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About Archives

Introduction

The focus of this collection is archives, approaching feminist experiments and
theoretical writing to move from vital deconstructions of the form towards positing the
archive as a political intervention, a holding space for different voices and ways of
knowing. The work is to create an expanded conception of the archive - to say that it
may be more than a static and infallible depository for knowledge. The two sections
combined reimagine archives as activist spaces that generate vital support networks
and allow collectivities to form. As holding spaces, feminist archives contain missing
histories of praxis that become fertile ground for new collaborations in the present
moment. As generative spaces feminist archives are social, hospitable places. Through
this hospitality, and the type of encounters it encourages, archives become living
examples of social art practice. They not only contain feminist histories of social art
practice but also operate through its forms. They are political spaces, offering
possibilities for relational encounters. The potential suggested by these encounters,
which are related to a shared perception of missing history, brings the feminist archive
close to the manifesto form. Finally, the archive is reimagined as a type of hospitality, a

feminist manifesto and a social art practice.

The collection moves between an exploration of feminist theoretical texts that approach,
critique and reimagine the archival space and experiential descriptions of archives that
situate knowledge of the subject in relation to my position as a researcher embedded in
particular contexts. This commitment to knowing in an embedded way, with the archive,
is a commitment to feminist analysis, which asserts the value of personal, critically self-
reflexive, subjective perspectives, deconstructing claims which speak beyond these
positions, abstracting knowledge from its particular political context. This way of
knowing with, along the archival grain, aligns feminist analysis with many artists in

social practice.

The movement between two ways of knowing in this collection is also a dialogic impulse
replicated by the feminist archives the collection approaches. These archives both
deconstruct and move away from the commanding, set apart form of the archive, which
Derrida evocatively describes in his text Archive Fever (1996). Derrida’s focus is on the

patriarchal archive, which hides its vulnerability and relationship to forgetfulness.



Derrida’s archive offers security and a straightforward relationship to representation,
which conceals its function as a tool of social and political control. Next to this
deconstructive glimpse of the archive feminism offers a view from the forgotten
outsides, positing the potential of a more dialogic, multiple archival praxis. This praxis
manifests multiple other archives, existing in excess of the singular one representing
state power, both mimicking its forms and reversing its systems of value. These archives
repeat and recode, becoming both archive and its fever, re-conceptualising what was

marked as wasted to perceive something more potent that never goes away.

These offerings refute the understanding of archive as a static depository, an authority
that both protects and delivers knowledge intact to a passively receiving audience.
Instead, the feminist archive offers a less certain conversational encounter, something
that remains closer to the experience of memory, performed by fallible bodies. It offers a
shared account and concern for discarded histories and gathers an audience around a
collective experience of precarity that comes from the loss of historical account. The
vulnerability of this alternative, an embodied and embedded praxis, cracks open the
archive in a generative way. These outsider archives play with the concept of
commencement and consignation that Derrida writes of in relation to the archive,
allowing the politics of origins to be open to creative encounters with future users who
are invited to respond and participate in the forms of the archive. The political power of
the archive is reimagined to become a shared responsibility. In this way the feminist
archive asserts that the beginning of a different way to live is not a distant past, guarded
by a privileged few, but now. Responsibility for this now is negotiated between multiple
voices. So the function of the archive as an institution that gathers together is powerfully

redeployed for a feminist political project: a wish for the future.

Derrida writes of the archive as a topology, more specifically he draws the word back
through Greek language to reveal it as ‘Arkheion, initially a home, a domicile, an address,
the residence of the superior magistrates, the archons, those who commanded’ (1996,
p.2). This home is a shelter for the traces of memory and the archivists, these
‘lawmakers and archon without which one could not have archives’ (Ibid), who are seen
as acting to gather together and consign. Sheltering is also an act of setting apart, in
solitude, which Derrida describes as a form of violence that produces a totality. In Dust
(2002) feminist historian Carolyn Steedman, registers Derrida’s description as
encompassing something broader than simply the place where documents are kept. She

writes that it expresses ‘all the ways and means of state power’ (Steedman, 2001, p.6).



As power this totality is a singular form, which excludes others and consequently
produces outsides. As well as these outsides Steedman suggests that inside this place,

that Derrida depicts, we suffer a kind of ‘house arrest’ (Ibid, p.11).

In sheltering, Derrida states the archive conceals certain secrets about itself.
Furthermore, this setting apart is both an act of survival and a command. Through
command Derrida considers the ‘patriarchic function’ (Derrida, 1996, p.3) of the
archive, which enacts a politics of naming and repetition. The archive does not simply
exist as a storage house for past events, it also speaks to the future, reproducing itself
under a name. In a footnote of considerable importance to feminist epistemologies
Derrida asserts ‘there is no political control without control of the archive, if not
memory’ (Ibid, p.4). In this way the archive attempts to capitalize on memory. Beyond
this, in political terms having an archive is an act of survival, without an archive it is

hard to exist in the present moment.

While the archive commands the future it also depends on it in a way that makes it
vulnerable and open. Derrida’s descriptions in Archive Fever (1996) are bound up with
explorations of psychoanalysis, the so-called ‘science of the archive’. In relation to this
he reflects that the archive’s commanding function is around producing a repetition.
This impulse to repeat, so central to the form of the archive, compels us ‘to remember
that repetition itself, the logic of repetition, indeed the repetition compulsion, remains,
according to Freud, indissociable from the death drive’ (Ibid, p.12). Repetition reflects
the desire to return to origins and something that has already gone, leaving only traces.
By making this association between Freudian theory and the archive, Derrida registers a
death drive at the heart of the conservative archive, something he refers to as an

‘Archive fever’.

Steedman meets Derrida’s text with a micro-political analysis of archival space which is
grounded in a lifetime of experience as a historian in archives, allowing her narrative to
trace the sources of labour and hardship that produce the dust we might find in these
places, through histories of paper and leather production, humorously proclaiming
these as the real cause of fever in archives. Rather than beginnings she sees the archive
as a place of fragments. The playful attention Steedman pays to dust is much more than
anecdotal, it frames a moment where, in the archive, history plays into the politics of
imagination. By alighting on dust Steedman provides an answer to the cultural question

of waste, all those outsides produced by stories of power, asserting that nothing goes



away. Instead she weaves together fragmentary narratives to show the intricately
connected and circular nature of existence, which is her answer to the impossible search

for origins that Derrida’s text registers.

For Derrida and Steedman the future appears to haunt the present moment, exerting a
pressure to secure its texts for a time to come. It is depicted by Derrida, as an archivist,
who not only haunts the past, but is also a scholar capable of ‘conversing with ghosts’.
Equally, for Steedman it is the historians’ task, in the archive, to let the dead speak,
naming the archive as a place of longing and appropriation. Through these
conversational encounters time in the archive is not a simple linear progression but a
meeting between different temporalities that haunt each other. These hauntings are not
always easy or agreeable conversations. For both writers the archive is a kind of holding
space. Moving from house arrest Steedman describes the expansive poetics and freedom
possible in this space. She refers to the work of D. W. Winnicott, who identified the
freedom to play in ‘a space of potential’, as an activity that occurs with invisible support;
to be alone in play Winnicott asserts someone else must be present. It is this presence,
allusive in Steedman'’s text, which converts the archive from a ‘carefully constructed,
hard won place’, to ‘a limitless, boundless space’ (Steedman, 2001, p.83). This space that
Steedman describes through Winnicott is a safe space that nevertheless operates
through a degree of failure. Somehow the space is not airtight and this loosening, that
allows the dangers of the world into a ‘carefully constructed space’ enabling uncertainty,

is a facilitated process.

Feminist Archives

Derrida’s text registers archival desires and repressions, straying far from the territory
of real archives that Steedman maps out, yet meeting it at points. In careful detail
Steedman shows that these secrets of the archive also relate a concern for feminist
perspectives, which have often played outsider roles to the totality of memory
represented by traditional archival structures. It is from this more vulnerable outsider
position that the politics of the archive become apparent, as well as its relationship to
survival in the present moment and the future. Writing on archives, Julie Bacon picks up
on Derrida’s metaphorical archive, presented as a depository of sacred facts, arguing
that what is repressed through this presentation is the subjective and selective nature of

the archive. As Steedman says more often it is a place of fragments, nevertheless



through a kind of molecular vision, she argues even what is not represented is still there.
For Bacon this presence is a fever that hides beneath a commanding surface

complicating claims to power and authority.

While Steedman’s work is to undo the sense of house arrest feminists might feel in
traditional archives, other feminist perspectives have also disputed this vision of the
archive arguing for a more precarious redrawing that no longer seeks to conceal the
archive’s partial and subjective nature. This feminist performance of the archive is a
repetition of the form but with a difference. In this argument the archive is not a
discrete, isolated, total body of knowledge that we visit to extract wisdom. It is not even
an imperfect hall of fragments that can be pieced together by isolated individuals to
reveal other histories that won’t go away. Instead, the archive is imagined as a
knowledge-producing space, generating relational understandings that work towards a
collective re-configuration of the world. This redrawing of the archival space imagines it
as open, not only in relation to what came before, but to conversations in the future and
to the production of new knowledge. Being open in this way and social arguably makes
feminist archive space into a highly contested terrain. In some cases they have
themselves become battlegrounds, hosting disputes around not only what is forgotten
but what some perceive should be. A very recent example of this can be seen in the
conflict that arose during the opening of the Vancouver Women'’s library which saw
protests from transactivists and sex workers angry at certain second wave feminist texts
including the SCUM manifesto. Similar conflicts have arisen in the UK around the
working class movement library in Salford. It is precisely these growing tensions that
make the archive so interesting in relation to social practice, with artists recognising
and reconfiguring tension as the friction necessary for movement to occur. In the space
between what appear to be immovable positions certain artists flourish, working with
the tension to negotiate difficult relationships between the politics of the past and
present. Similarly it is the aim of About Archives to explore theoretical positions that

examine and reconfigure these tensions in an earthquake territory.

An Archival Turn

How can Derrida’s ‘impressions’ of the archive as a patriarchic form be related to

feminist archival experiments? Can this understanding of the ossified body of



knowledge that commands from an isolated place of power, that is iterative,
reproducible and conservative be related to the study of the revolutionary outsider form
that is a manifesto? [ have argued that the manifesto is often said to play with mimesis,
reproducing the language of constraining structures with a difference (About Manifesto,
p.6). Writing on the Archival Turn in Feminism (2013) Kate Eichhorn tellingly subtitles
her study Outrage in Order, which could also be one way to refer to the practice of
writing a manifesto. Using Foucault’s writing in the The Order of Things (1989) Eichhorn
sets up a similar juxtaposition to Steedman, turning to the other side of the oppressively
real politics of archival discourse that Foucault describes, to focus on its function as an
imaginary and generative fiction. Through a number of pivotal case studies and personal
experiences within archival spaces Eichhorn reimagines the archive as a generative,
relational space of feminist activism. Where Steedman imagines a lone historian
Eichhorn evokes a collective movement of archivists producing new and evocative
holding spaces. She describes these archives as enacting a gathering together of
historical and present day outsiders that at its core has the same political intentions as a
manifesto. Like the manifesto the feminist archive employs history as a catalyst,
producing collectivity and activism in the present moment. Feminism adopts and adapts
these traditional and commanding forms, transforming their monologic aspects into

relational, negotiated and conversational forms.

At the centre of Eichhorn’s reimagination is the figure of the archivist. Eichhorn stresses
she is interested in considering women less as subjects and more as ‘central agents’ of
the archive. She notes the rise of feminist archives in times when there was a low
interest in feminism. Here the archive performs the kind of sheltering action that
Derrida describes. Seen in this light, forming archives is an act of survival in the present
moment. These acts of survival are grounded in an acute awareness of the politics of
memory. They express a desire to represent complexity in the face of totalizing views
that act to erase alternative perspectives. She cites the World Center for Women’s
Archives, launched in 1935 by ‘stateless feminist activist’ Rosika Schwimmer, in New

York, as a case in point. Eichhorn writes:

‘An immigrant herself, Schwimmer had connections to feminist activists in
Europe and subsequently was aware that the archive could also operate as a

powerful instrument of state control.” (Eichhorn, 2013, p.36)



She goes on to describe Nazi mobilization of the archive as an arbiter of historical
existence, with the Jewish community prohibited from using German archives and most
of their own archives pillaged or destroyed by the end of the war. In relation to the
International Archive for the Women’s Movement, Eichhorn tells the story of the
archive’s seizure first by the Nazis and then by the Red Army as a telling sign that it was
perceived as threatening to at least two regimes. The combination of these histories
serves to illustrate Eichhorn’s point around the political efficacy of archives, as well as
Derrida’s assertion that there is no political control without control of the archive. Both
archives and manifestos grasp the politics of memory as it works collectively through

the articulation of history.

Eichhorn depicts her own relationship with the archive initially as a kind of ‘dirty secret’
where she is out of time, a position she relates to Elizabeth Freeman’s notion of
temporal drag. Later the archive is seen as a kind of shelter from the dominant
temporality of neoliberalism. In this way, Eichhorn engages with the archive through
spatial and temporal metaphors. She also starts her study with the death drive, facing
accusations by Susan Faludi of feminism’s ‘self-inflicted death drive’, a matricidal
impulse based, not as Derrida frames it in repetition, but in a failure of transmission
with ‘feminism’s heritage repeatedly hurled onto the scrap heap’ (Faludi, 2010). In this
way Faludi’s frustration is in the failure of memory between generations with the
actions of one generation disavowed by the next; this disavowal is framed as a mother-
daughter plot. Eichhorn disputes these accusations through what she defines as a queer
experience of time and history. Through this queering she highlights the importance of
intergenerational relationships within her feminist experience that exist in multiple
forms beyond the confines of familial roles. Where Faludi sees matricide Eichhorn
describes networks of friendship, support and respect between different generations
that are played out on archival ground. Where Faludi is appalled by the scrap heap
Eichhorn reclaims it, like Steedman who conjures the positive connotations of dust.
Eichhorn asserts it as ‘my research material, my entertainment, and sometimes my
template for imagining other ways of being in the world’ (Eichhorn, 2013, p.26). This
existence in the archive is not conveyed as a simple reproduction of feminist orthodoxy,
itis instead a being with the archive that is wide open to appreciate the complexities of

feminist pasts.

Like the material that is gathered together in a manifesto, a kind of rage at what history

has missed, feminist archives also provide materials for a different possible future, now



in the present moment. Archivists are seen as haunting the past, from the perspective of
not being there, and conversing with ghosts. In Derrida we are reminded that haunting
is a sign that something is repressed. This resonates with Eichhorn’s metaphor of
‘mining the present for signs of undetonated energy from past revolutions ’ (Eichhorn,
2013 p.28). There is an ambivalence in Eichhorn’s descriptions of the ‘scrap heap’ which

is posed as both a site of abjection and a rethinking (Ibid, p.29).

