreign to the authorities, as our response.
We planned many art activities in defence of the old neighbourhood: oral history
storytelling, guided tours of the historic streets and the publication of a cultural
map of the area. We celebrated the Mid-Autumn Festival and Chinese New Year’s
all together, and we even made a “moving great wall” march to appeal for
support. These art and culture practices affected the way that people viewed the
issue, creating pressure on authorities and eventually leading to the preservation
of most of the buildings in the area.

Coming together with residents of Kampung Banda Dalam at this time, we gained
a mutual understanding that racial problems can be overcome despite the
political problems, which increase racial tension in Malaysia. Art can be a very
good bridge towards this.

Iremember, during one of our previous talks, you mentioned that “Malaysia is a country
which can refer to many”. This multiplicity of culture and language ironically chimes
inwith the country’s slogan “Malaysia, truly Asia.” Being able todirectly connect to
Indonesia, Singapore, Taiwan, HongKongand Chinaonvaryinglevels, itis possible to
see the advantages of working with you all, our Kuala Lumpur hosts. Malaysia provides
acontextual foundationforeach ofthe participants toreflectupon practicesin their
own country, to give a framework from which to establish a concentrated and dynamic
dialogue. I think you tried to catalyse this by introducing some younglocal practitioners
to the group with the presentation series “Malaysia as context: The role of participatory
art/activism and collective action”. Lee Cheah Ni, Alex Lee, Lim Paik Yin, OkuiLala,
Zikri Rahman and Tey Beng Tze each spoke about their recent work.

w= = Cikgu Ishak, the
village’s chief’ is
accepting the wood
printing artwork
from Indonesian
artist Duwadi and
accompanied by
Malaysian artist
ZikriRahman, TATF,
Kampung Banda
Dalam, November
2015
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Malaysian artist
Tay Beng Tze and
Indonesian artist
Djuwadi working
with children of mi-
grant background
on wood carving in
Kampung Banda
Dalam, November
2015

But did you feel there were ample private conversations going on during the
master class?

Wellyes, unfortunately, this session was squeezed between a full day programmed with
other talks and activities. The necessary directness of straightforward presentations
(i.e. speaker plus PowerPoint-type visualisation) did not bleed over into the also
necessaryinformality ofrelaxed conversationinresponse tothese presentations.
Itisobviousthatyouplaceahigh degreeofsignificance upontheunplanned as part
of the planned. Again, itis a question of designing a platform in which the unexpected
can occur. The undocumented casualness of affective conversations between two or
three people are perhaps the place where our “transactions” are amplified. While their
ephemeral nature makes it more difficult to position points of success or concrete
output, it may be possible to say thatitis actually in those interstices, between scheduled
activity, where we can push further into understanding community and making active
“feedback-feedforward” loops towards new action.

We must consider both, just as we must consider those who are outside of the
system and yet still controlled by the system. There is a constant need to adjust
and reorganise, as we experienced multiple times during TATF, for example during
the intervention initiated by Ichimura Misako during the “Open Space” session.®

With Lostgens’, ideally we would have a storefront space similarly situated as
WooferTen in Hong Kong or Art Lab OVA in Yokohama, but because we are
independently funded, we aren’t able to afford rent for a more expensive
street-level space. There’s no elevator in the building, so many old people in the
community aren’t able to come up and visit the space. Because of this, we’ve had
to adjust our strategy and position ourselves more as a contemporary art space.
It is definitely a challenge, and 70% of our time and resources go towards the
contemporary art programming, with the other 30% going towards continuing
our efforts in the community. Based upon our past experience, we’ve come to
understand that community-engaged practices need a great deal of knowledge
and human resources, so recently we’ve also started to host a philosophy course
as a way to build upon our thinking and activate greater potential.
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What else have you been working on more recently?

I am currently working as an independent curator to co-curate a public art
programme sponsored by a state enterprise (GLC), so it's completely separate
from my work with Lostgens’. Of course it's a completely different way of working
than the more grassroots projects, and taking the project was something that

| debated upon for some time. Is it appropriate for me to do it, and what is the

meaning ofit?

But as a part of the art circle here, and seeing that this is the largest public

art project to ever be hosted in our country, | began to think that | should work
further to develop art in the capacity that | can. Whether or not this project
succeeds, itwill have alarge impact upon the way mass society, the government,
and businesses view art in public space. Atthe same time, | have been thinking
about what the possibilities for art can be beyond resistance —what about
strengthening dialogue?

