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Subjectivity through e-motion: Digitised documentation in a dialogical dimension

As one of three elements constituting my Ph.D. in Fine Art Practice my Internet site, FEDA: Between pedagogy and politicised art practice was developed in conjunction with a video that I made titled Stones, together with my thesis. Each of these elements presents an independent production that generates differing questions according to individual positioning while also operating in an interrelational and supplementary manner to each other.

My Ph.D. began as the continuation of an earlier period of study, (between 1996 and 1998), during which time I completed the M.A. in Feminist Theory, History and Criticism in the Visual Arts course at the University of Leeds.

1996 was a year that witnessed the rapid advancement of radical educational reforms throughout the UK Further Education sector. These were mobilised by political policies and implemented through managerial discourses that entwined the linguistics of finance with moral reasoning in support of predetermined value regimes.
 Granted the status of independent corporations, colleges adopted a market driven approach to education (sustained by a culture of audit) that sought to control and measure all aspects of educational provision. Employed as a lecturer at this time, I experienced the devastating speed with which endless political initiatives saturated every aspect of my working life, together with the greed of managerial dictates as they ruthlessly encroached into my private sphere consuming ever-increasing amounts of time and attention at the expense of my family. 

This economic rationalisation of labour, the workplace and the social realm was underpinned by a rationale comprised of moral codes and assumptions, often applied in relation to stereotypical notions of good and bad educators. Restrictive managerial constraints regulated a continually defensive assault on my subject area (art and design) through value for money assessment strategies, and also on my subjectivities as a teacher and an individual.

I had embarked on the M.A. in Feminist Theory in September 1996 at the same time as these reforms were established in the institution that employed me. Within a week of working under the new regime I had lost control of my workload and the excessive time I had previously given to my students, (connected with personal ethical beliefs and a sense of job-satisfaction), became autocratically designated towards the production of data-based, statistical evidence governed by an economically targeted agenda.

I felt unable to contend this dominant and pervasive authority and developed the urgent need to scribble down my thoughts and feelings about the situation I found myself in at work, and also to gather documented evidence of the managerial demands being made upon me by collecting (and archiving) all forms of professional communications. My diary notes provided me with a unique space in desperate times, just a space, but one to which I repeatedly returned because it facilitated a form of subjective articulation at a time when my subjectivity was being severely constrained. 

By 1997 I was becoming ill from the stress of struggling with my employers and trying to maintain my excessive workload which averaged around sixty-five hours labour per week. While it may seem as though my need to rise at four thirty in the morning (in order to study for my M.A. prior to going to work) might have presented me with an additional burden, I found it had the opposite effect. I treasured those quiet, early mornings for providing me with a space in which to read and think and I was also discovering that the subject of my studies, feminist art practice, was unexpectedly helping me with the situation I had found myself in at work, by transforming the sense of hopelessness that had previously overwhelmed me. 

Feminist art practice has an established history of social, critical and political awareness, and through my course I was introduced to significant theoretical resources mobilised in feminist cultural analysis, together with contemporary feminist art practices produced across global contexts. Learning about feminist interventions in the visual arts made by women artists including; Martha Rosler, Adrian Piper, Mary Kelly and Jo Spence, was an absolute relief and revelation. I felt as though I had become enabled to critically explore and articulate my situation (no matter that I didn’t have the time to make art, or that I had never held access to a studio space – which might be conceived of as a predetermined, and therefore restrictive frame anyhow). Most importantly, I felt as though I had regained elements of my subjectivity by becoming an active agent rather than a victim of circumstance. I engaged with art practices concerned with social-change, where the politics of lived experience were not excluded, denied or repressed, and with artists who were working with a wide range of processes and modes for production, often in conjunction with their audiences. It was in this regard that feminist studies gave me the confidence to pursue strategies for constructing my subjective case against my employers as a form of art practice, and which in turn prompted my quest for a sense of truth in relation to art education and ethical behaviour (later pursued through the framework of my Ph.D. research).
FEDA is an acronym for the Further Education Development Agency (who were my paymasters when I was teaching) and is also a descriptor for that which my Ph.D. project set out to achieve... that is to be a feeder, a conduit; a reciprocal opening between artist and audience. 