From the outset the feminist archival turn is related not merely to preservation but to a
complex set of desires around education and activism for ‘other possible worlds’ (Ibid,
preface, x). These desires could be framed around Derrida’s term commencement. More
than simply a survival mechanism Eichhorn relates a productive politics located in the
archive and founded on relationality, not dissimilar to Steedman’s belief in the intricate
and powerful connections between things. Eichhorn’s relationality defies linear notions
of temporality and teleological versions of history. She sees resistance to linear models
of history as related to the vulnerable beginnings of many feminist archives, which were
founded in periods of decline rather than political progress for feminist politics.! In such
periods assumptions of inevitable progress that a linear reading of history implies were
questioned and reassessed. In line with this her own engagement in the archive

produces a nonlinear response. She cautions:

‘the archival stories that follow are told from multiple temporal standpoints and
exhibit little regard for the linear passage of time. Like the archive, they are
informed and structured by unanticipated proximities and by the connections

such unanticipated proximities can foster.” (Ibid, p.56)

Eichhorn argues the archive spirals outwards from texts, to bodies, to contexts,
producing connections between social agents rarely imagined as occupying the same
space and time. She gives the example of relatively unknown feminist zine producer,
Lizard Amazon, whose DIY publication from the 1990s contains a reproduction of Joreen
Freeman'’s Bitch Manifesto (1968). Through its presence in the Sarah Dyer Collection, at

the Sallie Bingham Centre for Women'’s History and Culture, the zine is brought into

1 In an interview on the subject Eichhorn (2014) talks specifically on a decline in feminist
cultural production in the 1990s when small press publications, feminist community newspapers
and bookstores established in the 1970s and 80s were closing. She speaks from a North
American perspective but it is also true of the Scottish context where this decline in information
around feminist praxis marked the beginning of hugely significant archival projects like Glasgow
Women’s Library (GWL).
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proximity with Freeman herself in a social network of conversations between archivist
and works. This network of connections negotiated by the archivist opens up
possibilities for generations of feminists to converse through archival proximity. In this
way the archive supports afterlives for the works of its subjects, countering Bourdieu’s
(1993) hypothesis that, in the avant-garde, generations displace each other with the
suggestion that generations may use the archive to take positions alongside
predecessors, thereby securing survival through cultural memory.2 Where linear
perceptions of history point out the differences between the present moment and the
past, Eichhorn is keen to point out the possible connections between different times.
This includes how ‘uncannily present the present may be in the past’ (Eichhorn, 2013
p-30). So that situations of oppression from previous generations may still resonate
now. These resonating histories of oppression are also harnessed by the manifesto,
which reminds us of other marginalised voices that have spoken through the same form
in different generations. She motions towards a solidarity created by the archive that is
out of time, with archivists acting to drag the past into the present in a way that offers
resistance ‘to existing orders and entrenched institutional ways of operating’ (Ibid). The
dragging action Eichhorn describes is characterised as both a productive and
destructive force. In a positive sense it produces alliances through history. In a
destructive way these solidarities sit within larger conservative institutions and systems
offering resistance. This double function complicates Derrida’s notion of the death drive
in the archive, conserving and linking up other histories whilst also acting against
established institutional methodologies. For Eichhorn repetition of archival forms points
out the gaps in larger systems of knowledge and generates new spaces for encounters

towards the production of feminist knowledge.

Feminist archives are seen to ‘exceed preservationist objectives’ that may be
traditionally associated with the archive, exhibiting a concern for the needs of women in
the present (Ibid, p.31). They often simultaneously serve researchers of women'’s
history and provide a catalyst for activism. In this way they speak less to Derrida’s
vision of the archive as place of solitary confinement and more to a different idea of
commencement, a kind of opening out to the future through care of the present moment.
They also replicate the double function that Janet Lyon notes in the manifesto as a tool

and a trace (Lyon, 1999, p.16). Lyon argues that manifestos both offer a trace for

2 Eichhorn uses the example of the Riot Grrrl collection to make this point arguing that the
group’s choice to gift their archive to the New York University Fales Library was a strategic
alliance that allowed them to realign themselves as a cultural rather than subcultural
phenomenon.

11



historical research and are active in the process of making history, offering compelling

narratives, which become the tools to imagine other realities (About Hospitality, p.4).

One example of this is the Lesbian Herstory Archive (LHA), which is noted for its firm
loyalty towards a community of independent volunteers who support and maintain the
collection outwith larger institutional agendas. LHA is a site not only of archivisation,
but also of education and community organising, combining public spaces and private
areas with sofas and kitchens for community members. Eichhorn does not pit
community archives against those that have relocated to the academy, instead, in
interviewing professionally trained librarians and archivists who work in institutional
settings she sees them acknowledging spaces like LHA as important precedents to their
practices. Her understanding of archives draws from Foucault’s (1989) realisation that
order is both a deeply essential, restrictive mechanism that determines the relationship
between things and a purely imaginative speculation: ‘that which one cannot escape and
that which enables us to imagine possible worlds’ (Eichhorn, 2013 p.151). This leads to
arejection of the simple binary between order as innately conservative and revolution
as a chaotic force. Instead, Eichhorn suggests that it is through order that a resistance to

conservative forces of patriarchy and capital can be staged. She continues:

‘order is not opposed to resistance but always already what might make the
rejection of existing systems of thought and established grids of intelligibility
possible.’ (Ibid)

In this way feminist archives are subversive by mimicking and recoding the systems
they face. Archivists and researchers are presented as Haraway’s (1991) ‘tricksters and
coders, feminist cyborgs’ working to recode ‘communication and intelligence to subvert

command and control’ (Ibid, p.175).

Eichhorn’s analysis also approaches the politics of failure, highlighting feminist
positions that have ambivalent relationships to radical pasts. Using Laurent Berlant’s
(1994) article '68, or something as an example Eichhorn depicts Berlant as
uncomfortably out of time in yearning after the concrete utopian interventions of 1968.
She continues to give a list of apparently irreconcilable positions pertinent to the time of

Berlant’s article:

12



‘To be properly in that moment was to be on the side of tactics not strategies,
ambivalence not doctrine, subjectivity not collectivity, and certainly not
community or anything else remotely pointing to a mass movement.’ (Eichhorn,

2013, p.51)

In relation to social practice Grant Kester (2011) seems to take up Berlant’s
unfashionable interest, 18 years later, arguing that his critical position is a progressive
turn away from post-1968 paranoid thinking. Given this, Berlant’s article could be
reframed as a feminist precedent to Kester that adds complexity to his critical dismissal
of much feminist thought as operating in a paranoid paradigm. More than that Eichhorn
argues for a move against the binaries created by a progressive view of events. She sees
Berlant’s attachment to a failed political moment as a political strategy in itself and a
way of developing a relationship to history that is not teleological or unquestioningly
linear. Instead of being ahead of time or displacing past certainties with oppositional
truths Berlant is out of time, replaying past attempts at revolution in a profound
engagement with the question of how ‘past political moments might be used to

understand social change in the present’ (ibid).

Queer Archiving

A key reference for Eichhorn is Elizabeth Freeman whose theory on time informs her
position in the archive as one that acts to drag time, looking back to historical moments
that might appear suppressed in the present and offering resistance to dominant
temporalities. In Time Binds (2010) Freeman describes time as a material manipulated
to produce relationships and bodies. Expanding on this she cites Bourdieu’s (1977)
notion of habitus to suggest that there are culturally and institutionally enforced
temporal rhythms and that ‘cultural competence and thus belonging itself are a matter
of timing’ (Freeman, 2010, p.4). We achieve comfort and power to the extent that we
internalise given cultural tempos, coming to inhabit a culture’s expectations around
mastering time, delay, surprise and pause in an economics of exchange around getting
and giving. In the face of this cultural imperative, which is bound up with the capitalist

logic of time as productive and in short supply, Freeman suggests a kind of queer
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temporality that seeks to put time out of joint or ‘catch it short’.3 This kind of
temporality is associated with feelings of uncanniness, untimeliness, belatedness, delay

and failure.

By dealing with these untimely feelings Freeman approaches Freud in a similar manner
to Derrida, through the persistence of repressed things which could be considered as a
kind of haunting. This persistence manifests itself in camp acts, with drag framed as a
kind of channelling of another body, and of another time. She asserts that camp acts as a

kind of bodily archiving:

‘Camp is a mode of archiving, in that it lovingly, sadistically, even masochistically
brings back dominant culture’s junk and displays the performer’s fierce

attachment to it.’ (Ibid, p.68)

Importantly, this is not an archive of culture’s dominant modalities but one which cares
for undervalued and discarded outsiders. So we are returned to the scrap heap that both
Eichhorn and, differently, second wave feminist artist Meirle Laderman Ukeles (About
Manifestos, pp.32-37) both lovingly attend to.* More broadly the scrap heap is the kind
of ‘unthought history’ that Janet Lyon (1999) sees championed by the manifesto form,
which enables throwaway histories to resurface. Freeman frames this retrieval of
repressed histories as a process whereby, ‘the material by-products of past failures

write the poetry of a different future’ (Freeman, 2010, p.68).

Particularly, Freeman discusses Elisabeth Subrin’s short experimental video Shulie
(1997), which remakes an unreleased 1967 documentary film with the same title. The
film revisits the pioneering radical feminist Shulamirth Firestone (Shulie), prolific
organiser within the New York feminist scene, who published the groundbreaking
feminist manifesto The Dialectic of Sex (1970). More particularly it revisits the 1967
documentary, a film portrait of Firestone as a 22-year-old student at the Art Institute in
Chicago, before she achieved notoriety in New York as organiser of the New York
Radical Women in 1967 and the Redstockings in 1969. Freeman uses the video to

rethink and confront ‘the problematic relationship between feminist history and queer

3 Monica Ross writes an evocative description of institutional time in Valentine (2000) as
something we are always running to catch up with, so that we seem to be on a treadmill (About
Hospitality, p.29).

4 Ukeles is also importantly linked to Steedman by her assertion, in relation to an actual landfill
site, that we attend to each mote of dust.
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theory’ (Freeman, 2010, p.68) with second wave feminism often seen as displaced by
and oppositional to the development of queer theory in the nineties. Rather than replay
this linear, oppositional account Freeman sees the two as brought together, becoming a
conversation between form and content in Subrin’s film. For Freeman, Subrin’s film
expresses camp through its attachment to this small piece of non-history, discarded by

mainstream cultural memory.

As a mode of camp archiving the film shows an ambiguous ‘willingness to redeploy
radical feminism as a failed yet incomplete project’ (Ibid). The video takes place ata
moment before, when Shulie is on the edge, poised before a future of radical activism. By
offering a window onto this historical loose end, a prehistory of second wave feminism,
we are given a glimpse of Shulie before her opinions were fixed into a polemical
discourse that could be passed on as ‘an intact political programme’ (Ibid, p.66).
Freeman argues that the viewer is forced to confront the similarities between this
moment before and the moment afterwards. Rather than progress through struggle
Freeman asserts that Subrin redelivers ‘a series of throwaway observations and minor
incidents’ that reveal the similarities between now and then in terms of the ‘struggles
women still face around issues of lower wages, housework, childcare, unwanted
pregnancy and other “personal” problems ’(Ibid, p.67). We must confront the realisation
that there have been no collective solutions to these issues. In the film and Subrin’s
archival work we are able to feel Firestone’s uncertainty and to relate her moment with
our own, equally precarious one. Through the debris of the archive, where Subrin
locates her material, a precarious solidarity is negotiated and a sense of urgency

produced.

In this way Subrin’s remix partakes in the love of failure that Eichhorn also identifies in
Berlant’s writing, and in the camp act of rescuing ephemera from archival scrap heaps.
The film functions like an allegory, being in two times at once, ‘telling an older story
through a new one, suturing two times but leaving both times visible’ (Ibid, p.69).
Through this process Freeman argues Subrin acts ‘to reincarnate the lost, non-dominant
past in the present and to pass it on with a difference’ (Ibid, p.71). Freeman focuses on a
moment in the footage where Shulamirth disputes the suggestion that she belongs to a
generation, instead she expresses a desire to ‘catch time short’ (Ibid, p.77). To Freeman
this aspiration is ‘a way of forcing the present to touch its own disavowed past or
seemingly outlandish possible future’ (Ibid, p.78). What is suggested is a complex trans-

temporal solidarity. This is not about either total reverence or rejection of the past.
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Instead the film suggests a dialogic meeting or equal exchange enabled by the archive,
taking place before Firestone’s (Shulie) legacy is fixed. This idea of solidarity produced
through occupying uncertain and marginalized positions could be seen as feminism’s
major contribution to the politics of collectivity. Like Shulie, Subrin also motions
towards trying to catch time short by returning to a moment that is not yet, a kind of
messy, transitional space that discourse has not caught up with and is consequently
open for alternative possibilities. Here revolution is a conversation through time

described as a turning back.

Time and the Archive: Persistent and Repressed Histories

Freeman positions this turning back in relation to Derrida’s position in Specters of Marx
(1994). Writing in 2010, Freeman locates queer theory in a chain of thought passed

from Marx to Derrida who:

‘theorizes an ethics of responsibility towards the other across time-towards the
dead or towards that which was impossible in a given historical moment, each
understood as calls for a different future to which we cannot but answer with

imperfect and incomplete reparations.’ (Freeman, 2010. p.9)

As Steedman writes, quoting French historian Jules Michelet, the work is to pacify ‘the
dead, exorcising them by finding the meaning in their brief existences’ (Steedman, 2002,
p.71). The other, across time, is delivered to us in the form of the repressed archive,
which could be seen as enacting a haunted dialogue with archivists and researchers,
calling them to respond. The archive collects past histories offering compelling
unfinished stories. This ethics of responsibility is a detour from forward moving agency,
depicting, instead a call and response between now and then, a meeting with historical
others. This meeting is related as a kind of recurring trauma or Nachtrdglichkeit where
memory traces from other times become deferred actions played out on other bodies
and lives. They reoccur and are, quite literally felt, in other times. Beyond Derrida,
Freeman lists other theorists who have also argued for this kind of felt history. She
includes particularly Raymond Williams who referred to ‘structures of feeling’,
‘suggesting that social change can be felt as well as cognitively apprehended’. (Williams,
1977, p.127) Steedman goes further to imagine how we might breathe in their dust,

experiencing them in our physiology.
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As well as asserting the importance of feeling and the uncanny return of history
Freeman sees trauma as somehow productive. She describes the shock and confusion
that accompany a moment of loss in a similar way to artists like Chu Chu Yuan working
in social practice (About Hospitality, p.16). In both cases emerging insights related to
loss and to being lost become catalytic moments that lead to new ways of knowing and
perceiving the world. Renegotiations with the present moment are spurred on by
encounters with other historical narratives that we feel strongly in the present. Through
this comparison, those working in archives, both as hosts (archivists) and guests
(researchers, artists) could be seen as enacting a kind of social practice, encountering
and being with a complex nexus of voices that are delivered through time. These guests
and hosts are committed to not knowing history in advance, but being surprised by the
complexity they discover. The difficultly in negotiating these voices is related to their
unfinished or repressed quality, which emerges painfully in the experience to produce
‘new social relations’ and ‘forms of justice’ (Freeman, 2010, p.10). In this way time is a
kind of medium that can be worked with to produce new forms. This work is facilitated
by the archive. Missing and repressed voices create an urgency around the need for
change that is dispelled by narratives that depict feminism as progressing. Instead of a
progress narrative, what is produced by an attention to the missing and repressed is a
kind of solidarity with other histories that are out of joint. In dispelling the inevitability
of change that progress narratives achieve there is also a sense that we cannot wait for
change but must try to bring it about. In this way archival dragging plays with time to
catch it short, to demand change now. Sometimes new, uncertain manifestos are
produced out of the possibilities presented by the archive and at other times the archive
itself is a manifesto, compelling new forms of solidarity and new subjectivities through

the nexus of relationships and proximities it suggests to its guests.

In Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: time space and the archive (2007) Griselda
Pollock also works with the idea of recurring and persistent cultural memories through
Aby Warberg’s exploration of Nachleben (Pollock, 2007, p.18). Warberg’s study is a
historical story not organised around chronology, nationalism or even schools of form
but is instead concerned with encountering what returns and repeats in an archive of
images. Pollock suggests that this approach could be used as a way to move in the
archive, plotting ‘relationships between things and transformative interactions’ to
create a virtual museum, described by Pollock as ‘a poiesis of the future’ (Ibid, p.10).

This virtual museum is an evocation of what an archive could be in feminist hands. It is
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similar to Steedman’s potential space. Pollock’s suggestion of the surprise encounter set
up by configurations in the virtual museum also resonates with Eichhorn’s notion of
archival proximity, with the hosting space of the archive becoming a meeting place
where new alliances may form between different generations of actors. Pollock also
resists the linear structure of history asserting, ‘we have increasingly come to recognise
that there are other temporalities at play’ (Ibid, p.18). She describes the archive not as a
scrap heap but a storehouse for the past, which can be reconstructed with a similar
attention to fragments. These fragments come to stand in for what is missing, unknown
histories of women at moments of cultural radicalism. She speaks of negotiating
between conscious expressions (artists working in a time and place with historically
specific materials and conditions) and unconscious conditions (structural, persistent,
formative) offering feminist re-readings that work in the interval between these two
elements. Pollock posits a being with other temporalities, drawing together fragments,
in order to try to arrive at a relational understanding that could produce different
possibilities in the future. Her description of this historical negotiation is striking in its
similarity to narratives of social practice. This positioning in between conscious and
unconscious, between the act and its shadow, the archive and its fever, relates a holding
in tension of contradictory things. This place between antagonistic elements is
something, for example, artist Jonathan Baxter writes about in relation to his practice
(With Hospitality, p.80), whilst her emphasis on being with other temporalities echoes

the language Chu Chu Yuan uses around her methodology (Introduction, p.3).