Resistance and dialogue are not necessarily contradictory; they are always in process
together.It’ssomethinglalso talked aboutwith Lee Chun Fungfrom HongKong,and
he mentions it in relation to the concepts of the characters # po and 37 laap in Chinese.®

Of course, | still stand by the directly and indirectly critical capacities of art.

Moelyonobringsittogetherverywellwhenhedescribes “aform ofperson-to-person
relationship”that“enablesustoadoptacritical perspective” suchthat“everyoneisa
creator of culture”.” There are beautiful possibilities built into this kind of transaction
between the deconstruction of critique and the building of culture. So let us continue
addingletters and subtracting words to this dialogue! I joke about TATF, TAITF or
TITF,buttheyareallequationsthatdonotnecessarilyaddup. Butwe can continue to
playwiththevariables.

1 Yeoh Lian Heng is

one of the co-founders

of Lostgens’ Contempo-
rary Art Space in Kuala
Lumpur, described on their
website as, “established

in early 2004 by a group
of artists. Though situated
in the bustling capital city,
Lostgens’ has managed to
take on a certain quietness
and edginess that comes
from being off the beaten
track. This self-managed
experimental space aims
to encourage originality,
creativity, individuality,
as well as to promote
contemporary arts.

It provides an alterna-

tive space for budding
innovative exhibitions and
performances. Lostgens’
has entered a next phase

of unique development
and operation. What
started as a small private
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into the public, Lostgens’
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atmosphere. More than
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Version 1.2

Elaine W. Ho works be-
tween the realms of time-
based art, urban practice
and design, using multiple
vocabularies to explore
the micro-politics, sub-
jectivities and alter-pos-
sibilities of an intimate,
networked production.
The act of describing
takes on a number of
forms—a kind of grammar,
a documentation, a
gesture, a biography—or
an experiment in Beijing
known as HomeShop. She
is the initiator of the art- ist-
run space, active from
2008-2013, and continues
to ask questions aboutthe
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socio-politics of syntax,
more recently as fellow at
the Institut fir Raumex-
perimente (Berlin, 2014)
and editor & collaborating
artist for the three-day
embodied knowledge HK
FARMers’ Almanac spon-

taneous book event (2015).

She likes to drink coffee
and tea mixed together
and is a frequent contribu-

tor at iwishicoulddescribe-

ittoyoubetter.net.

Version 2.0

Elaine W. Ho works be-
tween the realms of time-

based art, urban practice

and design. She received
a Bachelors in Art and Art

History at Rice University,
thereafter continuing

to broaden her fields of
inquiry through fashion
design (Parsons School of
Design, 1999-2001; Acad-
emy of the Arts Arnhem,
2001-2004) and critical
theory and communica-
tions (European Graduate
School, 2007-2010).
These extended forms of
learning created the basis
for HomeShop (Beijing,
2008-2013), the artist-run
project space, self-or-
ganised as an experiment
in collaborative learning
amidst the aporetic spaces
of contemporary Chinese
socialist capital.

Rooftop view of the first
“WaoBao!” communi-
ty swapping event that
functioned as a miniature
experiment in moneyless
economies, Beijing, 2012

She continues to explore
such questions through
writing, performance and
time-based installation,
most recently by way

of collaborations with
the Institute for Spatial
Experiments and Display
Distribute.

Recent work has been
presented at the Power
Station of Art (Shanghai,
2016), Guangdong Times
Museum (Guangzhou,
2015), Spring Workshop
(Hong Kong, 2015), Neue
Nationalgalerie (Berlin,
2014) and Tate Modern
(London, 2014), among
others.

Elaine and Susanne had a conversation about Elaine’s work in Beijing, with HomeShop,
and The HK FARMers’ Almanac spontaneous book event in Hong Kong in 2015. Much
more than just “work”, Elaine lives, through and through, what she holds as values, as
questions and asthe spacesin between.