I had begun my Ph.D. by developing a performative presentation based practice consisting of a twofold purpose. I hoped to both articulate a critique of the contemporary education sector and also to facilitate responses to my art practice (unknown and articulated) from audiences. I wanted to use my art as a prompt to working relations with others, to have it operate in both an aesthetic and a cognitive manner. But I discovered that any request I might make for responses to my work to be materialised continually returned me to the confines of traditional pedagogic values and I always felt uncomfortable, as though I were hassling people by asking them for something. 

 Griselda Pollock has said, ‘there is an invitation that is implicit in artwork, the solicitation of a response, or the offering of something to the eye and the mind of the viewer’.
  It did not seem appropriate, however, that I should try and make a solely aesthetic invitation to people to respond to my work because I was not offering it through a recognisable mode of aesthetic practice. I was adamant that my painful experiences as a lecturer should remain close to the social, political and economic issues that generated them, and not become distanced from the troubling realities of subjective experience by being classified as formal art practice. 
Rather than presenting a specific form of art my work was constituted of a series of experimental presentations. During these early performative events, I had used my archive of personal notes and professional documentation in the manner of installation props. For example, I would display management dictates juxtaposed alongside my personal diaries in order to reveal the contradictions and ideologies being perpetuated by the institution. But I found that my physical presence, (visibly damaged by stress), generated excessive amounts of anxiety both for myself and audiences, and also, that I was swamping audiences with information in my attempts to include the many complex and miniscule details that situated my research. An outcome of having subjected audiences to this rapid encounter with an archive that required real-time engagement was that the documents lost their active critical potential, and instead became reduced to occupying a supportive, illustrative role.

These performances proved to be very problematic (in endeavoring to work between art and pedagogy). The dynamic disjuncture between these differing fields resulted in my presentations becoming formed of two parts, the art, and, the pedagogy and at times this generated conflict or confusion. I came to realise that this was because they were situated between the invitation that is implicit in the artwork and my performative reworking of the pedagogic, which subjected people to, rather than involved them with, power-related tensions. While these experimental presentations may not have worked aesthetically they raised questions relating to audiences, modes of reception and the production of meaning in relations between the two. They also functioned very effectively to bring into view institutional and disciplinary power relations normally unaccounted for. 


It had become clear that issues relating to time, (with regards to enabling others to engage with my documentation), would be critical factor in trying to find a form through which to present my archive, but this problem seemed relevant because time has been a significant feature throughout my research. In particular I refer to the time that was stolen from me by my employers – resulting in my retirement from teaching through ill-health, the years it is taking for me to recover and reconstruct my subjectivity and the temporal distance necessary to activating critically reflective processes. 

Eventually, in the third year of my Ph.D., I identified an appropriate form through which I could present the diaries and institutional documentation I had accumulated from my experiences as a lecturer, and also offer an open and unassimilating invitation to people to respond to my research.
By making use of the World Wide Web I was able to develop an Internet site, and in a sense, exhibit my research dossier as an artistic production while also tracking the progress of my learning experiences. Although its status as art (in a formal sense) is questionable, my website sets out ways in which my experimental methodologies for the production of art practices have evolved and shifted through critical engagements and aesthetic encounters. 
My particular approach to my practice is that each project I develop requires singular consideration in relation to what will eventually become the appropriate tools and methodologies for its production and presentation. My website has evolved in relation to the documentation for display and operates at the level of the subjective register of labour and work relations, however, there are certain things that my website does not account for. My web pages titled ’Counselling Diaries’
 and ‘Stones Video Diaries’
 allude to these things, and I think them in hindsight through familial narratives presented in my thesis. But these things are unsignifyable and outside of language and require differing, although related methodological approaches to those presented on my website or through my writing.