Rewriting Mythology: A Collective Archive

The question of returning histories also informs Sam McBean’s (2015) account of
feminist narratives. McBean writes extensively on the figure of Antigone as a myth that
keeps returning in feminist discourse. As a disputed icon the figure of Antigone has
consistently contained many conflicting desires for feminism as a political praxis.
McBean traces a path through these multiple feminist engagements with her story,
through Virginia Woolf, Luce Irigaray and Judith Butler. Through encounters with these

writers McBean asserts these:
‘frequent backwards iterations of Antigone in feminism refuse to leave her be, to

properly bury her, and instead, through consistently bringing her into various

presents, insist on keeping the past a contested ground.’ (Ibid, p.28)
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This archival glance backwards is not only a matter of contesting the past, but also of
challenging mythology. Anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1978) describes mythology
as the building blocks of the social world. Equally, it could also be described as a kind of
cultural unconscious. Feminist re-writings of myth act to undo the imaginary
constructions of a dominant symbolic order. Writers like Irigaray, for example, engage
with mythology offering interventions into both a cultural unconscious and,

consequently, following Lévi-Strauss, the terrain on which the social takes place.

McBean describes Antigone as dragged through numerous sites. Even from her
beginning she is declared by Creon as already dead in eyes of the state and coherent
historical narrative, denied a present, becoming a ghost in her own time. She haunts the
present, performing resistance. She refuses to become a forgotten history by answering
the ethical call for burial in a proper place. In this way her story is around the politics of
memory. She is both a ghost, her actions repressed by the commands of the state, and
speaks to ghosts, trying to negotiate a different relationship between the past and
present. s it a step too far to reimagine Antigone as a feminist archivist? Or a guest in
the archive who, like Steedman, asserts ‘nothing goes away’ (Steedman, 2002, p.79).
This question of the past’s relationship to the present is key for feminist theorists, like
Eichhorn, Freeman, Pollock and McBean, who suggest that the archive can provide the
tools to reimagine this relationship and offer resistance to dominant ideologies in the
present. This question is also suggested, more broadly, through the form of myth. It is
precisely through myth that we are able to perceive commonalities between the past
and present. The manifesto’s mythological capacity is in drawing energy from these

commonalities, evoking a sense of collectivity in forms that repeat through time.

McBean constructs feminist readings of Antigone as a collective archive. This archive
presents a different idea of a feminist community. She describes this as a community
without linearity, exhibiting a temporality that refuses to let the past be past instead

positing:

‘a form of belonging that does not presume the past is settled, the present is
knowable and shared, or the future is predictable or wholly other, is what I have
to offer, is what I hope might provide a counter to generational models of time.’

(Ibid, p.152)
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In the repeated returns to Antigone, McBean sees a form of ‘melancholic identification’
and asks us to consider this place of loss precisely as a place to start building belonging.
In this place vulnerability is not denied, in this way Derrida’s secret of the archive is
exposed. Instead there is a shared experience of uncertainty, with feminism becoming a
negotiation rather than something already known in advance. McBean returns to
Shulamirth’s manifesto The Dialectic of Sex (1970) describing an event at the Showroom
gallery in London put on by Cinenova, a non-profit distributor of films and video made
by women. The event involved gathering a group together in order to read and
transcribe the manifesto, with readers also able to interrupt the process to ask
questions or comment on Firestone’s ideas. McBean confesses, ‘as transcribers we failed
miserably’ (McBean, 2015, p.151). The process was slow and difficult, leading her to
remark that the text seemed to push us away as we ‘attempted to erase our distance
from it’ (Ibid). What is interesting about her account is that failure in the performance
produced in participants a unique feeling of belonging. She describes this in a way that is
resonant with Sarah Ahmed’s work in Strange Encounters (Ahmed, 2000), which
describes the ethics of meeting with others as somewhere between either total

assimilation or conversely complete rejection. McBean writes:

‘this experience of reading together and of reading slowly produced, for me, a
belonging in feminism that did not require a complete identification with
feminism’s past. Nor did it require that I turn away completely from this past.’

(McBean, 2015, p.152)

She goes on to say that a sense of community was produced through what it felt like to
be ‘both resistant to and touched by the text (Ibid).” What is described then is a shared
experience of uncertainty, of dislocation in time. This resonates with Ahmed’s
affirmation of failure as a kind of ethical encounter (About Hospitality, p.8).
Furthermore it works with Chu’s account of the friction necessary to produce movement
(Introduction, p.3). At the Showroom the experience with the text doesn’t depend on
approaching feminism as something that is fixed and settled. It is the very uncertainty
that the readers feel in the face of past beliefs and desires that produces a sense of

community still open to change and negotiation.

The Politics of Transmission
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In relation to the feminist manifesto McBean imagines ‘a feminist model of futurity that
asks us not to leave behind the present in our desires for the future’ (McBean, 2015,
p.116). To some extent this request approaches the question of how hope (for the
future) can work in association with rage (in the present). If feminism is structured by
hope for a different future McBean argues that equally it is structured by an anger that
ties it to current conditions. She quotes Ahmed’s assertion that what feminism is against
cannot be seen as something simply exterior. Ahmed argues that a critical politics
cannot simply overcome difficult conditions by detachment from the effects of histories
of violence and inequalities. Instead rage directed against inequalities enables action in
the present moment. In this way the future is not ‘guaranteed by letting go of the past
but by engaging more closely with it’ (Ibid). This sentiment echoes assertions made
around the archive, by Derrida, as a protective gathering together deeply related to

desires for survival in the present moment and in the future.

McBean approaches rage most directly in her attention to Valerie Solanas’ pivotal SCUM
manifesto (Solanas, 1969). The rage in the SCUM manifesto is discussed in relation to
this question of uncertainty. To McBean, Solanas’ visible anger is a thin veil for a
prevailing anxiety that can be read in the manifesto. This anxiety is bound up to the
question of survival. Solanas is described as a spectral outsider, a kind of anachronistic
relative, whose marginal status places her at the edge of representation. From this
position SCUM manifesto is an attempt to break through or puncture the present. This
assault reflects an anxiety around representation and is bound up with the same fears
that Faludi expresses for feminism, in her reference to the scrap heap. Furthermore it is
arguable that social practice exhibits similar anxieties around its ability to reproduce
itself and the adequacy of the document to convey the inter-subjective processes
involved. These are archival fears around transmission and representation, especially
given the understanding that histories are felt and experienced at inter-subjective levels.
In the case of social practice and feminism these fears are heightened by the drive for
social change. Equally SCUM expresses an anxiety around its ability to bring about a
different future. There is a temporal complexity within the manifesto, which is tied up
with constructing a different version of the past. Like other manifestos, it is also busily
constructing a different future, intimately connected with a particular, outsider’s
narrative of the present. McBean doesn’t write specifically on archives but her work on
time and the manifesto form suggests them. It echoes the anxieties around survival in
the future. By choosing to analyse SCUM, perhaps the most feverish of all manifestos, she

suggests an archive fever, a desire to reproduce which is also a kind of death drive.
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When related to feminist history this drive suggests the difficulties of moving past
histories of injury and negotiating a path between rage and hope. Solanas asserts ‘if
scum strikes it will be in the dark with a six inch blade’ (Ibid, p.28). McBean registers
that this threat, taking place elusively in the dark is so open as to be indeterminate, ‘like

the affective contours of hope itself’ (McBean, 2015, p.111).

Social Encounters in the Archive

In line with Eichhorn, activist and archivist Deborah Withers begins Feminism, Digital
Culture and the Politics of Transmission (2015) with the idea that people without a
history are truly oppressed. Withers explores the ‘cleavage’ that Derrida lays out in his
writing on archives, between its openness to the future and its concerns for conserving,
through an exploration of the ‘problems and possibilities of an archival world gone
digital’ (Withers, 2015, p.7). Particularly, Withers explores questions of accessibility,
durability, care and excess in relation to digital systems and in her work in co-founding
the Women’s Liberation Music Archive (WLMA). The book reveals a process of careful
decision-making around organisation of archival forms. This care is related to a concern
for how feminist practices are transmitted. Through attention to such details Withers
acknowledges archives and libraries as aesthetic entities that affect how we think and
learn. She expresses a fear of a decontextualised feminism that is amenable to other
agendas, instead affirming the importance of context to feminist praxis. There is a
similar fear amongst artists with a social practice, most notably Helen Smith, who warns
against reducing the work to a methodology or toolbox that could be applied elsewhere
(Audio Archive, MW.001). This anxiety is related to the political intent latent in the work

and bound up with its ability to respond and act in an embedded way.

Withers argues for a kind of bringing to order by asserting that dispersal of materials
and disorganisation could mean the loss of much needed marginal perspectives within
feminism itself. This bringing to order of heritage is a process of curation, an orientation
of care located in gathering materials, stories, practices, ideas and people. Archival work
is described as folding back in almost lost but not forgotten histories. In doing so she
exploits and extends the metaphor of the scrap heap. Being undefined, or as Ukeles
would put it, unnamed, Withers takes the chance to rename the material encountered in

the archive through a shifting set of metaphors (About Manifesto, p.35). It is equally:
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‘a cavernous infinitude’, a ‘spatial, temporal, fibrous, liquid, resonant, electronic,
mechanical, inscribed, geophysical, deep, aquatic, shallow, mineral, metal,
wooden, computational, inauthentic, modifying and plastic’ finally also ‘a

technical compost’. (Withers, 2015, p.17-18)

Building on this idea of soil it is also, importantly, ground for ‘the movement of thought,
resources from which ideas, lives, politics, desire and culture are woven’ (Ibid). The vast

possibilities suggested by this naming leads her to ask:

‘If the material encountered in an archive is not simply historical evidence, but a
patchwork of ideas, energies, possibilities and world making tools through
which I orient my sense of being in the world, my cultural heritage, what

different intellectual and affective claims does such material elicit?’ (Ibid, p.7)

Where McBean writes about the urgency of the manifesto Withers suggests it is urgent
that we attend to the ‘already there’ that is the archive. This is a jump from the out of
time, not yet narratives of Freeman, McBean and Eichhorn to assert that this material is

poised, gathering together a body of knowledge ‘whose time has come’ (Ibid, p.8).

Where writers like McBean and Ahmed emphasise feminism’s attachment to the things
it is in opposition to, Withers’ book identifies a social practice in feminist history that is
not only about ‘critique, reaction and reform’ (Ibid, p.35). There is a concern with the
social contexts in which knowledge can be shared. Through detailed research into the
Women's Liberation Movement and the Black Women’s Movement, Withers identifies
feminist culture as a form of social life characterised by invention and the substantial
elaboration of different worlds. This conception of feminist culture includes not only
films, music and books but also discos, workshops, event nights, bookshops or, in fact,
any kind of social meeting. Such meetings are framed around the idea of ‘living as if,
what is elsewhere described as a prefigurative politics, and are concerned with what
Gail Lewis describes as ‘a culture of being, how we related to each other’ (Ibid, p.34).5 To
acknowledge this culture as it manifests across various feminist activist histories is to
take a wide conception of political activities. Importantly, Withers’ move to highlight the
social aspects of feminist activism brings it near to concerns in social practice. Going on

to say that ‘the value of feminist cultures includes their suggestiveness, and how they

5 Gail Lewis interviewed by Rachel Cohen as part of Sisterhood and After, 2011. Transcribed by
Withers from a British Library audio file.
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encourage attention to the processes of social transformation rather than the end
product’ (Ibid, p.35). Focusing on bands in the Women'’s Liberation Movement, Withers
elaborates how the unfinished quality of the material is a political gesture.t To
encounter demos or live recordings within Withers’ archive (WLMA) is to meet
something messy and transitional. Bands like the fabulous Dirt Sisters tended to draw
attention to their processes and difficult working conditions that made for open,
imperfect and wounded sounds. Rather than finished products there was a culture of
poor images and ghostly photocopies made in haste on shoestring budgets. Parallels can
consequently be drawn between this aesthetic and the early work of Richardson, Ross

and Walker in projects like Fenix (1980) (About Manifesto, p.16).

For Withers these methodologies relate to the medium of the digital itself, with its
endless and speedy reproduction techniques that are vulnerable to ‘upgrade, migrate or
disappear’ compelling us to confront ‘a present that is always degenerating’ and asking
us to think about how the ephemeral can be made to endure (Ibid, p.127). Given this, a
different language and way of thinking is necessary for being in the digital, exemplified
by a feminist culture that has always been engaged in caring for the ephemeral. In
insisting that now is the time for these cultures Withers’ writing becomes manifesto-
like. There is a vulnerability in the ephemeral that reaches out for collaboration. For
Withers these archives are generative beginnings, by engaging in them we can come
together with a heightened awareness of our own vulnerabilities and the need for

different models of support in order to survive.

Withers’ focus on the social aspects of feminist culture also asks questions of the
archive. In describing ‘embodied collectivities woven by people that seethe desire, hope,
anger and frustration (Ibid, p.35)’, Withers acknowledges that this archive is not only
bound up with ephemeral, process-based content but also it is, following Ann
Cvetkovich (2003), an archive of feelings. This content asks different things of those
engaged in the archive; in a sense, the social practices Withers’ technical compost
suggests require an approach that is similar to that employed within a social practice.
For Withers working with feminist culture in the archive necessitates a kind of being
with or engagement not premised on knowing about subjects in an abstract or general

way. Furthermore it requires time, ‘it is a slowed down, interpretive orientation within

6 Withers uses a letter written by the fabulous Dirt Sisters to the feminist record label Stroppy
Cow that contains details of ‘a lot of bad starts at getting the band going due to women being too
busy with other work, childcare or moving’ to illustrate this attention to processes and labour
conditions (Ibid, p.147).
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that does not know in advance the encounters materials can yield, or the types of

possibilities they foreclose and enable’ (Ibid).

This movement in the feminist archive produces situated knowledge, described as a
reading along the archival grain. Withers uses the term encounter to describe this
reading, asserting that we do not arrive to consult a complete form or storehouse of
information. Instead the archive is ‘messy, chaotic, invested, troubled, partial and
significant, never representative or representable in a final form’ (Ibid, p.59). As
Steedman asserts, our search for the lost object changes its form (Steedman, 2002, p.77).
This encounter with the archive reveals thinking as an active, ongoing process that is
never complete. Like social practice it is thinking that occurs between multiple voices. It
is a relational process, created ‘in proximity with polyvocal, contradictory and
challenging voices embedded within heterogeneous archive material’ (Withers, 2015,

p.59).

In thinking on this chaos of memories and particularly on how to navigate these
multiple voices and relationships Withers draws on theory produced by women of
colour in the 1980s. Through black feminism’s engagement with ancestors and
migrations away from past selves and petrified ideas, a set of metaphors emerge that
make it is possible to imagine a self that is always located in relation to others.
Particularly she uses the example of Gloria Anzaldua’s co-edited collection This Bridge
Called My Back (1981) to explore how the metaphor of the bridge is useful for
generations of feminists that followed, including specifically M. Jacqui Alexander (2006).
In Anzaldda’s hands metaphors are described as forms through which we can both
protect and change ourselves, and a way to generate ‘spatial orientations’ (Withers,
2015, p.67). In this case the metaphor of the bridge enables connections between
women without effacing the ‘various histories, desires and differences’, which exist
within this ‘earthquake country called feminism’ (Ibid, p.68). Quoting Anzaldua, bridges
are described as conduits and connectors that enable transformations to occur in the
‘inbetween space, an unstable, unpredictable, precarious, always in transition space’
(Anzaldua, 2002, p.1). How can Withers’ use of the bridge metaphor, couched in the
middle of an extended exploration of the archive as a feminist methodology for activism,
be understood? It is evident that the bridge resonates and adds to Withers’ conception

of the archive. She says:
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‘Bridges are metaphorical techniques for thought that can facilitate shifts in
consciousness. The bridge is the transformative space that “links us to other
ideas, people, and worlds” and offers a way to think how feminist ideas and
movement can move across generations.. the visualizing, bringing into the world
of the bridge, acts as a visionary portal, fusing ancestral knowledge with

currents of immediate articulation.” (Withers, 2015, p.68)

As a ‘visionary portal’ the archive is a horizon to a different reality. In this description
another bridge may be made not only between Anzaldtia’s metaphor and Withers’
conception of the archive. The writing continues ‘the Anzaldian bridge profoundly
resists a futural logic - its operation and techniques or thought enable the realisation of
ideas whose time has come... the bridge is for those ideas that are ready now’ (Ibid). This
assertion relays the urgency of a manifesto intervening into the present moment and

connects to Withers’ ideas on digital culture.