Susanne Bosch: I was very intrigued by your statement of intent for the TransActions in
the Field master class last year. This is an excerpt of what you wrote:

“Regarding my ownwork andpractice, in all honesty Ifind myselfin an extended period of
transition, as HomeShop, the artist-run project space that I founded and co-organised for five
yearsinBeijing,cametoacloseattheendof2013. Theretrospective distance fromwhichIam
able to look at this project now leads me alternately to a sense of accomplishment or feelings of
foolishness, and the period since then has involved a great deal of reflection, transformation,
and the regaining of new ways to continue. With a practice that involved art (both self-
initiated projects with HomeShop and my individual practice), writing (as part of my practice
and publisher of independent publications), and organisation (trying to find infrastructures of
collaboration), HomeShop has allowed me to question every aspect of the creative act and the
soctal sphere. This is not only about questioning what “public” can mean to us today, but about
how networks and splintered means of production andreception have altered those connections
between publics.

At the same time, I am often cynical about artists” ability and responsibility for enacting political
change.”
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Whatintrigued, touched and resonated with me was your honesty to speak about it otherwise. This was the first step. But as you mention learning, resistance as

difficult things. Back then, you wrote to strangers. am interested in understanding reaction is not enough, so as you begin to build the space and people begin to
more aboutyourcynicism, yourlearning, whereyou are atnow. Foryou, does this gather together, you have to be attentive to the context that is created from out of
cynicism have to do with the system “art” that we all belong to, which is highly the pre-existing context. These are not the same things, if we are talking about the
hierarchical and exclusive? Oris it a more general cynicism towards global, man-made kind of work that we do as artists working with communities or in consideration of
systems thatwetry tochange, break orinhabit? collaboration and a kind of commons-building. And so perhaps it is also because

there is such a strong disjuncture between the different social communities that
HomeShop had lateral relations with—old retired Beijingers living in the hutongs,
a kind of hipster young foreigner crowd, the Chinese contemporary art world and
curious young Chinese people with interests in a kind of ‘cultural consumption’ but
not necessarily coming from the art world—the kind of mish-mash created led to
the wild journey that was HomeShop’s five-and-a-half year course.

Elaine W. Ho: Cynicism is a strong word, but yes, maybe sometimes itis that,

or we may also call it forms of resistance, or “finding one’s way” when one

doesn’t feel like he/she has a place. | listened recently to a podcast from the
sociologist Pascal Gielentand he talks about how there is a plethora of artist-run
organisations that “started to do community art because they hated the art world
and they wanted not to be involved in the art market”. See also this exhibition

catalogue which includes a text | wrote, “Organisation-at-Large”, about starting WhenIlook atyourvarious bios, you come across as globalnomad, coming from two
from ‘disappointment’.2 Also to answer your question directly, it is both the backgrounds—HongKongand the USA, having studied in Asia, Europe, the States,
‘disappointment’ with systems in art but also systems in the world in general. andnowlivingin Shanghai, China. Canyou give meanideaofyourrole orthe positions
Because anything that becomes an industry—and yes, the art world is indeed an youhold,asyouseemtoembodythe “insider and outsider” of various fields... you seem
industry—will inevitably be a global, economic and institutionalised question. the amalgamation of various cultures within and outside of Asia, of your gender, of your

o . fession, of ti d .
The ironic counter to this is that a curator once asked me about what he felt was profession, ol your time and space

a contradiction in the ‘anti-aesthetics’ of HomeShop, which was very funny to
me because | actually always found our work to be very aesthetic, simply nota
mainstream kind of aesthetic. He pointed out the fact that to be ‘anti-art’ is always
in reference to ‘art’ as well, which is indeed true. But thinking again now, | realise
that his sad mistake was more so to substitute our stance in opposition to the
hierarchical systematics of the art world with a misaligned assumption against art
itself. This is not the case atall.

So even if we may be marginalised
from the elite of the mainstream
(commercial) art world, there are quite
a few of us (of many different varieties)
on those edges. Finding situations that
you feel are unfair, self-indulgent or
exclusive can be a very good directive
for exploring alternative realms of living
and working that may be more fair,
more nurturing and/or more inclusive.
So maybe not so dissimilarly from the
1000+ practitioners that Gielen has
interviewed, HomeShop also began
because | wanted to make a space to
work in a way that was stimulating for
me as an artist, when | could not find

Neighbours and friends gather around the hutong
public broadcast of the closing ceremony of the 2008
Olympic games

Hanging out and passing by HomeShop on the opening
day of the “Ten Thousand Items’ Treasury”, a public
library for borrowing books, tools, DVDs and other
ephemera, Beijing, 2011

