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Abstract

The paper presents the methodology and the results of the educational and artistic
research project FreedomBus conducted in Poland and Germany in 2016. The paper
attempts to investigate the project as an educational action and also as a quest for the
European Identity (as opposed to unconditional tribute to the united Europe). It seeks
to understand the common creation and experience while reaching solutions
individually as a way to pass on ideas and values. It is an inquiry into the art as a
public enterprise and the artist identity in this context. The FreedomBus project was
observed by a team of sociologists called Moving.Lab, who employed ethno- and
auto-ethnographic methods to analyze the participation and the artistic output of the
participants from several European countries who traveled through central Europe
sketching and exhibiting their works instantly created in sketchbooks and boxes
provided by the project organizers. The paper is meant as an experimental
commentary on the otherwise hermetic yet vibrant art project.

Key words: art projects, participatory research, identity, Europe, public sphere
FreedomBus Project as an Educational Action and a Research Project

The FreedomBus artistic and educational project was carried out in the summer of
2016 by a CrossBorder network, an enterprise led by professor Anna Bulanda-
Pantalacci of Trier University of Applied Sciences in Germany, comprising the
universities and cultural institutions from all over Europe. The project lasted for three
weeks and in fact was a bus trip from Cracow in Poland via Berlin and Roes to Trier.
On the whole, the project involved 56 students and a dozen of professors from 17
European countries.

The project work was organized around two main creative outputs - sketchbooks and
the final works in boxes - and was carried out on the daily basis in the form of both
individual work and participation in workshops conducted by various professors of
different domains of art and art history. At the same time, a team of sociologists was
doing the participatory research applying participant observation, unstructured
interviews, and later, analysis of the artistic output. Although there were initially
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research questions posed by the team, the qualitative inquiry was an open-ended
study, focusing on the issues of identity and the meaning of the united Europe as well
as evaluating the connection between what the organizers tried to pass on to the
students and how they responded. The results of the study were published? in the form
of experimental art-book. The aim of this paper is to investigate the project as an
educational action and also as a quest for the European ldentity (as opposed to
unconditional tribute to the united Europe). It seeks to understand the common
creation and experience while reaching solutions individually as a way to pass on
ideas and values. It is an inquiry into the art as a public enterprise and the artist
identity in this context.

The project group started as a loose network of students, who were forced to get to
know each other, because not only did they work and learn together, but also spent
significant number of hours on the bus and living or dining together. The English
language was the communication medium, and being a second language for the most
of the students, it was used by them to a varying extent of proficiency and eagerness.
People had to come in terms with their shortcomings and approach each other or face
some isolation.

The artistic work was also done in relation to the others in the group: the expectations
were anticipated, there was a certain embarrassment and hesitation too. The project
organizers did not give any guidelines regarding the sketchbooks, so, at the beginning
some worried whether what they wanted to create would be accepted. This resembles
exactly the cultural logic of the present - lacking clear instructions, providing only
uncertain definitions, yet encouraging and expecting constant self-expression?.

This is why one of the most important characteristics of the project was the prevailing
theme of acceptance and appreciation. It was achieved mainly owing to the partner-
like relationships with the professors, who were counseling and commenting on the
works rather than teaching and guiding.

The main ideas of the project were passed on to the participants in a similar way: they
were not taught but rather introduced and discussed. The history of wars and
divisions, border-less presence, migrations, otherness and a quest for European
identity (if any) were only brought up - in forms of lectures, visits to significant places
(like the Berlin wall or refugee camp), or the structure of the project itself (passing
borders, having different participants on board). This made the students reflect on the
experiences in their works, not because they were forced to but because they were
inspired to.

On a more abstract level, the students couldn’t but think of the relationship between
the public and the private spheres, as such activity in the FreedomBus project was
both public and private. On the one hand, spending most of the time with other people
(who are actually strangers), which inevitably brings about taking up certain roles and
attempting to form a certain impression; and on the other, the artistic work, an
expression of private reflections and identities, was eventually published at both
official exhibitions and consultations among the participants. This is the most
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important layer of this project because it touches upon the recent developments in the
social history of humankind, such as the decline of the public sphere or human ability
to be civil®.

Inquiry into the European Identity

However, one is to conceptualize identity, be it an individual or a group level — it is
always an interaction ot the private and the public. All the interactionist tradition in
sociology discusses the complicated but unavoidable relation of the individual to the
audience’.

The students’ sketchbooks populated with drawings, scribbles and short texts during
the project can be also conceptualized as everyday visual diaries: they contained
private notes, sketches of everyday life scenes that happened during the projects. But
there were also such with official, public issues, namely the discussion of the ideas
of the project. Hence, the content was both public and private. The students treated
the sketchbooks very personally, some of them would warp it so that the audience
couldn’t look inside during the exhibitions. Others would keep two notebooks,
namely the private ones where they would ‘rehearse’ their ideas and designs, and the
official, public ones, where they would create the final versions for the public view -
both during the exhibitions and when working individually with the teachers or even
other colleagues.