Withers moves from the bridge via M. Jacqui Alexander’s writing in Remembering This
Bridge Called My Back (2006) to the act of crossing. Crossing is configured as a means to
radically rethink the relationship ‘of self, other, community, history, time and desire in
accordance with the deep recognition of difference’ (Withers, 2015, p.68). Crossing is a
way to describe a kind of ethical meeting with difference; it is a relational practice that is
also an act of surrender, an admission that we do not know in advance what we will find.
Crossing is an immanent practice, very much emerging from and of the world. To cross
is not to project a transcendent vision but to be involved in transforming the
mundaneness of lived experience now. It is also a way for Withers to describe being with
the feminist archive, imagining that encounter as a ground for ‘profound revolutionary

change’ (Ibid, p.69).

Non-Linear Time

Withers is committed to non-linear chronologies, offering this extensive and revealing

quote from filmmaker and artist Trinh T. Minh-ha:
‘..if we do not think in terms of linear progress, but rather in terms of spiraling,

multidimensional here-and-now - where everything in the present carries with

it its past and futures. The seed of the future is always already there, in the
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present in the past. If we think of it in that way, inclusively rather than
exclusively, spatially and spirally rather than only linearly, then the time we live

in is rich and full of potential.’ (Minh-Ha, 2005, p.21)

This sentiment meets Victoria Browne’s ‘polytemporal approach’ examined in Feminism,
Time and Nonlinear History (2014). Browne offers a critique of teleological history as a
kind of totalizing form that is consequently closed to the possibilities of the past. Rather
than sequential and teleological time Browne argues for a multi-dimensional,
polytemporal approach. Like Withers’ engagement with the process-based, social
aspects of feminist culture, Browne’s conceptual drawing of time could be seen to have
much in common with social practice. The book advocates for working with the idea of

‘lived time’, which is described as foregrounding:

‘the experiential, relational, and discursive aspects of temporal existence, as
opposed to scientific and metaphysical approaches that are interested in time as

an objective condition.’ (Ibid, p.26)

Throughout the book there is an expressed intention to develop a language that could
account for ‘temporal coexistence and shared time’, which is not monolithic (Ibid, p.38).
This shared time is explored through anthropologist Johannes Fabian’s concept of
‘coevalness’ (Fabian, 1983, p.31). Browne makes a case for the importance of this
conception of time for practices that are bound up with questions of intersubjectivity

and relationality:

‘If social interaction pre-supposes intersubjectivity, then intersubjectivity, in
turn, is inconceivable without assuming that participants are coeval, that they

share time’ (Browne, 2014, p.39)

Furthermore, given this emphasis on the subjective and inter-subjective aspects of
temporality, the reading she proposes might seem particularly pertinent to consider in
relation to a sense of the past as something felt in the present moment. This reading of
coevalness highlights the complex and fragmentary nature of the present moment.
Quoting Historian Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) Browne uses the term ‘time knot’ to
describe how we live in moments ‘composed of the traces and fragments of the multiple
pasts’ (Browne, 2014, p.42). To inhabit these time knots involves acknowledging the

complexity of any encounter or meeting with difference. Due to this complexity, there is
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no presumption that shared moments automatically exist. Unlike the concepts of
synchronicity (events occurring at the same physical moment) and contemporaneity
(the same moment in periodised time) coevalness is not something that exists in
advance, it is something that must be created. Here the idea, fundamental to social
practice, of time as a material to be worked with, recurs (About Manifesto, p.36). It is my
feeling that not only is shared time created within social practice but it is also a
condition that the feminist archive works towards. Thorough coevalness the archive
negotiates a precarious collectivity between its different participants in order to both
resist the difficulties of an oppressive present and create a prefigurative vision of a

different future.

The time knot exists not only in relation to unresolved pasts but also to a ‘futurity that
laces every moment of human existence’ (Chakrabarty, 2009, p.250). In this way Browne
describes a spilling of one historical moment into others. In a move to find a position
somewhere in between thinking of history either as objective fact or as pure textuality
she asserts that there are traces of the past that will always exceed or outrun any one
historical narrative. These traces spill forward through the archive in a generative way.
Browne argues for a position within the archive that is critically self-reflective, yet also
able to be surprised by ‘the strangeness of the past, allowing the present to be
interrupted and transformed through the re-emergence of the past in the form of the
trace’ (Browne, 2014, p.51). This trace is reminiscent of Lyon’s conception of the
manifesto as a trace (About Hospitality, p.4). It also returns us to Eichhorn’s conception
of undetonated energy and to an ethics of an approach, which foregoes the desire to

know everything in advance.

Sharing the same time does not require an ‘ironing out of temporal differences’ (Ibid,
p.45). Instead Browne insists that we must stay with these multiple temporalities that
make up the present moment, resisting the urge to try to make them into one grand
narrative that perceives individual histories and local stories as somehow incomplete
and lacking. In relation to this she outlines Chakrabarty’s theory in Provincializing
Europe (2009) of two histories. ‘History 1’ is practiced as a kind of analytic social science
assimilating the particularities of place and time into a set of abstract universal concepts
including reason, labour and capital. This kind of history, which is elsewhere referred to
by Greenlandic artist Pia Arke as the ‘big history’, is not simply something oppressive
that must be resisted (2012). It is also the ground on which critique can be practiced. An

understanding of this history is consequently necessary to diagnose the workings of
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systems like global capitalism. Alongside History 1 there is also History 2. History 2 is
alternatively also what Pia Arke refers to as the ‘little history’. It partakes in a love of
detail that remains tied to particular contexts. It is a felt history that pulls us towards
‘more affective narratives of human belonging’ (Browne, 2014, p.43). In this way History
2 posits exactly the kind of temporal complexity that Browne argues for. It is also
reminiscent of what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as a minor form (About Hospitality,
p-29). As minor forms these ‘little histories’ are said to exceed and interrupt the ‘big
history’ by offering a subversive language ‘that sends the major language racing’
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1986, p.116). Despite the subversive feel of these little histories
that are entangled with History 1, Browne is careful to assert some independence for
this second, plural idea of history. It is more than simply a dialectical other to the first
history. It offers a kind of multiple scrambling that is always more than a form of
critique. Whereas critique offers dialectical opposition to History 1 making it somehow
part of what it opposes History 2 moves away from all that is totalising in History 1 to
suggest ‘the politics of human belonging and diversity’ (Chakrabarty, 2000, p.67). This
pairing of History 1 and History 2 as forms that sit alongside each other could also be
considered in relation to the manifesto’s balance of rage and utopia (About Manifesto,
p-23). In an effective manifesto rage, produced by critique and awareness of the master
narratives in history, is accompanied by a hope for something alternative that is firmly

rooted in the embedded and context responsive narratives of History 2.

Conclusions

Browne’s suggestion of two related but different historical narratives posits a being in
time and between conceptions of history that is useful to feminism, presenting a way of
remaining responsive to the injustices of the past yet also concerned with the
particularities of where we stand, offering playful readings that open up a potential
space for different ways of being in the world. This section has also moved between
these conceptions of history, layering theoretical contributions that offer both critique
and immanent, context responsive histories through which a prefigurative politics
emerges. Common to the different perspectives covered is a non-linear view of history
which questions progressive and competitive avant-garde narratives to suggest, instead,

a solidarity that plays out through archival proximity over time. Following Freeman’s
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identification, participants in feminist archives are involved in acts of queer retrieval,
searching out discarded stories and placing one time in another to create a kind of
precarious collectivity. Discourse is open and raw in the works that Freeman analyses,
paradoxically it is this openness and uncertain quality, normally disavowed in a political

project, which enables identification for feminists struggling in the present moment.

This dragging into the present is accompanied by the idea that moments in the past have
a habit of returning to offer affective hauntings. With each return new voices add nuance
to the question of repressed histories, that never go away. Steedman asserts that in
order to open up ‘boundless’ poetic and political space, someone must hold the space. In
McBean’s analysis Antigone is the returning figure, who arguably holds the space,
inspiring a collective feminist archive and raising the question of the archivist. The
collectivity McBean writes of works through a restless, moving engagement with
mythology. This engagement starts from a place of loss, revealing the secret
vulnerability of Derrida’s archive and turning it around so that loss, failure and friction

emerge as powerful and unexpected allies.

Finally, Withers’ analysis gives a glimpse not just of resistance but a different form of
feminist cultural activity that shapes new archival forms. This difference is one that
Eichhorn also intimates exists through her descriptions of the Lesbian Herstory Archive.
Withers asserts that these different archives are not about Derrida’s search for
impossible, lost beginnings but offer knowledge pertinent for this moment. She

describes a bridge between generations of feminists over broken ground.

With Archives

The first, About section of the archives collection explores theoretical contributions
towards understanding the archive as a form appropriated by feminist praxis to enable
political and social activism. This second section details four examples of archival
interventions from my own experiences, reading the archival grain (Withers, 2015),
offering situated explorations along feminist lines. Initially, | approached these archives
to search for traces of feminist history that could be related to current practices in social
art. Furthermore, I was looking to uncover little known examples of feminist manifestos

from the UK context. Archives like the Women'’s Art Library (WAL) in Goldsmiths
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University, London and the Glasgow Women’s Library (GWL) contained important early
feminist examples of social art practice, which contributed to an expanded conception of
the manifesto form. These early examples asked questions of the home, drawing
attention to it as a socially constructed space with hidden layers of complexity. Through
time, and using Derrida’s evocation of the archive as a kind of home or shelter, it became
apparent that feminist social art experiments could be seen as layered forms of
appropriation, firstly re-visioning conceptions of home and then reimagining the

archival houses they came to inhabit.

Beyond these important collections in London and Glasgow, listening to the Women'’s
Audio Archive (1983-92) (WAA) online led me to the impression that Marysia
Lewandowska constructed her archive also as a kind of shelter to support her nomadic
identity at the time. Furthermore, the nomadism of Sophie Hope’s 1984 Dinners archive
takes the meal form associated with hospitality, constructing safe spaces where
different kinds of knowledge and resistance can be remembered and restaged. The
critical and generative space produced by the artist audio archives quite literally spoke
to me, the immediacy of its voices posing questions around similarities and differences
between now and then, suggesting the possibility of political collectivity through time,
enabled by encounters in the archive. By raising the possibility of shared and collective
responses generated in these four feminist spaces it became possible to imagine the
archive itself as a manifesto, working through discussions around missing and minority

histories towards new interventions into the order of things.

Home

In Archive Fever (1996), Derrida begins with an assertion that the archive was first
conceived as a private house, a home to the lawmakers, citizens who held the
documents and consequently held political power. In reminding us of this origin Derrida
delivers his discourse on archives upon a site of much feminist discontent. This
discontent is both around the politics of memory and differently around the politics of
the home, which has been considered as a site of domestic isolation for many women. As
Derrida writes, sheltering is not only a gathering together but also an act of setting

apart, in solitude, which is described as a form of violence that produces a totality.
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Writing in detail on the important collective artwork Feministo: Portrait of the Artist as a
Housewife (1975-77) in n.paradoxa Alexandra Kokoli (2004) begins by unpicking the
traditional definition of home as a place of security and belonging. She argues that this
definition is an enabling condition for the homeless wanderings of ‘the subject in

modernity’ (Kokoli, 2004, p.75).

Just as the archive is not simply a storage house for past events, but also something that
opens out onto the future, projecting an image of itself that could be said to travel
through naming and repetition, so the home is a stable centre that enables travel. Kokoli
argues the home in modernity has gendered connotations that stretch back to what
Irigaray argues is a primordial nostalgia for the maternal body which sees women living

out an ‘internal exile’ (Irigaray, 1993 p.65). Kokoli continues:

‘Housewives are not called Homemakers for nothing: it is precisely the presence
of women as giver of care and support that supplies home with its domestic

identity.” (Kokoli, 2004, p.75)

Writing about Alice in The Sex Which Is Not One (1985), Irigaray’s description opens
with a red and blue-eyed Alice ‘who lives alone in her house’ (Irigaray, 1985, p.9). This
spins out into multiple threads and identities through the scene setting, shifting
grammatical landscape of the opening chapter. Her text both expresses and pushes

against the confines of the home, a one-dimensional mirror-like space:

‘he opens the door to the house.. After he passes through, the surface has lost its
other side. Perhaps its underside as well. But “how can anyone live without that?”
With a single side, a single face, a single sense. On a single plane. Always on the
same side of the looking glass. What is cut, cuts each other from its own other,
which suddenly starts to look like any other. Oddly unknown. Adverse, ill-omened.
Frigidly other.’ (1bid, p.16)

Alice’s voice is suffocated at home and fragmented, becoming defined as simply
negative, a mirror image, that supports positive, authorised and worldly identities.
Women are permanently othered within the domestic sphere, unable to hold onto an
identity except in negative terms. Irigaray uses the mirror to suggest this negative,

reflective, identity hinting at things less visible, beyond the mirror.
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Irigaray argues that women are positioned in discourse and in the home simply as one-
dimensional, reaffirming a positive totality, a patriarchal space of politics. This space is
reproduced through the archive, which tells a story as much through what it contains as
through what it is missing. The archival secret, that Derrida mentions, plays out in
feminist hands to reveal that political conceptions of security and belonging are a story
bought at a price. To make travel possible someone must stay at home. Equally, as Butler
argues, the coherence of political citizenship is defined by zones of exclusion (About
Hospitality, p.6). Yet by relocating the political act of lawmaking at home, in the archive,
Derrida could be argued to perform his own version of the feminist sentiment the
personal is political, reminding readers of vulnerabilities and secrets at the heart of the

political stage that is the archive.

How have these parallel perceptions of the archivist as lawmaker and the housewife as
homemaker played out? It will be the function of the first part of this section to look at
feminist revisions of home in the GWL and WAL archives, and also beyond this by
approaching Lewandowska and Hope's archives the section moves towards the question
of nomadic identity. In engaging with the archive I am interested in thinking on how
these records spill forward, opening up into concerns we have in this moment. Next to
the archival work I consider a number of curatorial interventions I have made that
approach conceptions of archival proximity and encounter, asking questions of archives
as they function now and of their homes and of the archeon that live in these homes.
Asking what kind of home is the archive and also what kind of memories of home can it

hold?

Glasgow Women's Library

Castlemilk Womanhouse: An Archive of Social Practice
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What is Castlemilk Womanhouse? Artist Call Out Poster, Cathy Wilkes, Julie Roberts and Rachel
Harris (1990). Courtesy of Glasgow Women'’s Library.

Subversive Domesticity

In 1990, the year that Glasgow became European City of Culture, a group of young
women artists, including Adele Patrick, founder of Glasgow’s pioneering arts space and
literary resource, the Glasgow Women'’s Library (GWL), were asking questions of the
planned cultural showcase offered by the city. In response to the ‘stale, pale and male’
history on offer, Patrick and Kate Henderson hosted a meeting in the union space of the

Art School to gather support for a public programme of events that could address
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historical and contemporary notions of women'’s creativity to run alongside the official
culture offerings.” Looking back on the resulting Women in Profile (1990) initiative,
which predated GWL, arguably giving the library its first form, Patrick remembers
Castlemilk Womanhouse (1990-92) as the most ambitious element in the programme
and also the most enduring.8 Instigated by artists Rachel Harris, Julie Roberts and Cathy
Wilkes Castlemilk Womanhouse (CW) was a collaborative project that drew inspiration
from Judy Chicago and Miriam Shapiro’s pivotal Womanhouse (1972) project in Los
Angeles. The reasons for choosing the home setting were explained by the artists in a

statement at the time:

‘Locating the project in a house gave women and children from different
backgrounds the opportunity to create a form of shared confidence in
themselves by making and exhibiting work in a place traditionally designated as
theirs, transformed by their own efforts from its historically private to a
dauntingly public space; and beyond the notion of a patriarchal provision to a

place that was genuinely their own.” (Roberts, Wilkes, Harris, Sept 1992)

Part of the impetus to remember the ‘Chicago model’ was in order to make feminist
praxis visible within the particular context of Glasgow in the 1990s where it still seemed
to be significantly absent. In written documentation of the project proposal there is also
a strong engagement with the ancient symbolism of the house as a place of human
relationships, intercourse and abuse. CW confronts this symbolism, approaching the
home as a self-policing, confining environment and transforming it through a kind of

‘subversive domesticity’ (The Scotsman 1990).