Aiaiai...the identity question is a fundamental, yet very difficult one for me,
and maybe that’'s why the biography as a format becomes something highly
suspicious. As you see with the various versions that have come up overtime,
there is a need to play with it as a way of destructuring forms of representation.
The ‘global nomad’ description is one that I've heard about myself quite often,
especially in the last couple of years, but it actually strikes me with surprise,
because | never saw myself like that. My life and practice were so heavily
invested in Beijing for the previous nine years, movements didn’t feel
nomadic. | suppose this was the case for the previous bases as well, in the
Netherlands or the U.S., because it is about your attitude within a context that
marks a differentiation between being the nomad or not. Somehow | see the
character of the nomad as insistent upon his/her own outside-ness to the point of
a small-scale colonisation, whereby one simply implants oneself onto new ground
and continues the same practices as always, moving every so often

to different places when the resources are dried up. This is something similar
to my impression of the expatriate, another kind of character with which |
would rather not identify, because as you say, there is a desire to find a better
understanding of some kind of ‘inside’ of a culture, a field or set of relations,
rather than simply remain an outside imposer. And | have been fortunate enough
to perhaps gain different glimpses of several ‘insides’, but yes, at the same time
| am inevitably always an outsider (in my insecurity the latter always feels the
strongest). So there is an inherent contradiction at work here...

What is your personal inner driver to do what you do?

Maybe some of this question is answered already from question one, or from the
“Organisation-at-Large” text. | have a very deep desire to learn, know more and
understand the wealth of contradictions created from diversity, singularity and
the attempt to come to terms with our being in the world. As you encounter such
complexity, there is a desire to find ways to reflect and decipher that complexity.
As you find problems, there is desire to seek solutions and find alternatives.

And as you learn, there is a concurrent desire to share knowledge.
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Your question of “how we can live together” in the “Organisation-at-Large” text is
answered by Gielen with some suggestions to us, the creative crowd. I liked his analogy
to circus life: if we move away from an idea/belief of freedom that takes the freedom of
othersaway,itbecomeswhathecalls “negative freedom”.Instead, Gielenemphasizes
the need to shift thinking toward a shared or collective freedom. He calls upon artists to
build more and more collectives to work together, to find our singular voices and respect
thevoicesofothers. The “multitude”isaboutparallel singularvoices thatcanlivewith
each other. So Gielen suggests that we organise ourselves as with life in the circus,

with amix of private and publiclife, amix of creativity and economy, allina tent. Atent
is not only mobile; it marks a structure in public space which has an inside containing its
ownverticalinstitution. Thisinstitution canonlybe madewithin the collective;itcan
be fantastic and very cheap to make, due to social relationships, and it is mobile; it marks
an autonomous self-governmental space fora moment in a context that can be shared.
Asitis notrigid like a museum or other institutions, it moves, then builds up another
structure again somewhere else. He asked if we can re-think art today like this.

However, the flexibility Gielen attributes tothe tentisanadmirable form ofauto-
reflection and willingness torethink one’s own structures; you see it in the kind of
five-year planningor time-based charters of certain organisations including Zikri
Rahman’s Buku Jalanan. So, in my view, the great possibility that circus life, asa
metaphor, affords usis then arepeated process oflearning and unlearning, or building
and deconstructing the ‘tents’ which organise and systematise our ways of working
and living together. The difficult part would be to avoid what Imentioned about the
figure of the nomad or expat, where sedimented ways of doing and thinking are simply
repeated and implanted into different contexts.

He also touched upon a theme that you have written about as well: the contradiction
of beinginvited by commissioners andinstitutions thatsetupastructural framework
which artists actually question and even try to break. Artists sometimes naively enter
into this type of socially-engaged public art practice to build social cohesion, and
sometimes they succeed. But artistic interventions can also be cheap solutions to fill up
holes in neoliberal systems. As temporary and project-based formats, this type of work
onthemicro-sociallevelmostlikelyremainsfarfromreal structuralchange. When
artistsrealize structural problems, when theystartreasoningon politicallevels, that
iswhentheroleofthe artistbecomesverydangerous. Gielenwarnsusnottofallinto
the trap of “NGO art”, towork from both ends of the spectrum by helping people with
good intentions and a good heart, but at the same time preserving political-structural
situations thathelpaneoliberal systemtostayalive.