Another social function of the sketchbooks during the project was to create an excuse
for artistic interaction. It was an instant reminder to the participants that there was
something behind the summer trip from Cracow to Trier the organizers wanted them
to talk about or process in a creative way.

Similarly, creating art is both inevitably tied to the audience and, on the other hand,
is obviously an expressive effort. In this context, the artist identity is a public device,
as any identity in fact. It only highlights the expressive and creative part of it, which
is significant in the light of the recent developments of the social conditions of
identities in general. This is the ongoing shift from the public to private - as observed
by sociologists of religion in the field of faith!, for example with the counter-current
of colonization of the private by the capitalist ideology. As described by Eva Illouz?,
the private spheres of human lives are now commaodified: personal counseling and
psychoanalysis or dating sites are some examples. So the social lives shift from macro
(or a group level) to micro (an individual level), but are still and again very much
influenced by the former. Barry Wellman® dismantles this dynamic by pointing to the
networked logic of contemporary social life, with more stress on individuals and their
relations than groups and membership and togetherness. Calling it the ‘networked
individualism’, he opens the discussion about the distributed and relational nature of
who people are.

This multilevel complexity of being with others nowadays is no longer regulated by
the institutions of pre-defined social roles within well organized kinship structures
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where the relations were ritualized, hierarchically structured, and predictable. What
we would have called an informal space of family life a hundred or so years ago in
any Western society was a cold, very much official setting of an arranged marriage,
patriarchal system of power rather than intimate, romantic, warm, pure relationship.
The romantic love is a fairly recent concept that undergoes rapid changes and have
gone through the utopian stage peaking in the free love movement after 1968 to the
regulated again times of rational mating, matching, counseling, and professional
guidance or even algorithmic adjusting described by Arlie Russell Hochschild in her
book on Intimate Life in Market Times!. This historical shift of ‘the social’,
colonizing more and more areas of our lives, was noticed by Norbert Elias* and called
the civilizing process. This brings more pressure on the creative or expressive aspect
of being and justifies investigating the artist constructing their identities.

Artist Identity as a Public Device

In this section, the artistic outcome of the students’ final works is analyzed in relation
to the categories discussed above: identity and the public and the private. The
sketchbooks the students worked in were both public (the exhibitions) and private
(the creation) and embodied the sphere that was constantly redefined. It was captured
in the work of one of the participants, who displayed a chair found during the night
escapades to Berlin bars with a box transformed into a drawer (a metaphor of the
private space) with different artifacts found on the way of the project and with the
documentation of the stand out performances carried out by him naked as well as his
sketchbook including the commentary of his creative process. It described the
participation in FreedomBus as an “ongoing performance from the beginning to the
end of the project”.

This highlights how the contemporary identities are created in the dialogue between
us-for-us and us-for-other with the sketchbook as the backstage normally restricted
to the public, being displayed to the broader audience. The naked body is another
thread - it indicates real identity, yet there is the frame of ‘performance’, indicating
the creative, constructed nature of this endeavor. The conclusion is in line with the
performative thought in social sciences®. Performance is not unusual, it is rather the
very fabric of the selves we live by and narrate.

Another student did a very interesting thing in her sketchbook. She started her
creative work with the introduction of herself and her dearest and nearest in the form
of photos glued into the sketchbook with short captions on the people in the frames.
This identity related opener can be understood as communication with the imagined
public: “this is me, these are the important social relations of mine that define me”. It
stresses the importance of the anticipated audience of the social performance. Social
interaction requires some background social information on the status of a person,
and she complied with this frame providing a personal introduction. Clearly, the
“quick introduction” in a private, personal diary-like sketchbook is not prepared for
one’s own self only. It is addressed to the broader, relatively unknown audience. It is
interesting that the situation of information imbalance (the audience will learn what
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is there in the sketch pad, but the author will never learn about the audience) yields
such an informal or personal introduction. One way to understand it is to account for
the genre the creative journal belongs to. It is clearly a diary like a medium, personal
by feel. It can be likened to the blogs or contemporary social media feeds, where the
infrastructure (or genre) encourages to produce personal content meant for a public
display.

The sketchbooks in a public view on an exhibition in Berlin. The students were well
aware of the fact that their personal work in progress would be browsed, evaluated,
possibly judged, and talked about. That created a certain imbalance in the control over
their creative expressions. On the one hand, they were free to create but on the other
hand exposed to the gaze of the unknown audience.

An identity process internalizing and processing the values of the FreedomBus
project, rather than externalizing one’s self, could be noticed as well. In a very
insightful work, “From One Place To Another”, an English student used the concept
of postcards, traveling unconstrained to show how easy it is to move from one place
to another nowadays. Transparency of the cards in the installation highlights this idea.
Though, as the author confesses in the commentary to the work displayed during the
final exhibition in Trier, it also made her realize how privileged she was to have been
able to cross the borders like this. This points up a crucial aspect of this project — the
participants were rich in cultural capital, they were being educated at universities,
could afford spending part of summer on art-related activities (as opposed to work to
save up some money), they could speak foreign languages. To some extent, it reveals
the contemporary strength and weakness of Europe: fine and united on the level of
elites, but not so much at the level of the underprivileged, those who would never be
sending either getting postcards from all over the world.