Beyond Judy Chicago, the artists were also interested in British precedents and in
reassessing the ideas explored by resituating the practice in the very different context of
Castlemilk, an area on the outskirts of Glasgow’s south side: at the time the largest
housing estate in Europe, built during the slum clearances of the 1950s. The artists’
account of Castlemilk noted a severe lack of facilities and high unemployment. In an
interview, Lorraine Sharp, one of the core participants and later organiser at the house,
noted that a large number of single mothers were relocated to the area and suffered

significantly from a lack of social resources that catered to anything beyond their status

71 am indebted to Adele Patrick, speaking at an event I curated with the Scottish Contemporary
Art Network, for the poetics of this description (Audio Archive, AW.001).

8 This reflection comes out in an interview between Patrick and artist Kate Davis (2014) who was
commissioned to research the project as part of the Generation (2014) showcase, 25 years of
contemporary art in Scotland. For a detailed history of GWL see
http://womenslibrary.org.uk/about-us/our-history/.

35



as mothers (2014).9 Patrick noted the artists were interested in the divergence of
aesthetic between the glossy reproductions of the Los Angeles project and other British
counterparts, including, significantly, Kate Walker’s work to create A Woman'’s Place
(1974) in South East London, which offered up a different history of grainy black and
white photocopies. In calling up these multiple histories and referencing them in the
work’s title the artists made the manifesto-like move to build themselves an alternative

historical support structure in feminist methodologies.

Social Work

By drawing on these historical precedents CW was already an archive of sorts even in its
time, performing feminist praxis in new contexts. It aimed to contribute a nuanced and
developing perspective on a significant model of feminist practice to the social and
political landscape of Glasgow. Within the context of Glasgow School of Art, where the
artists were studying, it offered the, still radical, assertion that creativity and art flourish
in dialogue through supportive and confidence building networks. Networks that

women, kept in internal exile, did not have access to.

It also contained the seeds of a discourse on social practice, including an emphasis on
presenting a contextually responsive, dialogic form of art making. These commitments
were very much in keeping with a feminist approach; the ability to perceive, from an
outsider’s perspective, the importance of context, which may or may not provide the
support structures needed to be an artist, and the desire to move away from hierarchical
ways of working to embrace the kind of equal exchange dialogue works towards. It was
in order to trace this openly feminist genealogy of social practice that I approached the
CW archive as one site for my research. I felt that the CW archive could have a significant
voice in a dialogue around the missing histories of socially engaged art. In approaching
GWL I was aware that it was much more than a storehouse for a particular history of
interest, it was a dynamic and growing environment plugged into an activist agenda for
social change. Within this environment the CW archive is only a small part of a much
larger collection, several boxes of photographs, newspaper clippings, written proposals,
booklets, posters and slides that sit on shelves next to library books and many other
important collections in the open library space, frequently also used for workshops,

meetings, performances, gigs and book groups. This merger between library, social

9 The interview was conducted by artist Kate Davis as part of Generation showcase (Davis, 2014).
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space and archive is no doubt partially a practical space saving solution, but it is also an
opportunity to blur the distinctions between different types of users in the space,

creating the opportunity for unexpected social moments.

The small collection of boxes has been recently expanded to include a set of interviews
by artist Kate Davis as part of an artwork commissioned by Generation (Davis, 2014). In
order to understand the archive Davis initiated a number of interviews with Claire
Barclay, Rachel Harris, Adele Patrick, Lorraine and Stephanie Sharp. Davis’ engagement
with the archive highlights GWL awareness of the archive as a site where knowledge is
performed and in Derrida’s terms re-performed, in a hope to speak to the future. Yet it
defies his suggestion that the archive is a necessarily sequestered entity. Despite its
relatively small size and unremarkable position, CW archive contains details on the
whole Women in Profile (1990) initiative, and is consequently, a point of origin for the
library, a vulnerable yet hugely ambitious beginning for the different possible world that

now surrounds it.

As part of Women in Profile (1990) many of the methodologies employed by the
participating artists became the blueprint for GWL’s current working life. Along with a
commitment to context and equality CW was a long-term project that was often more
about the processes of social change, what Deborah Withers recognises as living ‘as if’,
than the products of change (About Archives, p.22).10 The artists were committed to
encounters with difference and to building an institution for outsiders, on the outskirts.
Not only were they part of a collaborative practice, at a time when collaboration was a
marginal form, but they also pioneered an open curatorial process that remains a radical
move today, issuing a call out to artists to present work that would be chosen by the
women in Castlemilk, a long way from the curatorial hierarchy running the city of
culture bid. This last move towards an open curatorial process, combined with the
emphasis on process, leaving only ephemeral traces of work for display, proved most
upsetting to the art establishment at the time, with course tutors at Glasgow School of

Art referring to the practice not as art but ‘social work’ (Harris with Davis, 2014).

Cock and Bull Culture

10 Although the project documentation includes some images of traditional art works made at
the house, often the lead artists were more involved in organising the space, workshops and
publicity material than producing their own works on site or perfectly documenting every aspect.
Given the length of the project the archive remains small, perhaps reflecting this characteristic
and also driving Davis’ need to learn more though interviews with participants 25 years later.
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alter natives ?

Photo Right: Stamp logo. Rachel Harris in jobs for the girls t-shirt designed by Julie Roberts. Left:

p-6 of Harris’ manifesto. Courtesy of Glasgow Women’s Library.

Couched within the manifesto-like move to participate in history by running an
alternative narrative, Harris also produced her own manifesto to accompany the project
called Cock and Bull Culture (1990), now housed in the archive. The manifesto was a
seminar paper for her MFA at Glasgow School of Art where course tutors were
struggling to offer approval. She was perceived as having overstepped the boundaries of
the course with this ‘continually growing work’, to the extent that faced with failure
Harris put together the manifesto and nailed it to the principal’s door.!! The manifesto
opens with Lucy Lippard in Art after Modernism (Wallis, 1984) and reprinted in (Harris,
1990):

‘The lie of official culture is that society-invested art is sullied; deficient in its
conception, deformed in its gestation, brutalised by the conditions of its birth,
and abused in its lifetime. To rescue ourselves from this damaging fiction surely
requires a new emancipation from market relations, and it demands a rethinking
of all the facets of the production of art within culture.” (C&B p.1, Ext I Lippard,
1984)

Lippard’s sentiment is the beginning of a cut-and-paste work comprised of blocks of

11 These facts about the manifesto and the perception of the Castlemilk project as social work
were gained in conversation with Harris and Patrick at GWL.
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quotations Harris was reading to support her practice. These readings are gathered
together in the text to form a supportive community or chorus of voices that enable
Harris to act. In this way the manifesto prefigures the library, being a small collection of
borrowed texts that tell a different story. It produces an argument through a patchwork
fabric of quotations, pulling multiple voices together to create a coherent argument with
the seams still showing. Divided into sections on ‘Culture’, ‘Politics’, ‘Academia’ as well
as ‘Alternative’ futures, the manifesto is accompanied by a complex referencing system
that brings together modernist critique with feminist insights from a host of sources
including Lucy Lippard, Rosika Parker, Griselda Pollock and Martha Rosler. Important
artists in the field of social practice like Lorraine Leeson and Peter Dunn are also

included, their practices inextricably linked with feminist perspectives in the manifesto.

The first section on culture begins by confronting modernism'’s transcendent narrative
of art, revealing it, through passages from Andreas Huyssen (1986) and Val Walsh
(1989) among others, as a boundary drawing practice. If the practice of writing a
manifesto has more often been associated with modernism this feminist version is
positioned elsewhere. Amongst this deconstructive critique, which presents us with the
manifesto’s rage, it is left to Parker and Pollock to suggest a way forward, uniting culture

and political struggle and providing the manifesto with its more utopic element:

‘If culture is no longer detached from the social formation but understood as a
crucial area of the production of values, beliefs, identities, ways of life, the
practices which comprise it can become a legitimate area for political struggle.’

(Ibid, Ext P15 Harris reprinted from Parker & Pollock, 1987)

The action of reading the manifesto involves a choice between an uncomfortable
movement back and forth to uncover the individual writers behind the text or an
alternative reading that gives up on names and blends the texts. Rather than choosing, a
careful reading could be in two parts. In this way everyone’s voice is acknowledged and
yet the text hints at a different social and collective reality. This formal property echoes
art critic Suzi Gablik’s (1989) diagnosis of an inevitable divide between individualism
and the social brought about by art’s involvement in capitalist relations. It also offers an

alternative constellation:

‘Right now individualism still implies decreasing social involvement, and it will
do so as long as we conceive of culture only as an arena for individuals to

achieve private ends. This has been the self-serving thesis generated by
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capitalism.” (Ibid, Ext C6, Harris reprinted from Gablik, 1989)

Can we imagine a political reality where the individual is not pitted against the social?
Harris’ feminist manifesto suggests a ‘totally new conception of the production and
evaluation of art and the role of the artist’ (Gouma Peterson & Mathews). Perhaps the
most resonant description comes from Lippard who, with reference to Suzanne Lacy’s
practice, writes on the impressive work ‘through long term activities’ that ‘delve down’

into social life:

‘The real work includes the yearlong organizing and workshops that led up to it,
as well as film and documentation that follows. These considerations have led to
a radically different approach to art making. Tactics, or strategies of

communication and distribution, enter into the creative process, as do activities
usually considered separate from it, such as community work, meetings, graphic

design, postering.’ (Ibid, Ext A9, Harris reprinted from Lippard, 1984)

The artists in Castlemilk worked in long-term way, instigating a two-year process of
‘research, planning, fundraising and diplomacy’ simply to gain access to the building, 39
Glenacre Quadrant, in June 1990 (Harris, Sept 1992). This process resonates strongly
with socially engaged projects that exist now without knowledge of these feminist
precedents. For example an interesting parallel can be made with Wochenklausur’s
work in forming networked strategies for communication and distribution, described
evocatively by curator Kirsten Lloyd (2015) (About Hospitality, p.44). As well as the
movement into social life Parker and Pollock note a double position for the work, which

also resonates with Lacy’s practice:

‘A feminist materialist practice is founded outside the art world, but indexes the
art world to the social relations of which it is a constitutive element.’ (Ibid, Ext

A8, Parker and Pollock)

In this case the manifesto, nailed to the principal’s door, is a very direct index, serving to
point out, in contrast to CW, a lack of engagement with the social world outwith the
official institutions of art and also to urge the Art School to make those other

connections.

Harris played out these alternative conceptions of art with Roberts and Wilkes in
Castlemilk but ultimately the lack of wider institutional support for the project took its

toll with Patrick reflecting, in interview with Davis, that the individual artists were left
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drained emotionally and financially. Some of the most well-used images from the project
can be traced back to poster designs and other ‘communication strategies’. Despite these
‘successes’ Harris recalls that often her own works, including The House that Jill Built, an
oversized Wendy house, almost too big ‘like Alice in Wonderland’, made from salvaged
material that attempted to bring outside enclosure-like structures inside, remained
unfinished.12 Looking back from the archive there is a feeling that Harris’ attempt to
rebuild the home, messing with the boundaries of inside and outside, is still an
unfinished project. GWL carries this urgency with it in its attempts to provide a home
for memories of the project. From many small conversations with Patrick and other
artists that took place in GWL’s very public, open archive it is evident that the library
still advocates and cares for numerous projects that play out tactics pioneered by the
CW artists. In this way the archive is a shelter, as Derrida understands it, and support for
artists whose own work is often bound up with small hard to acknowledge acts of
hospitality and care. The labour and processes that go into making homes is not taken
for granted. Instead housework is moved into the political space of the archive, which no
longer keeps that labour secret, replaying Harris’ initial act, which moved housework

into the contested space of public pedagogy.

Feminist Culture

Photo: Julie Roberts, Rachel Harris, Lorraine Shadoin and the women and children involved in

Castlemilk Womanhouse (1990). Courtesy of Glasgow Women’s Library.

12 This description was provided by Harris in interview with Davis for Generation (2014).
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The project’s re-appropriation of the home as a space not of private confinement but of
social creativity also had consequences for the local community of women in Castlemilk.
From the beginning the collaboration was a creative partnership with local women and
children that evolved continuously around the ‘specific needs of the women’ (Harris,
Sept 1992). Importantly, from the opening selection process, these needs were self-
defined by the local women. The open and collaborative model led to the centre’s
development as something more than a venue for workshops and residencies to a small
centre for social activity of various kinds (spontaneous and planned). This social activity
eventually fed into some of the project’s most iconic works, including a cupboard packed
full of disregarded and broken shoes, which could not be attributed to one artist or
another as it was the result of a social outing to the local market. Revisiting the archive
25 years later with Kate Davis, Harris is able to vividly recall these social moments,
describing works like A Girls Night Out (1990) by Josie Wilkinson and Aideen Cusack
and the collaboratively produced Haunted House (Harris and Roberts, 1990) as
responses to requests from participating women and later the older children. These
social aspects of their activism resonate with Deborah Withers’ descriptions of feminist

culture’s more ephemeral process-based content.

Being with the Archive

This question of how an archive can communicate the nature of social and process-
based, feminist cultures is important for my research interest in the politics of memory.
This interest is also bound up with the question: how does a social practice reproduce
itself through time and the document? What are the missing and absent parts that could
be said to haunt the material and how can they be drawn out to allow for generative
speculations on what is present? In many ways the CW collection rubs away at the myth
of the autonomous artist to reveal a different ethics of conversation and care that
sustains creative practice. In considering this important trace of feminist social praxis
the imperative is not to fix history in the archive but to be in conversation with it to
open up a discursive space for the future. Significantly Davis, whose practice involves
careful re-drawings of feminist histories, was pulled towards the medium of voice and
conversation in her response to the archive for the Generation (2014). In this way, as a
social practice archive, CW encouraged engagement along similar lines, seeing Davis
adopt a listening posture to produce a multi-voiced response. Davis’ video edit includes

two generations of participants as well as the collaborating artists, with Harris captured
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looking back on the silent slides, which trigger stories and felt histories.

[ entered the archive at a timely moment revisiting this history at the same time as Davis
with a similar intention to think again on the past and retrace it in relation to the
present moment.!3 Along with reading the documents this process involved me in
speaking to artists, curators and archivists also working with the resources and
following up on the surprising and interesting connections made. I wanted to try and
draw the GWL archive alongside other feminist collections adapting Kate Eichhorn’s
conception of archival proximity to think about the idea of relational archives. To do this
[ invited Adele Patrick into conversations with curator/archivists Althea Greenan from
the WAL/MAKE Archive, London and Dunja Kukovec from Red Min(e)d’s Bring in Take
Out Living archive (various locations) (Audio Archive, AW.003). Many of the insights

included below have come from these conversations.

Presenting next to Kukovec, Patrick relayed a number of projects over 25 years at GWL
that held in common the original commitment to cutting through gender and class-
based inequalities (Audio Archive, AW. 002). For example she spoke on the recent
collaboration with MAP magazine to curate Lucy Reynolds’ performance A Feminist
Chorus (2014). Reynolds’ chorus resonates with the multi-voiced, collective nature of
Harris’ manifesto, by drawing on the GWL collection and Glasgow City archives to bring
together women from many different backgrounds, reading texts to create a chorus of
overlapping voices. Patrick was keen to emphasise the diversity of participation relaying
anecdotal details within the process of creating and performing the event that reveal
how hierarchies, enforced by cultural capital, are often overturned in the space. These
social moments continue in the film of the event which creates ‘new resonances in
libraries and collections across the UK’ (Reynolds, 2014). Rather than one, the message

is there will need to be many small conversational revolutions.

Patrick asserts GWL works through the agency of social art practice collaborating with
artists who work in social ways. For example at the time of my research I met artist
Mandy McIntosh who was commissioned to produce work around the Zero Tolerance
Violence Against Women Campaign developed by artist Franki Raffles in the 1990s.
McIntosh worked with the Raffles archive and a community of women in Castlemilk
using material in the archive to grow the project with a social practice methodology. She
worked with the women to put political works in pertinent public spaces, including

bridges near to the law courts in Glasgow. Here we can see McIntosh mining the

13 Think again is a poetic borrowing from the film Denkmal (2013) made by Kate Davis.
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collection, as Eichhorn suggests, realising undetonated energy.