Within Asia, this problem is very much relevant in Hong Kong (see the work of
the Hong Kong Arts Development Council), or perhaps places like Japan where
there is a lot of government funding for culture, but less relevant at least from
our perspective in the Mainland, where there is virtually no government support
for art (though there are huge pushes being made in recent years for soft power
via film and certain other aspects of the ‘creative industries’).

But a related trap that | think artists very often get into, and which you touch
upon by saying how artists naively “help a neoliberal system to stay alive”,

is the issue of gentrification, and the wholly flexible ability of capitalist interests
to appropriate, engulf and swallow artistic endeavours. The fact that we see
the collusion of the Chinese government and private interests very skillfully
being able to utilise the phenomenon of urban gentrification as a top-down
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In response to the difficulty and frustration
of working as an independent publisher,
as well as in note of the dearth of dialogue
between small-scale practitioners in East
Asia, Elaine has most recently joined the
Display Distribute platform with its “LIGHT
LOGISTICS”project—aiming tosupport

an alternative distribution network for the
exchange of independent publications from
Asia, 2016

strategy to rejuvenate land and value, is a kind of gentrification ‘with Chinese
characteristics’ in which young creatives are very happy to take part. Located in
an area of the city that is highly gentrified, HomeShop’s naive role as contributor
to such trends is something that plagues me. | would like to be able to emphasise
other, non-quantifiable forms of value that HomeShop has been able to effect
and affect with its practice, but unfortunately they still also come with numbers
like rising rent costs and the inability for HomeShop to sustain a longer-term
relationship to the community.

Aformerbanker, nowadays apermaculture farmer, said tomelastyearthatthe

one amazing, extraordinary quality of capitalism is its ability to adopt and subsume
absolutelyeverythinginits structure and turnitintoits favour. The feeling ofa
contradictory“trap” whereyourworkhaseffectsinwaysyoudonotwishitto,isa
difficultoneformeaswell. Therefore, Iwonderifyoueverdiscussed within HomeShop,
forexample, the gentrifying aspects ofyourwork? ’'mthinkingofartistic strategies
whereyou “mirror” the downfallofasystem.

Yes, we were very aware about our possible role as “gentrifiers” in the
neighbourhood, and there is a series of discussions on the topic in relation to us
and other developments in Asia on our blog, humorously titled “Gentrification
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Disco”.2| think that playing with the realm of ambiguity of productive outputs

in our practice, as well as trying to avoid the commodification of many
contemporary art exhibitions, were some of our strategies to confuse or
intercept the gentrification and capitalisation process. Making a clear decision
to end HomeShop could also be described as cutting off the possibilities for
capitalisation on the HomeShop name and accumulation of value created by
this so-called ‘portfolio of experience’. But there’s no need to heroicise our
failures, haha. We’ve thought about these aspects of our nebulous activities,
decorated with this ironically very blunt endnote. But closing HomeShop was not
a consensual decision, and the democratic vote that led to our dissolution was
very disappointing for some of us.

ThelInstituteof Human Activities*isanartisticexampleoflivingwith these tensions.
Renzo Martens gave an impressive talk about their struggles at the Artist Organisations
International conference in Berlin.®

He said, our critical gestures of boycott obscure the connection between art and global
economies. By making beautiful art we give the impression of being on top of the
social injustice we identify. Tomeaningfully deal with war, capitalist exploitation and
socialinjustice we need to understand them better. Gatherings of critical art producers
intheformofbiennales,etc.,representthesetiny, beautiful exceptionsthatprovide
the world with good feelings and satisfaction. Butwe are somehowallinvolved with
“gentrificationism”. For Martens, solidarity would be to present beyond the centres of
capitalist accumulation (social, cultural, financial, etc.) in the old centres of empire.
These centres add value to art and that value has areal outcome for bankers, politicians
and real estate managers. To be present with the fruits of this critique, in the locations
where the critique is actually aimed, is the centre of their solidarity attempt. We are not
always aware of structural conditions, but we as artists can choose to try and make the
fruits ofourwork happenexactlywhere the injustice takes place. Soforexample, the
Institute for Human Activities (IHA) invited Richard Florida®to help them “gentrify”
their Unilever Planatage Workers’living conditions and be part of the creative economy
amidst their transformation from the Fordist economy to something else. For me, this
seems a very radical twist to mirror the structural conditions, to try and turn them for
the locality. I wonder what your take is on that.

| did see Martens’ Enjoy Your Poverty some years ago and was completely
blown away, which is no easy feat in a biennial-type setting with an overload
of video content. He has mastered the tendentious self-awareness of his
power as a white male creator, and that is what makes it so funny and
frightening at the same time. While | understand the logic of his attempt to
redirect capital, unfortunately, | heard that the exhibition of artworks created
with the Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de Plantation Congolaise did not sell
very well at all...