At the times of producing my ‘Counselling Diaries’ and my ‘Stones Video Diaries’ I had no idea of how they might be associated with my research. But rather than trying to make connections, I just went along with my need to document my thoughts. ‘Non-knowingness is an attitude, not a technique to perform’
 says Trinh T. Min-Ha. I am trying to articulate my preparedness to work with feelings that I do not know, in the hope that doing so may help to clarify my future understanding, even when this means situating myself in uncomfortable and risky situations in the present. 

I have become open to unexpected thoughts and emotions through my engagements with art and towards the start of the third year of my Ph.D. I identified connections between the emergence of a specific desire (becoming apparent in my everyday life) and my research. Until this time I had been busy with my experimental presentations and had made no link between this new desire and my Ph.D. project. 


My desire was for a particular type of stone, rubble, and dirt. I experienced this desire as an extremely intense, potent and seductive feeling that was able to generate visceral responses, urging me to physically get among the stones… to feel and see them, to hear the sounds they made as I dug, pushed, and scratched at them with my hands and feet… trying frantically, and unsuccessfully, to absorb them. Initially I suspected this desire was a form of weird pleasure that should (perhaps) be enjoyed privately, especially as these stones were banal with no redeeming features that would offer an explanation for my yearning to other people. 

Although it seemed beyond anything I might cognitively relate it to, over time I began to associate my desire with sentient memories from a specific period of my childhood in Iraq, and as I began to give consideration to those things that it might be connected with I developed the need to explore it further, to re-present these deep memory traces (that became activated by specific materials) and therefore to provide my desire with some kind of form. I could not investigate it through thought processes, it was outside of anything like ordinary behaviour, and so I decided that (as irrational, risky, and unacademic as it seemed) I would explore it further through aesthetic means.

The outcome of this exploration is my video Stones, which offers an embodied encounter with the ways in which discursive forces, (social, political and institutional), together with unknown psychical activities, work interrelationally and dynamically in positioning our subjectivities. This work invites reflection around how these forces condition subjectivity, as much through resistance and conflict as compliance, and implicates the profound significance of the complex relations between my experiences of being subjected to oppressive regimes and my responses to them. 

I have no idea of what my practices might become, or of their potential outcomes. I can only do my best to work with integrity in the ongoing present. Once the work and its processes are presented I let go and see what happens. Much of the time nothing materialises, and then at other times unique and unexpected connections with others are made.

My website offers an aesthetically informed presentation which involved a great deal of art thinking. But rather than focusing on formal aesthetic considerations it is specifically seeking to energise material indexical traces in relation to particular and significant events. I have sought to enable a sense of my subjectivity to resonate through virtuality that might then open up to a dialogical dimension, both expanding the dialogue between my transient practices and the processes that contextualise their production and also facilitating a space where alternative narratives and critical exchanges might be articulated.

Through the World Wide Web I have been able to work in a manner that I find to be more ethically appropriate, because rather than making a pedagogical request, I have been able to extend an open and unassimilating gesture of invitation to people to respond to my research, if ever, however, and whenever, they may feel the need to do so. This open gesture becomes apparent (for some, because we can never experience the same things), through my processes for presentation and in this virtual context, rather than making my request for responses a key feature of my work, framed and posed at the close of each performative presentation, my open gesture of invitation becomes a by-product of the research process and not validation for its existence.


By working with this sense of commitment to my research rather than to my narcissistic self, (which would be reductive), my gesture is enabled to remain open continuing the aim that I began with when I embarked upon my Ph.D., to produce a form of research-led art practice that works as a conduit; a reciprocal opening for relations (between artist and audience). Yve Lomax wrote, ‘a singularity is never separable from its relations with the world’,
 and it is in this regard that my online, autobiographical, self-portrait hopes to be able to resonate. Whether emotions will be generated or whether responses will be articulated, (via the World Wide Web), depends upon the individual user and all of their constituent influences.

Aesthetic practices coexist through supplementary relations and it is in this sense that each (independently produced) element of my Ph.D. research degree; the website, the video and my thesis interrelates with and expands the others, becoming a constitutive part of my enterprise rather than the product of any singular element of my work. 

FEDA is available online at:

<http://www.feda.co.uk>
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