Though the new library building is no longer in Castlemilk and has been in many places
in between, its situation in the East End of Glasgow still makes it an institution on the
outskirts, for outsiders. In relation to this outsider status many GWL projects work with
ideas around home and migration. A project coordinated by Syma Ahmed, for example,
worked with artist Sadia Gul to capture histories of Glasgow by migrant women in the
first waves of south Asian migration to the city. The artist was able to broker a dialogue
by getting groups to make composite models of the homes they left. As they were
literally remaking their homes the women relayed stories about those spaces which

remain in GWL as oral histories (Audio Archive, AW.002).

Gul’s work, like CW, asks fundamental questions about the nature of home, encouraging
the reimagination of oppressive cultural geographies through social and collective
activities, which work against the erasure of identity. In many ways the library itself
offers a new public conception of home for many women in the city. In the 1990s CW
sought to transform the home environment into a supportive, public centre for
collaborative creative projects with an open curatorial brief - a new possible world for
art. GWL in its early days also, in the other direction, aimed to transform the public
institution of the library and archive environment into somewhere homely. It was
possible to get a cup of tea in an open kitchen area, find a chair or sofa, often with a hand
embroidered cushion on it in front of a wood-burning stove. If you were a regular visitor
you might see a portrait of yourself or someone you have attended a workshop with in a
framed photo, with a book in hand. This atmosphere (though sadly not the stove) is one

that has travelled with the library in its many incarnations.

Adele Patrick has also travelled with GWL. In relation to this I would like to take a step
further to imagine the archive itself not only as an institution that supports collaborative
practice but as a collection that reimagines the agent of the archive as an artist with a
social practice. In this way GWL'’s form reflects the form of the practices it supports. It is
not only a home to memories of social art histories but is currently a social art practice.
As well as being the library’s familiar face and host Patrick also works as an outsider or
guest, playing with the conventions of our cultural institutions and turning them on
their heads (With Hospitality) suggesting we remember the library as a noisy space, too

restless to ever gather dust.

During Althea Greenan’s visit to speak at the CCA in Glasgow, around her work at WAL, |
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also arranged a visit and tour of the newly opened archival spaces at GWL for her with
Patrick. As we walked through the spaces particular collections triggered examples of
projects that invite people in, with Patrick reflecting her intention to have as many
different groups as possible working with and making different aspects of the collection
their own. In response to criticisms regarding lack of representation Patrick relayed the
tactic of pinpointing particular collections that under-represented groups could work on
to become more visible in the library environment. In this way GWL engages with and
offers a response to groups who may feel excluded by the history of the library. This
invitation offers an opening and enables that space for uncertainty. As Steedman relates
the invitation is a presence that changes a ‘carefully constructed, hard won’ place to a
‘limitless boundless space’ (About Archives, p.6). This open curatorial approach
continues through methodologies in the library like the ‘adopt a shelf initiative’, which
invites people to curate and name shelves according to their own interests. Patrick
confided that she has no desire to be alone in a collection commanding all aspects. She
invites others in to negotiate the collection on their own terms. This strategy is a move
to counter the restrictive and commanding view of archive we gain from Derrida (1996)
and Foucault’s (1989) deconstructive work. This is also a strategy to secure the library
in difficult economic times, gathering together a multitude of people who all feel
relational ties to the collection. In short when hard times come, GWL will be home to so
many others, who all feel a sense of ownership over the materials, that it will be
‘impossible to get rid of us’! In this way GWL is a very different proposition from
Derrida’s solitary, commanding archive. Where Derrida perceives the archive’s
openness, its reproductive function, as a kind of vulnerability, a threat to its imagined
coherence and authority, Patrick perceives it as a strength. The ever-growing work at
GWL embraces this more anarchic side to archiving, what Derrida terms as its anarchivic
quality, opening the collection to different perspectives and reinterpretations (Derrida,
1998, p.10). The repetitions that Patrick encourages are open to difference, making GWL
a formidable hosting space for any number of subjectivities that feel under threat within

neoliberal crisis economics.
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The Women’s Art Library (MAKE), Goldsmiths, London

Feministo: Portrait of the artist as Housewife (1975-77)

Relational Histories

Photo: Interior view of Feministo, ICA installation (1977). Photo courtesy of Women's Art

Library/ MAKE Archive.

Just as in 1990 Patrick and Henderson called a meeting in frustration at the exclusively
male showcase on offer in the Glasgow year of culture, so in 1975 Kate Walker also
spoke out at the Women'’s Art History conference in London. Su Richardson recounts

Walker’s frustrated question:

‘.aren’t there any housewives here who want to make some art, and who are fed
up with all this fine art business? Aren’t there any of you making things at home

that you would like to show each other?’ (Elinor, 1987 pp.37-39)

This appeal, heard by members of the Birmingham Women'’s Art Group, marked the
beginning of the public phase of a touring exhibition culminating in an installation at
ICA, of what had been a private exchange between friends, Kate Walker and Sally Gallop.

The friends began posting small artworks to each other after Gallop moved house in
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1974. From this beginning Alexandra Kokoli (2004), describes how a network of women

became involved in making art works:

‘.. which drew on traditional women'’s art techniques, while also thematising the
experience of domesticity in 1970s Britain from an explicitly dissident, mostly

feminist perspective.’ (Kokoli, 2004 p.76)

This network eventually produced over 300 pieces that travelled within the UK and on
an international tour that reached Australia (Ibid, p.77). Where CW, 15 years later,
transformed the home into an installation of women’s creativity, Feministo transformed
the ICA’s public space into a home. The exhibition staged a double anger, rallying against
both the dominance of men in the so-called neutral, white exhibition spaces and the
domestic isolation of women in the home space. Kokoli registers parallels between
Feministo and Irigaray’s textual interventions, which play with mimesis whilst also
suggesting a different view of women, a multiple, strategically essentialist portrait. The
Feministo installation mimicked the ideal home in the gallery, with its own revisions,
including a memory and rape room. This repetition with differences, steals the
symbolism of home, making the exhibition into an unsanctioned occupation or squat
(Ibid, p.80). Profound ambivalence works in the individual pieces to combine familiar
objects, often food, with repressed cultural narratives around consumption and
objectification. It also works as a whole by placing one world in another, to ‘wilfully

erode definitions and boundaries of both home and gallery alike’ (Ibid, p.78).

Kokoli’s article draws a history through the writings of Pollock and Parker to discuss
craft as a form out of place in the public world of the gallery. In Subversive Stitch (1984)
Parker charts how embroidery became linked to the home and symbolically associated
with femininity, as a natural habit, without aesthetic or commodity value. In this way
female craft labour’s association with the home is seen to bring about the familiar
hierarchical divisions between professional art, found in public galleries, and amateur
craft. The eliding of one identity into another, women into embroidery, as into the home,

becomes a form of ideological control keeping women unpaid and in the proper place.l4

Faced with this division between private and public space Feministo creates a tear in the

fabric of public life within which to make visible the secrets of home. Asserting home is a

14 With reference to Hélene Cixous’ use of the term le Propre, Kokoli explores its connotations in
propriety, cleanliness and property. Feministo breaks with all these meanings rejecting proper
housekeeping and refusing to stay in place or conform to a particular art category. These refusals
are compounded by the ambiguous ownership of the individual works.
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useful fiction, a tale of security and shelter, which represses other characteristics.

As the name suggests Feministo meets the troubled history of revolutionary discourse
head on, rethinking the manifesto for feminist agendas and in the process renaming the
form. Into the craft history laid out by Parker Feministo appears to not know its proper
place. Unlike a monologue that might be seen to command Feministo is a call and
response system, growing through a movement back and forth. So postal art, an art in
between places, resolutely unhomely and in opposition to isolation, becomes a public
statement of intent.15 It grows into a manifesto through conversation. Like Harris’
manifesto and CW it is a multi-voiced collaboration, that over two years involved a
fluctuating number of participants of hugely varied backgrounds. This multiplicity is
reflected in the shape shifting nature of work, which doesn’t rest in one place or even
under one title.16 Artist and participant Monica Ross registers that the project created a
similar ‘radical momentum’ to that generated at the time by consciousness-raising (CR)
groups, which were ‘inclusive, eventful and empowering’ (2000, p.6). Importantly, also,
CR sessions were multiple and deeply sociable forms. CR was a means for women to
realise that concerns which seemed merely of an individual and personal nature were in
fact deeply social, public matters. These sessions worked to dispute the straightforward
division between public and private, just as, differently, Derrida asserts that the public
space of the archive, where laws are passed and power is established, have private
foundations and conceal homely secrets. Feministo’s re-visioning of the home
recognised and exposed this paradox, in an unsettling way, enacting a crossing over
from private to public space. This crossing over between previously separate spaces is

the work’s manifesto (About Manifesto, p.7).

In relation to CR Feministo could be seen, not as a single manifesto, but as several - each
becoming a small, confessional thread of dissent that tied the women to each other in
solidarity. This modification of the manifesto form brings it one step closer to an archive
itself, which holds multiple documents. One of these documents, a small manifesto,
became the centrefold for a publication called MaMa, created by the Birmingham
Women'’s Art Group. It encapsulates the feminist disregard for high art categories also

seen in Harris’ manifesto. Walker’s writing compares art MANifest to arts Feminist-0!:

15 In her article Kokoli plays around with the use of the prefix un - making explicit the connection
between the un-homeliness of Feministo and the Freudian uncanny or unheimlich.

16 The project started life as the Postal Art Project, becoming Feministo later with different
suffixes including Portrait of the Artist as Young Women and Portrait of the Artist as Housewife,
which was also sometimes Portrait of the Artist as Young Housewife.
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‘Art is like cooking. Art is like childbirth. Art is like breathing. Our art is ancient
magic. Art is solidarity. Our artwork is together even when we’re apart. Ours is

ordinary + useful magic. We don’t boast.” (Walker, 1975)

In opposition to transcendent traditions of fine art Walker presents a blurring of art and

life that sets a forgotten conceptual precedent to so many socially engaged practices

now, cooking up useful and dialogic forms for social change.

Su Richardson Burnt Breakfast (1977). Courtesy of Women'’s Art Library/ MAKE archive.

Performing the Archive: history..or not

The combination of Feministo’s social form and its clear stance as a multi-voiced
manifesto drew me to visit the Women'’s Art Library/MAKE archive (WAL) held at
Goldsmiths University in order to try and find traces of this history and to tease out the
relationship between manifestos and social art practice though this significant
precedent. My first point of contact with the WAL archive, formerly the Women’s Art
Slide Library (WASL), was through the online interface. The introduction to the special
collection is a testimony to the importance Feministo holds for the collection and also to
the importance of artist Monica Ross who was involved in the work. Standing alone
underneath a practical guide to the special collection facilities is a single text by the

artist, a script written in response to an invitation to perform at a conference attached to
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the Whitechapel exhibition Live in your Head: Concept and Experiment in Britain 1965 -
1975 (January-March, 2000). In this performance titled history or not (2000) Ross offers
a lively, informal account of feminism, activism and the ‘Women’s Postal Art Event’,
another name for Feministo (Ibid, p.3). The text comes close to an oral history of the
project, offering a specific window into the 100 slides and other documents that make
up Feministo’s contribution to the slide library. Ross introduces the performance as one
concerned with ‘these gaps, these distances..these not enoughs’ (1bid, p.1). This could be
seen to refer to the absence of feminist accounts in this particular exhibition history but
also to the experience of art works that don’t translate well into object-orientated
histories of art. By pointing out these missing histories Ross’ script is also a kind of
manifesto, close to speech and action, and offering a view through what is missing that
hints at an alternative lived reality always just escaping the archive. Like Kate Davis’ pull
towards recording the voices of participants to understand CW, Ross also feels the need
to speak about Feministo, she describes its content as a number of ‘art dialogues’. Ross

sets the scene:

‘In 1975, or was it 76?

these collections

art dialogues

were shown together for the first time in a Manchester Gallery
we slept on floors, worked and ate together

discovered how to make art-and-politics

and have a good time

Waldemar Januszczak reviewed it quite favourably

I wonder if he remembers

in 1977 more than 300 artworks
made by a network

of maybe 20 or 30 women

aged between 20 and 50

[ think....

were shown at the ICA

Suzy Varty

Kate Walker

Lyn Foulkes

Tricia Davies

50



Su Richardson

Phil Goodall and myself

constructed the exhibition

as a collective installation

a series of rooms

a fridge full of artworks

a walk - in photo album

while the queen was being driven up the Mall

to celebrate the anniversary of her coronation’ (Ross, 2000, pp.5-6)

Here there is a glimpse of something other than critique in Feministo’s ambivalent form,
of the living ‘as if’ that Deborah Withers cites in archival encounters with the women’s
movement. The precarious, uncomfortable and rushed nature of collaborations comes

forward, but also the joy of working and eating together.

Just as Ross asserts, the form of the installation represents a loss to the art world.
Although it is possible to study the individual works, mostly from the ICA installation,
through their slides on light boxes at the Women’s Art Library, there is no way to
recreate the installation. Instead there is an impermanent, ‘flickering quality’ to
Feministo that is both vulnerable and close to a haunting (Kokoli, 2004, p.82). This
quality is re-enacted by Ross in her performance for the audience at Whitechapel where
her memory as an individual is imperfect. Not only did the artists leave no instructions
or provisions as to how it could be recreated, but the works, made from the contents

and forms of ‘our lives’:

‘literally from it's material
the broken and discarded bits
the rubbish and the leftovers

the forgotten recycled’ (Ibid, p.4)

were never meant to be permanent. In fact the use of recycled materials particularly,
could be seen as not only a necessity but a political choice, expressing and highlighting
the difficult conditions of the time. They represent a more ecological creativity that
could be seen to stem from feminism'’s relationship to traditionally discarded and
repressed parts. Instead, like Ross’ performance, their intention was to express

something previously invisible which would require a new language:
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‘to make our experience visible

in our own terms

we said

the traditional languages of art are not enough
for us

the intent, the content of the work will produce it's own form
and some of it will quite soon fall to bits
because the intent

not the object

was the issue

the process of making art work

as communication’ (Ibid, p.5)

Memory is simultaneously drawn on in a spontaneous way and brought into doubt, with
dates becoming inexact and sentences trailing off. She calls up ghosts of the past,
including reviewing critics, to speculate also on what they might or might not
remember. The traces of Ross’ voice sit somehow as a supplement to the WAL archive
performing and exposing what Derrida claims to be the secret of the archive, that it

contains an essential contradiction, a hidden ‘forgetfulness’. Derrida writes the archive:

‘will never be either memory or anamnesis as spontaneous, alive and internal
experience. On the contrary: the archive takes place at the place of the originary

and structural breakdown of the said memory.” (Derrida, 1998, p.10)

By opening with Ross the WAL archive seems to play out this structural breakdown
becoming a supplement to both a forgetful history and a forgetful contemporary
moment. Opening with this secret allows the archive to become dialogic, appealing to
future users, who are asked to remember the intentions and read them in the present

moment.

In the face of the uncertainty of memory and the difficulty of the archive Ross draws
support from a collectivity of women through a process of reciting their names. The
performance of uncertainty, the almost falling to bits, brings to light the support
network. Remembering as a collective action is a characteristic of Ross’ performative
practice, which often asks questions of what we think we know placing re-inscribed acts
of memory at its heart of a questioning and yet affirmative politics. In the case of

Feministo ‘what mattered to us most’, Ross asserts, is that we remember ‘it was a
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collective, process and time-based social practice’ (Ross, 2000, p.7).

The manifesto is active through time. Janet Lyon asserts its time is both now, insisting on
political actions in the present, and again, one of its weapons being memory. Likewise
Ross’ performance insists on a living history. She asserts this ‘social art practice’ is not a
dead and buried form but something connected, a still alive history of work that we are

compelled by Ross to look for in the practices of ‘artists and curators now’ (Ibid, p.7).