Thatleads usto practical examples, because these aesthetic potentialities where we
questionand dealwith obviousinequalitiesneed tobe strategized inthe current
situation in a practical way. HK Farm and the three-day HK FAR Mers’Almanac
spontaneous book event (2015) interests me. You brought together several farming|/
activist/artgroups from HongKongand mainland Chinatocreateathree-day
publication-making workshop in the form of a collaborative, performative event

of embodied knowledge. What happened? What was your experience and what was
the outcome?
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To kick-off The HK FARMers’ Almanac
book sprint, participants engage

in a compost ritual of untangling

over 20 meters of pumpkin vine that
spontaneously grew from the HK
Farm-designed plexiglass compost
box, Hong Kong, 2015

Urban farmers also work on comput-
ers. Day one of the The HK FARMer’s
Almanac book sprint, Hong Kong,
2015

Working installation for The HK
FARMers’ Almanac book sprint,
Spring Workshop, Hong Kong, 2015
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The text “Organisation-at-Large” was
written on the occasion of the exhibi-
tion “Can We Live (Together)”, curated
by Lee Chun Fung and including this

semi-autonomous viewing hut built

by Elaine W. Ho. Visitors were encour-

aged to bring their own video material
to be shown freely within this context
of a government-managed art space,
Hong Kong, 2014

The final compilation of The HK
FARMers’ Almanac special edition
includes zines, artist editions, digital
content, postcards and seeds harvest-
ed from various urban farmers and
collectives around Hong Kong, Spring
Workshop, Hong Kong, 2015

going in its experience and outcome, and | have to say it’s the kind of luxury | don’t
usually experience working as an independent practitioner with fewer resources.

We described it as a ‘spontaneous book event’ following the same-named
projects from the Institut fir Raumexperimente (IfREX)7, where in 2014 | had
first participated in a similar workshop for one of their publications. At IfREX,
the spontaneous publications are produced as a one-day session with a guest
critic to lead a collective editing process of A4 contributions made by each of
the participants of the Institute. The final production was co-ordinated by the
organisation team.

In our case, we stretched the one-day conceptualisation and editing process

to three days, because we wanted to also include the possibility for on-site
production (not simply on computers)—to make space for the embodied and
hands-on work that could reflect the kind of knowledge process more akin to
farming/gardening as crafts. | developed a kind of spatial arrangement and
installation for the working area to reflect this kind of chain of production,

which included everything from a relaxed discussion area to a silk-screening
station and the ubiquitous photocopy machine. The time was divided such that
there were intervals where we worked in teams on personal contributions to the
Almanac, and also collective sessions where we tried to develop content together.
There were moments of play and enjoying meals together, and there were
moments of concentrated stress in consideration of upcoming deadlines.

Regarding location and context-specificity of The HK FARMers’Almanac spontaneous
book event, you certainly faced many expectations, demands, wishes and hopes.
How and where do these expectations differ based upon the context? What kind of
expectations could you handle best? When and where did it become problematic?

In the end, the most ironic surprise that | had not anticipated can be summed

up as the gentle and funny contradiction between ‘spontaneity’ and ‘embodied’
when working with a large group of people, in an organised fashion. Because in
fact it was impossible for our ‘spontaneous book’ to emerge after three days, and
coordinating the production of the final outcome eventually twisted and stretched
into an over five-month process. While we know about the kind of spontaneous
event that can occur in crowd situations, our embodied commitment toward
‘perfection’ perhaps detracted from real spontaneity (ha-ha).

Basically, the form of this book event came out of the natural coincidences of
the HK Farm collective’s image-making as an important part of their process,
our mutual interest in zine culture and the fact that farming is a very hands-on,
embodied kind of practice and knowledge. So how to turn reading, writing and
publishing into something equally embodied and collaborative? This book sprint
was an attempt to do that, bringing the skills, perspectives and interests of several
protagonists of the urban farming landscape in Hong Kong together to share
knowledge and experiences together within the context of an intensive three-day
workshop. The goal was simple, to work together to write, edit, illustrate, design
and put together a specially published edition that includes both printed matter
and digital content, a few artist editions and even a packet of seeds, all enclosed
within a wooden box that doubles as a planter.