Regardless of interpretation, this is an example of internalizing the project ideas. But
not in the sense of absorbing them, but rather with them triggering further discussion
of the project participant with herself using the categories provided by the project
organizers and developing one’s own train of thought in relation to her social position
and identity.

A different role taken by the students regarding the identity was to contribute to the
analytical debate with the work of art. ‘Different but one’ constitutes such a work. It
was done by a student in a form of a metal sculpture that shows two figures who look
similarly but the background suggests they are different: it is white for the one on the
right and black for the one on the left. It delivers a powerful metaphor of the
contextualized nature of perception of the identity and difference. The differences are
socially constructed, i.e. the norm is black or the norm is white. When taken out of
context, though, human beings are naturally the same. A simple touch, a handshake
as natural and simple as it is — when contrasted with the vivid border in the
background (between the black and the white), appears as ‘inter-cultural’, bridging,
significant reunion - completely unnecessary if it was not for the contextual
differences.
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Paradoxically, the intimate relations (in public spheres) are not private (personal): the
so-called ‘reality’ shows that policies of the digital media requesting to use the ‘real’
names just blur the balance between the public and the private, although these
platforms structure and actually own the private expressions, and thus control them.
As is the case with the students’ sketchbooks in the FreedomBus project, we are aware
of the audience staring. There is, however, a great and important difference between
contemporary social media users and the young artists who participated in the project.
The latter are engaged in a creative process of playful mediation — they anticipated
the audience and instead of revealing themselves, in fact, they created themselves.
The former are encouraged to mere exhibit just giving away personal details,
emotions, impressions, or connections in a micro-celebrity style.

This performative self created for the public encounters is at a core of matters here.
In the times of Panopticon, the only way to save real privacy is to act. In other words,
there is a need to re-introduce the anonymity of public spaces. Geert Lovink, a media
scholar, asked a very important question relevant in the times of colonization of the
public sphere with the private lives: “The question is how to re-imagine anonymity
not as an attainable categorical state, but as a way to recoup an energy of
metamorphosis, the desire to become someone else”™. The self-narratives as the ones
the young artists created in their sketchbooks, are the answer to this challenge. As
sociologists, James A. Holstein and Jaber F. Gubrium?® noticed in their book on
narrative identity in the postmodern world: “We don’t present ourselves or risk who
we are wholesale, in some eternal location, as if our troubles or our achievements
could be evaluated or judged once and for all. Each context for addressing such
matters provides for a limited moral engagement, the result being that there are few
complete heroes or thoroughly tragic figures in the ongoing dramas of self. We deal
with each context on its own terms and, in contemporary life, we have considerable
choice about the ones in which we immerse ourselves.”

Creative play with various social contexts lets us retain our contextual integrity of
ourselves, being free to create ourselves differently in different context or different
publics. Once freed from being only one-self or from being constantly encouraged to
bare ourselves in the quest for ‘authenticity’, we can rather create. As Lovink
remarks: “We are told to believe there is no true face behind the mask, or rather, told
to ask what the mask is hiding, instead of what its wearer is performing”.

Unboxing the European Identity

The aim of the project was to re-work certain issues of the contemporary Europe
during the course of a 17-day journey in a large group of the European young artists.
The organizers provided the background in the theoretical lectures and workshops as
well as a practical framework in the form of sketchbooks and boxes for the final works
of art.

The sketchbooks were everyday visual diaries where participants were mixing private
notes, sketches of everyday life and such with official, public issues, and ideas of the
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project. They were more like an excuse for artistic interaction and — probably most
importantly — they were instant reminders that behind the relaxed summer trip from
Cracow to Trier there was something the organizers wanted the artists to talk about.
It resulted in externalizing, internalizing and discussing the identity-related issues in
the context of the contemporary Europe.

Many of the works were difficult to understand without contextual background or
description. They might be called the project outcomes — the things exceptionally
meaningful to the participants. The boxes made the final result of the project and were
directly related to the ideas of FreedomBus, in particular, the idea of Europe open to
all, and generally to the value of freedom, tolerance, acceptance, understanding,
togetherness, community, crossing the borders and establishing them.

Unboxing is a very recent genre, a product of mass self communication and the
consumer culture of the late capitalism with YouTube clips opening the boxes with
tech- or cultural-industry products boosting the hype and in fact creating the
excitement about them. This term can be used to talk about the FreedomBus project
to emphasize the power of grass-roots, bottom-up movements, referring to the
symbolic unviolence of the project, but also to remember that it is all happening in a
broader framework of the late modernity. As one of the students noticed: “This trip
has made me more aware and conscious of the freedom I have in this world compared
to others.”
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