In this way Ross asks for acknowledgement of feminism in histories of social practice.
Her performance, learned through the protests of the women’s movement, calls not for a
new name but for a process of looking back to unearth an already existing one whose
genealogy has been forgotten, a relational poetics, which could be referred to, after Ross,

as a ‘Social Art Practice’.

The WASL Archive

i

Qi

NIT 4

Costumes For Curators Althea Greenan (2013) Amelia Beavis Harrison. Courtesy Julian Hughes.

In history or not Ross asks us to go to feminist collections, to interpret social and
collective practices now. In answer to this call, tracing source materials for practices and
feminist manifestos, including time with slides from Feministo, | had started to think

about certain archives differently. Because of their relationship to history and
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suppressed cultural narratives [ wondered if it would be possible to think of archives
like the Women'’s Art Library themselves as feminist manifestos. In relation to this
process of thinking about and with archives I discovered that Althea Greenan, curator at
the Women’s Art Library (WAL), was also asking questions of the special collection
through doctoral research at the University of Brighton. Her research is concerned with
the slide library (WASL), a subsection of the special collection and a resource she has
been custodian of since 1990 when it was still an independent organisation. Before its
relocation to Goldsmiths, WASL was an artists’ organisation collecting and archiving its
members’ slides and publishing a magazine from 1982 to 2002. 2002 was also the year
that Kodak stopped making slide projectors signalling the end of slides as a practical
way to communicate art works in the world. Greenan’s research is bound up with the
political questions presented by the slide collection now that its functionality has
changed. She recounts that while WAL as a special collection is thriving, the slide library
has become a closed subsection, a storehouse. Given that this change is related to
technological progress, rather than as a consequence of a complete feminist project,
Greenan is engaged in asking what can a slide do besides represent artwork? What
questions does this collection continue to ask around the visibility of art practices?
These questions are pertinent in relation to Ross’ voicing of the absences and ‘not
enoughs’ that exhibition history still presents us with. Given my developing thoughts on
archives [ was interested in hearing Greenan speak on the slide library as a site of
continued resistance and an unfinished feminist cultural project. To this end I invited
her to contribute a talk to the Invisible Knowledge project at the CCA that I was involved
in co-curating with a group of PhD researchers co-convened by Tiffany Boyle, Emma
Balkind and Viviana Checchia, the CCA Glasgow’s Public Engagement curator (Audio
Archive, AW.005).

Greenan’s project is interesting in relation to Eichhorn’s writing not least because her
work resists the view of inevitable historical progress, in this case through digitisation.
The work also complicates Eichhorn’s call to order, without completely resisting it, by
recognising a kind of unruly disorder in the collection that requires a careful negotiation
and a recoding of the digital systems it enters. Greenan'’s talk begins by acknowledging
the sheer volume of material that takes conceptions of multiplicity in other feminist
projects to a new level. The WASL collection holds 20,000 slides. Faced with this

multitude Greenan reflects that the slides:
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‘have absorbed me and engendered a sense of responsibility to those many
practices [ know the slides embody in absolutely unique ways...my practice has
been focused on extending the efficacy of the Women'’s Slide Library on behalf of
women | rarely meet - through the slides I become a part of their art practice, a

collaborator in consolidation of their work.” (Audio Archive, AW.005)

To try to get across the weight of the collection Greenan unpacks a small selection she
has carried with her from London, revealing slides carefully encased in plastic sleeves,
accompanied by meticulously gathered files, documents of all kinds that relate to the
images. She speaks about the effort to carry the slides around. This effort makes
Elizabeth Freeman’s conceptualisation of time as a material come to life, she is literally
dragging the past around, bringing a small fragment of it to us here, now. In the
audience we look down two long tables where the materials are laid out: she says
imagine ten more tables and you will start to get a sense of how much space is given
over to the collection. What is presented is a cartography not a chronology. Like the
collection itself, which is organised around names and not by date, her presentation
interrupts the linear. There is also a sense of what Gregory Sholette refers to as dark
matter, describing the bulk of artistic activity that remains invisible to the gatekeepers
of the art world despite their dependence on it. In this Sholette references Carol

Duncan’s sentiment:

‘We can measure the waste of artistic talent not only in the thousands of failed
artists - artists whose market failure is necessary for the success of the few - but

also the millions whose creative potential is never touched.” (Duncan, 1993)

Sholette uses the example of the archive PAD/D, political art documentation and
distribution (1980-88), called into being by feminist curator and cultural critic Lucy
Lippard, who asked for volunteers to assist in organising an archive of documentation
around the many socially active artists no one had ever heard of. His writing is equally
applicable to WASL as another manifestation of what Sholette calls the vast surplus
archive ‘from below’ structured by narrative gaps and lacunas. To Sholette the act of
bringing this shadowy archive into visibility is not a matter of providing a better social
context for the usual subjects. Instead, he insists when exclusion is made visible it is

always a matter of politics and a rethinking of history.
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Greenan spreads out fragments of WASL along two tables that we sit around. In relation
to this material she is a collaborator conversing with ghosts. As well as carrying the
collection with her she somehow embodies it. This is exemplified by artist Amelia
Beavis-Harrison’s portrait of Greenan in Costumes for Curators (2013), which depicts

her as ‘some kind of sci-fi, princess, matron’.

‘I don’t actually sit on the floor I'm hovering - what this costume represents is a
slide which is fading to pink - that is what happens - the accession number is
something to do with the chemical line of numbering for sperm and what I am
doing is raising out of the patriarchal cannon - I have become framed in a slide

frame myself. (Greenan, Audio Archive, AW.005)

The image aligns Greenan’s agency with Freeman'’s description of camp, as a kind of
bodily archiving that partakes in a love of the ephemeral items that mainstream culture

has discarded.

Much of Greenan’s talk focuses on the shift from analogue to digital technology and how
WASL complicates that shift through its political nature. To some extent her research is
catalysed by a failed attempt to negotiate this shift in a project to make the collection
into a digital archive with slides ‘disembodied to be made available to digitally enabled
practices’ (Ibid). This pilot web project, now itself an unfinished archive, was rejected by
a panel of artists invited in to evaluate the site. They felt their work was over-
determined in the interface, curated to the point it was transformed and consequently
misrepresented. Given that the act of self-representation in the collection was a political
act, a widening of the field of vision to assert another culture in defiance of exclusive
hierarchical structure that had defined women differently, as other or outside or
unnamed, the failed project highlighted the need for any digital transition to take place
on feminist terms so that its political function could remain intact. In order not to undo
the self-empowering politics of the collection Greenan reflects there was a need for ‘a

new combination of work and play, rewind and rethinking’ (Ibid).

From where you are lost - The Slide Walks

The Slide Walks represent this new combination. Where her work as curator of the

collection had involved preservation, the Slide Walks are described as a moment of
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encounter, which opens up the possibility for surprise and disturbance. This reference
to surprise is reminiscent of Victoria Browne’s writing on the trace that always spills
beyond narrative attempts to contain history. The Walks involve Greenan entering the
collection, selecting a handful of slide files at random and photographing them in ‘a
messy’ way that shows not only the work but also the edges of the slides, how they are
written on and how they are physically situated in relation to Greenan. This ‘ad hoc
digitalisation’ enables Greenan to negotiate a different relationship to the slides,
allowing her ‘to appreciate the elegant properties of this material’ (Ibid). This different
relationship is referred to as a making ‘strange’, an opening up of the archive with care
that is again reminiscent of Freeman'’s queer archiving. The slides are marginal twice
over, in their time and now in relation to progressive digital technologies. It is not about
a bringing to order or making the collection easily legible. Instead, Greenan speaks
about wanting the slides to retain their traction, which is about their texture and
relationship to the context. She reads the slides for the grain of the artist’s voice. What is
important is that the archive remains ‘a textured location where it matters who is
speaking and where and why and where such mattering bears directly on the possibility
of knowledge claims’ (Ibid). To quote Barbara Stevini context is half the work.17 By
entering this messy transitional space we are politicised, we feel the fabric of place. We
are invited to pick up the files, I put my hand on one at random, it happens to be Meirle
Laderman Ukeles slides and documents including Manifesto for Maintenance Art (1969).
There is an ethics of proximity at play here that works through the metaphor of touch. In
this way Greenan'’s research is not about making a fetish of the slide object but in asking
how, through this ethics, can the collection continue to be transmitted as a felt history.
In the room at the CCA there is a digital projector and a slide carousel that are played in
tandem. The slides sometimes get stuck and then at one point move in quick succession,
of their own volition, perhaps catching up or catching us short. In Greenan’s work it is
easy to hear a haunted dialogue; the other calls across history with demands for a
different future, Greenan ‘answers with imperfect and incomplete reparations’ (About
Archives, p.15). The research asks how do we touch the collection and how are we

touched by it?

As researcher Greenan faces an archive that is so densely packed it appears more like a

fortress than a showcase. She asserts that this mass renders it beyond the politics of

17 The phrase ‘context is half the work’ was a founding principle of the Artist Placement Group
(APG) produced by Barbra Stevini and John Latham. For details on the phrase in relation to APG
see http://en.contextishalfthework.net/.
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total knowing. This impossibility opens up a different possibility for knowing with the
archive. She compares this way of knowing to anthropologist Tim Ingold’s writing on
walking, using the example of an archeological dig of a house. Ingold writes on the
difference it makes to encounter the faint lines left of a structure by walking through the

door:

‘Hunching your shoulders and bending your head a little as you pass..you find
yourself ‘inside’..the very movement of entry yields a sense of the house as the

interior space that it once was..’ (Ingold, 2012)

This is an imaginative leap into an unknown territory that seems to unfold only in an
encounter. This leap does not approach the site from above, surveying from a position of
total knowledge, but is a knowing in time by being with. To photograph the slides is
Greenan’s way of walking through the doorway. She becomes a guest on the threshold
also playing out Anne Dufortmantelle’s conception of hospitality as a willingness to get
lost in an unknown, or as she asserts, unknowable territory (About Hospitality, p.14).
She moves between roles, both guest and host, this movement enables her to listen to
the ‘rhetorical space’ of the collection, hearing the many voices in the collective ‘some
seductive, others coolly professional, others still conversational’ (Audio Archive,
AW.005). Through this listening and attention to context Greenan could be said to have
a social practice. Her project is around giving voice, she answers Ross’ call to listen for

the way the archive performs itself.

In response her photos are re-enactments. Their messiness reflects a culture in motion,
a movement, and foregrounds the agency of self-documentation. Her work is about, not
only listening, but also ensuring the noise is not suppressed. This sentiment echoes with
Patrick’s vision of a noisy library. By hearing the sound of dissidence, the noise of these
failing, fading communications we are compelled to listen harder, to both remember the
politics of collective voice and the politics of naming as an established feminist practice.
In relation to this Greenan mentions Carla Cruz, Hannah O’Shea and Jacki Parry.!8 I think
of Monique Wittig’s pivotal piece of feminist utopian literature Les Guérilléres (Wittig,
1969)(About Manifesto, p.19). She also speaks on a performance called The River

devised as the result of an artist residency in the collection by Claire Gasson. The work,

18 Hannah 0’Shea’s work can be found in the Re-act Feminism Archive (2011-13), details of Carla

Cruz’ work in Conjugar no Plural (2012), and Jacki Parry’s cartography of women’s names in
Women in the City (2012).
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curated by Anne-Sophie Dinant and performed at the South London Gallery, involved
eight vocalists pronouncing the name of every single artist recorded in the database.
The performance lasted an hour, with the audience free to move around the space, or
leave at any point; no one left. We also end the CCA talk with a performance. Greenan
conjured up an image of a feminist dinner hosted by artists and writers Mo Throp and
Maria Walsh, a ‘mad hatter type affair’ (Audio Archive, AW.004). Into this mix Greenan
brings a list of names, one of the score sheets from The River (2011). Also sitting around
tables, we are asked to read out the names of the artists. Between each person’s reading
of a name Greenan recites the title of the work - like a slide carousel activated by the

click of a button our voice signals to her, inviting a response.

The Women’'s Audio Archive

Moving Archives/ the Performance of Archives

Photo: Victoria Worsley New Model Arkive (2008). Courtesy of Arkive City edited by Julie Bacon.

Our performance with Greenan moves conceptions of archives away from static
depository towards perceiving the archive as an in-between space, a living call and
response system. It hints at an attempt to reimagine archives along the lines of feminist
revisions to the home space, undoing the idea of archives as fixed, immovable

monuments and remaking them as precarious collectivities.

59



It also approaches Victoria Worsley’s diagrammatic description of the living archive, set
out as a mind map of thoughts on the ‘new model arkive’ within the book Arkive City
(Bacon et al., 2008). Worsley’s understanding of the archive is a key conceptual lens
through which to consider the Women’s Audio Archive (WAA) a collection, which
carefully negotiates a position in the virtual realm, through the medium of voice
produced by artist and collector Marysia Lewandowska. Through the use of voice
Lewandowska performs a similarly complex negotiation with our current knowledge
economy as Greenan stages with her archival performances. In the book Arkive City
(2008) - a title that riffs on the idea of the ark - a moving shelter and origin story for the
archive in Judeo-Christian mythology, Worsley describes the ‘arkive’ as ‘subjective
territory’, open to ‘emotional chaos’ (Worsley, 2008, p.141). Rather than just sources,
archives are subjects with stories to tell. In this formulation archives are on the move,
disembodied and carried forward into new circumstances, they are read in relationship
to the contexts and times they enter. Connected to this idea of movement is the idea that
archives can be performed and through this performance become generative spaces out
of which creative work can develop. In this process the archivist is conceived by
Worsley as a co-creator with a discursive research-based approach that could use the
‘virtual realm to show the iterability of the archive’ so that it appears to be in
conversation (Ibid). As a subject the archive could be said to speak and in speaking it is

creative.

The moving chaos of archive futures described by Worsley seems close to Walter
Benjamin’s performance in I'm unpacking my library (1931), which he originally
delivered over the radio in 1931. In unpacking his books Benjamin ‘describes the chaos
of memories’ that are held in ‘dialectical tension between the poles of disorder and
order’ (Benjamin, 1968). Where Benjamin describes the ordering of a collection as a
dam against chaos, Worsley depicts an archive threshold, which the different paths of
memory trails may or may not cross in order to enter the ‘space of the in-between’
(Worsley, 2008, pp.142-43). Besides order and chaos, this space, ‘where the fragile is
seen to be made stable’, holds a number of things in tension, including life and death
(Ibid). There is an element of rebirth in all these descriptions where objects are set free,
re-performed and renamed within a new space. But Benjamin is keen to stress that
rather than the books living through him as collector, somehow the opposite is true. He
lives through his collection, erecting a dwelling with books as building stones. The

precariousness of Benjamin’s nomadic condition, at first highlighted in the action of
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unpacking, is somehow made more stable by the visual conjuring of the metaphor.19As
Kokoli asserts, home becomes a stable centre that enables its opposite, a wandering
nomadic condition. This dwelling fits Worsley’s description of a generative construction.
It is also Benjamin’s ‘whimsical’ definition of a writer - someone who writes the books

they cannot find to create the future collection.

Where Benjamin builds his house from books, the materiality of Lewandowska’s archive
is presented as matrix of tapes, recording speaking voices. These records act as a shelter
for the artist and become a foundation for a creative praxis. Lewandowska’s tapes also
play out Benjamin'’s scenario in reverse, building a house from missing texts and
highlighting the more precarious position Lewandowska finds herself in, as a woman in
a culture that appears forgetful, giving her a sense that she might also end up as a
missing text. The small step Lewandowska takes from text to voice creates a shadow for
Benjamin’s house, archiving the archives’ own forgetfulness, and remaking it anew in
the process (Derrida, 1998, p.11). Lewandowska lives out the in-between status of the
archive that normally remains hidden, building from a perception of what cannot be

found in master discourses, society’s missing texts (With Hospitality, p.52).

The archive approaches a different cultural form - the conversation. This is developed
through the medium of the tape recording, which delivers the qualities of real
conversation by including what would normally be edited out: ambient sounds from the
recording contexts, pauses, interruptions and spontaneous exchanges between different
voices. In this way Lewandowska leaves an imperfect record, noisy, messy, asserting a
partial and personal view. Through conversation the archive is able to convey moments

of intimacy as well as rhetoric, becoming moving in a double sense.