Because the Spring Workshop team for the organisation of this project was so
incredibly on top of it and supportive, this project was for the most part smooth-
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Regarding the kind of expectations that | can handle best, hmmm... | think for
sure that my idea and expectation for the project was not the same as for HK
Farm, but this is not a problem at all because of mutual respect for one another’s
work and openness to ways of working. However, those kinds of multiplicities
contribute to the complexity of a project like this one; even when there is very clear
final outcome to be reached, there is the difficulty of numerous strands of interest
and skill to reach that outcome in a compressed amount of time.

This is of course a common problem in many contexts.

That issue of ‘perfection’ was one that | had not anticipated, because while |
had hoped to experiment with a rougher, unedited sharing, the direct outcome
of which would be whatever we could put together in three-days’ time, | think
itis much more a part of Spring and HK Farm’s aesthetics to make a beautifully
crafted product, which of course cannot happen in only three days. Knowing this
themselves, Spring and HK Farm anticipated the large workload to be mediated
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But my intuition senses that there may also be gender differences at work (Spring
Workshop’s team is primarily female, HK Farm consists of four young men) in
terms of the unsaid understandings between these two highly divergent examples
of working together, so my insertion in between as editor of The HK FARMers’
Almanac was indeed an interesting negotiation itself. You could say | work
more similarly to Michael’s grassroots ethos, and that means we can work quite
independently within collaboration; adding the support and logistical assistance
from Spring Workshop really expanded the scale of things we could do and
facilitated the entire process.

Did anyone else support the process and how was it supported?

There are many, depending upon which level of the process you are examining!
Of course, there are the individual contributors, each making a zine chapter of
the Almanac, but yes, there is also the intern who helped bind 100 copies of the
edition, the farmers who donated soil from the North-eastern New Territories of
Kowloon, the translators, the hipster café near Spring that donated food waste
for compost, the disgruntled worker in the copy shop, the online retailer in the
Mainland that Michael hesitantly conceded to buy from because one tool we
needed was too expensive to produce locally, etc. There were couriers and the
carbon emissions that delivered the tool; there is the capital, which allows Spring
Workshop to operate and support artists; there is a network and culture of media
that promotes and disseminates the project. And of course, very importantly,

Neighbours and friends play Wii sports when they
can't get tickets to see the Beijing Olympics. “wii
would like to play // wii don’t have tickets” was part
of the HomeShop's day nine 2008 Olympics event in
honour of all the ‘losers'. HomeShop, Beijing, 2008

by asking contributors to submit their individual contributions, equal to one
chapter of the Almanac, before the workshop began. Of course with everyone’s
busy schedules, this, for the most part did not happen, and a great deal of the
collective working time during the event was sacrificed so that people could work
on their individual sections.

How did you negotiate the roles in your process?

What | found remarkable about Spring Workshop was the amount of care and
nurturing that goes into operating the institution, in a manner such that there is
not much need to explicitly negotiate roles because everyone helps out on multiple
levels based upon awareness and need. Despite its international stage presence,
itis a very small organisation greased by a tiny team of six-seven people,

and while of course there are divisions of responsibility, it is not unusual to see the
director of the space washing dishes too.

| became acquainted with HK Farmé&in 2013 via Michael Leung, one of its founders,
and while they operate as a collective, the nuances of their collaboration were for
a long time a mystery to me because | did not have the opportunity to meet the
others in the group until beginning to work on the Almanac project.

The goals, orientation and scale of practice for Spring Workshop and HK Farm
are very different, making their relationships to the way of working also variable.
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This publication introduces 21 passionate
statementsfrompractitionersinthefield
of participatory art. Their contributions
help todefineacomplexpractice, that

takesmanyformsandiscalledbymany
names, butisunitedbyaspiritofgiving,
receiving and reciprocating in art-making.

Mirroring the essence ofthe exchange
within this practice, the structure of this
publication is based on dialogue.

The idea of peer-to-peer conversations
was kindled during our initial encounters
inthefield, the understandingwe gained
about each other’s practices and the
desire to eventually learn more from each
other.Thediversityand messiness ofthe
fieldworkis part of thefield, and here,
that experience is expressed in the original
voices of the practitioners.
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