WAA'’s recordings move between cities and continents, carrying with them a concern for
the politics of origins, in this case Lewandowska’s personal origin story, which could be
considered in Browne’s terms as a History 2 or ‘little history’. The archive reflects the
artist’s cultural upbringing in a totalitarian communist state. The introduction to the

archive registers that it is this origin that gives Lewandowska:

19 Interestingly this connection between nomadism and the archival impulse is taken one step
further by Okwui Enwezor’s analysis in Archive Fever where, via an extensive exploration of
numerous art practices and their relationships with photography and moving image, the archival
impulse is also related powerfully to the conditions of exile and near extermination. Julie Bacon
echoes this in her assertion that the archive is not simply a portal but also a burial site.
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‘a sensitivity to the power of representation, to the original and manipulation of
images, thereby influencing her perception of how history is constructed, who
keeps the documents, and who has access to public broadcast.” (Interview

between Lewandowska and Gregor Muir, 2012)

This sensitivity echoes contemporary feminist concerns like Greenan’s not only with the
keeping of documents but also with how and by whom they can be publically shared.
Like Greenan’s outsider archive Lewandowska also brings an outsider perspective via
her alternative cultural upbringing. Framing the internal concern for origins that
unfolds at different points in the audio, there is an awareness of the archive’s unique
positioning in relation to the theoretical contributions that also open this text. In

interview Lewandowska remarks:

‘Four years after [ stopped recording, Jacques Derrida presented his Archive
Fever paper at a colloquium organised by the Freud Museum in London. It was
from that moment that the Archive has begun to occupy a central position for
many practitioners, and by that time we all had internet which has confirmed
our dependency on documenting and self-archiving. [ had a verbal agreement to
keep the recordings for private use and to contact all involved when planning

any change to their status.’ (Ibid)

In one of Lewandowska’s own public talks recorded for the archive she refers to herself
as an artist in exile, despite leaving Poland voluntarily (WAA. 013). In exile, she takes up
a position as researcher, leaving a trail of sound works that can be given to new contexts
beyond the art world.2%In the recording of Lewandowska’s public talk we hear a slide
projector and descriptions of images that we cannot see. In discussion with Condé,
Lewandowska confirms that the missing text is a lecture that goes with image
projections. The status of the missing text is fluid in the archive. Elsewhere, it is itself a
projection becoming a metaphor, in the form of the gap or crack, a question and a dream
for the future.2t In WAA. 013 we hear that ‘place stays inside us and changes

continuously according to the paths we take’. In terms of archive theory this conception

20 Lewandowska’s position in relation to this felt exile is not negative - in one conversation with

Jane Weinstock, WAA.050, for example she notes that her outsider position is an advantage. Also

she speaks in several places but most notably with Barbara Fischer of wanting to be outside or at
least wanting to cross between the art world system (inside) and other communities where there
could be ‘more possibilities’ (WAA.005).

21 In conversations with Weinstock, WAA.050, Gronau, WAA.004. Philip, WAA.005, and writer
Claudine Dannequin WAA.003.
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is reminiscent of what Worsley refers to as model B, an archive continuum, proposed by
Australian archivists. According to this model, whilst records are perpetually connected
to the context of their creation they are also dis-embedded and carried forward into new
circumstances to be re-presented (Worsley, 2008, p.141). From Lewandowska’s
feminist perspective the perception of home we carry with us is relational, rather than

stable and set apart, acted on by the contexts we enter and equally acting on them.

Between Representation and Agency

The WAA archive is almost completely oral and this format feeds into feminist debates
of the time and within it on the politics of representation.22 In the introduction to the
archive the focus on sound is described as ‘a conscious decision by the artist to
undermine the primacy of visuality’ (WAA, Introduction). Of the many debates traced
within the archive the question of visual representation is repeatedly approached. In
public it is at the heart of the Monuments for Rent recordings at the ICA in London and
features in the Toronto recording Power as Representation as Power through discussion
of Mary Kelly’s work.23 [t is also an important part of the conversation with writer and
film producer Jane Weinstock where Lewandowska mentions the strong bodily
presence in Kelly’s work despite the absence of her actual body. The conversations in
WAA echo Worsley’s description of spaces in-between, not the polished coherent scripts
of institutional narratives but spaces for working things out. 2¢ The question of
representation is not definitively answered, instead in answer to Weinstock’s question

on visual representation Lewandowska says:

‘1 think I am in a position in-between - I want to understand where I am now but

[ can only understand it from where [ was before.” (WAA. 050)

Equally, listening to the archive I try to balance these past conversations with the

politics of now, with our dependency on documenting and self-archiving. How does

22 One pivotal but arguably incomplete (see also WAA.054 which includes discussion of the book
between Griselda Pollock and Lubiana Himid) account of feminist art practice’s extended
engagement with the question of the visual representation of women can be found in Parker and
Pollock, Framing Feminism: Art & the Women’s Movement 1970-85.

23 WAA.014a - WAA.017, WAA.074 and WAA.042 respectively.

24 In relation to representation one example of this balancing act is in the constant play with
metaphor in the archive, which sits side by side with numerous recordings of Jo Spence, whose
photographic works evidence the possibility of representing the body in feminist praxis.
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Lewandowska’s intervention into the politics of archiving still resonate? She records
and engages in struggles that feminist discourse had around the politics of
representation, of what should appear and what should remain absent. Certainly these

debates can be drawn in relation to Greenan’s struggle with the digital life of WASL.

In a chapter in the book Performing Archives/Archives of Performance (Gade, 2013) Julie
Bacon writes on her suspicions around our culture of representation, referencing
Chantel Mouffe and Peggy Phelan to diagnose a rhetorical reality where the lines of
liberalism, postmodernism and capitalism are drawn together in an ever ‘spiralling
number of representational and rhetorical forms’ all indifferent to each other (Bacon,
2013, p.82). In this culture, representation can be mistaken for agency. So Bacon
grapples with the possibility of a gap between these two propositions. She points out
that by representing there is also a danger of misrepresenting, making unrecognisable
and consequently disarming speech and agency. In this, as in Greenan’s work, there is an
acknowledgement that the technical means of expressing the poetics of the work should
be a vital consideration. In this respect Greenan references Hito Steyerl’s defence of

poor images. Steyerl writes:

‘The poor image is a copy in motion. Its quality is bad, its resolution
substandard. As it accelerates, it deteriorates. It is a ghost of an image, a preview,
a thumbnail, an errant idea, an itinerant image distributed for free, squeezed
through slow digital connections, compressed, reproduced, ripped, remixed, as

well as copied and pasted into other channels of distribution.” (Steyerl, 2009)

The poor image described resonates with Withers’ writing on the cultural products of
the Women’s Liberation Movement. Withers asserts that rather than perfect products,
bands in the WLM drew attention to difficult production conditions and the extent to

which they performed as ghosts in the machine.

The technology of the archive determines what it is possible to remember and equally
what will be concealed and repressed. For Withers, Greenan and Lewandowska it is
important that the conditions of production are not masked by a hyper-real archival
product. What we see in the metaphor of the poor image is the poetics of a minor form,
to see less, in this case, is to convey more. It sits between a total refusal to represent and
unthinking immersion in representational culture. These feminist archives reflect

Bacon’s acknowledgment of technology as a field, which shapes consciousness. Bacon
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reminds us of Foucault’s assertion that it is through ‘visibility that modern society
exercises its controlling systems of power and knowledge’ (Bacon, 2013, p.90). Given
this, she is interested in performance in this field that complicates perceptions of
archival space, showing it up as a mythic ‘threshold landscape’ (Ibid, p.91). Bacon is
concerned with ‘the shadow-life of the archive, and the always partly hidden way it
shapes perception, establishes value and configures power relations’ (Ibid, p.88).
Lewandowska’s archive, with its question of the missing text, engages with these

concerns making us aware, as we listen, of the force of absence.

By referencing the archive’s shadow life Bacon approaches the secret Derrida situates at
the heart of the archive, which for Bacon is its ‘subjective premise’. The archive is a story
we tell ourselves to create the illusion of stability and authority, a dam built against ‘the
chaos of memories’ (Benjamin, 1968 p.60). Lewandowska both works with and exposes
this secret, playing the objectivity of the recording device, which remains uncensored,
against her continued assertion that the collection is a subjective resource compiled in

order to orientate herself in the face of cultural uncertainty.

The Chaos of Voices

‘The voice is allusive, always changing, becoming, elapsing with unclear contours as
opposed to the relative permanence, solidity and durability of the seen.’ (Dolar, 2006
p.79)

Photo: Taken from WAA. Courtesy of Marysia Lewandowska

Bacon is interested in archival performances that ‘situate the body more directly in the
process of history making’ (Bacon, 2013, p.89). In the Hospitality section I explore how
Lewandowska works with her mother tongue, situated in Derrida’s writing as a kind of
home, using the metaphor of a crippled form to describe her voice in the archive. How
does the specific technology of voice, which is given a body in Lewandowska’s archive,

work to make apparent the secrets and politics of the archive? In discussion with Carol
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Condé, Lewandowska describes the archive, she stresses it will not be available for
transcription but to be listened to. There is a fidelity to this on the website. Although you
can pause the tape, you cannot scroll back and forth through recordings to repeat
aspects. You are compelled to stay with the voices or start from the beginning of the
recording enacting a longer repetition. Consequently, interacting with the archive
requires a kind of embodied patience and highly attentive listening. Given that
psychoanalysis is one of the subjects touched on in the archive, this format seems more
than coincidental. In order to be with the archive listeners are placed in a position not
dissimilar to an analyst, staying with the voices, which are imperfectly coherent and
often interrupted by incidental background noises, including the humming of other
machines.25 This waiting and listening time is bound up with ideas of repetition and
arguably also revolution (With Manifestos, p.76). Without the aid of transcriptions or
rewind functions, in listening we are part of a struggle to remember, implicated in an
embodied way in feminist commentaries around the wider forgetfulness of social and

cultural memory with its ‘not enoughs’ and suppressed histories (Ross, 2000).

Lewandowska is keen that her voice retains traces of her personal history, her Polish
heritage. This description of voice reflects its complex relationship to meaning and a
relational conception of knowledge that includes traces of personal history. Somehow it
expresses the idea that in voice there is more than meaning. Lewandowska’s crippled
solution seems to link language and body together via the thread of voice, which
consequently comes to occupy an in-between space, a bodily trace in the archive despite
the absence of Lewandowska'’s actual body. In his book A Voice and Nothing More
Mladen Dolar (2006) also notes the dramatic tension between the word, related to
symbolic order, and the voice, which is linked to various pre-symbolic sounds and the
body in excess of meaning. In the chapter ‘Freud’s Voices’ Dolar looks particularly at the

concept of ‘lalangue’, where:

‘The element of voice, in the form of contingent and senseless co-sonance,

unexpectedly runs amok and produces nonsense, which in a second step turns

25 In the book Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (1999) Friedrich Kittler sees it as more than a co-
incidence that the first sound recording equipment was developed at the same time as
psychoanalysis. He describes sound recording machines as displaying the same kind of ritual
magic that was originally attributed to mediums channelling spirits so that the record functions
as a kind of hallucinatory wish fulfillment. To Kittler the tape’s lack of consciousness, recording
everything without distinction, makes it an ideal analyst. He asserts ‘technological storage
reveals everything and makes the past speak’ (Kittler, 1999, p.83).
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out to be endowed with an unexpected sense emerging from it.” (Dolar, 2006,

p.141)26

Lalangue is both the ghost that haunts structuralism and a kind of poetry, a contingent
resounding of voices, ‘a fold in language’, that Dolar writes about in relation to its
equally powerful counterpoint in silence (Ibid). In this joyful excess, expressed
particularly well by voice, the secret of archives unfolds. Voice is a medium that makes
room for personal and contextual histories along with facts. This is the more that
psychoanalysis could be said to listen for, that runs amok and makes a different kind of
revolutionary sense. It is also the excess that feminism reclaims for politics through the

phrase the ‘personal is political’.

Voice has a kind of timeless immediacy, when Lewandowska utters the phrase ‘this very
moment in which I am speaking to you’ (WAA.013) her voice enters the present where I
am listening, reverberating with me and suggesting similarities, as lalangue does,
between my moment and hers. No wonder then that manifestos, with their desire to
occupy the present moment, are documents written for speech. Speech is more than a
structure of differences, it is a passage of sound, a bridge in between bodies in an
encounter, where we can meet each other in a moment of enjoyment. Like WAA and
other feminist archives, manifestos speak of missing histories, of absences that haunt
the present in a compelling way. They are also more than deconstructions, they are a
collection of voices, subjects with stories to tell, meeting with each other to suggest the
poetry of the future. These poetic sounds of voice are described by Marlene Nourbese

Philip in WAA:

‘1 know what [ want to say and then I give the words a chance to say what they
want to say and its not always what I think I want to say - there is a tension and

out of that process the poem comes for me.” (WAA. 05)

In response to Lewandowska’s question of missing texts Philip speaks on her poem
Discourse on the Logic of Language (Philip, 1988), which references the historical

practice of cutting out the tongues of slaves, in a ritualistic sacrifice, to separate them

26 This term is derived from Lacan and is a pun used to describe what makes puns in language
possible. As opposed to the logic of the signifier that is based on a structure of differences
lalangue works on similarities and reverberations. It is also a moment of enjoyment.
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from their own language.2? Philip’s words resonate with Dolar who identifies this poetic
sounding unconscious as the ethical aspect of voice. Working through diverse
philosophical traditions Dolar describes voice as a point between ‘the subject and Other’
that is a ‘radical alterity’ (Dolar, 2006, pp.102-3).28 Having identified this ethical aspect
of voice Dolar goes on to develop a conception of political subjectivity that also seems to

be at the heart of Lewandowska’s project.

The ethics of voice is linked to its politics through the similar in-between position it
occupies. Dolar describes voice’s complex relationship to politics and metaphysics,
where it has been given both a privileged position in relation to authority and seen as
something suspect and unsettling to power structures.2 This double position is related
to the fundamental ambiguity of voice, which being between body and language is also
between bios, defined as life in the community as a citizen, and zoe, bare life outside of
the legal or political system. Dolar details its ritualistic function in relation to logos or
the law of the letter. Yet argues that political subjectivity is not created through these
ritualistic functions but by its ‘precarious and elusive’ position in-between zoe and bios
(Dolar, 2006, p121). This position is similarly the one taken up by Philip’s poetry, which
seeks to undo the cuts made between language and the body. It can also be related to
Kristeva’s definition of dialogical language which is both implicitly transgressive and
forms the material of WAA (About Manifesto, p.30). Given this fundamental ambiguity,
voice presents itself as an apposite medium to use to both navigate and bring to

attention the threshold territory of the archive.

Alongside the poem Philip speaks of placing the footnotes at the beginning as a different
kind of acknowledgement. Through multiplicity she describes creating a disorder in her
texts related to the chaos of life and its unreadability, which are elements that are seen
to be left out once structure and meaning come to dominate. Rather than being a place

of authority WAA voices questions that speak to this more contingent positioning.

27 For a more detailed account of Phillip’s poetry and conversation with Lewandowska see my
writing in the Journal of Archives and Records (2015).

28 Dolar considers the role of voice in Socrates, Kant, Freud and Heidegger.

29 Dolar sites Derrida as arguing for the primacy of voice over writing in the history of
metaphysics as well as providing an extensive analysis of the different enabling roles voice takes
up in the totalitarian regimes of Hitler and Stalin. On the other hand he also writes on the
considerable disruptive presence voice was seen to have when equated with music and
femininity quoting Plato on disturbing music which can be ‘unsettling of the most fundamental
political and social conventions... till finally it overthrows all things public and private’ (Dolar,
2006, p.44). Anne Carson’s text The Gender of Sound (1992) also details the disturbing qualities of
female voice as perceived by Western metaphysical history.
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Through the moving contours of voice the inadequacy of the moments we collect is not
hidden in Lewandowska’s archive. It is emphasised. Her subjectivity is revealed out of
sequence through fragmentary references interspersed with public debates. It is a
chaotic portrait built up through silence as well as voice. Lewandowska is silent in the
numerous public talks the archive contains. This silence is extended through the gap in
between recording the tapes and starting to negotiate for their public existence. There is
significance in the pause between the two moments of her developing ideas on historical
traces and shrinking public domains or areas of commons that marks this journey of the
archive from private to public. In Lewandowska’s silence we hear that rather than one,
the missing text is multiple and can be pieced together as a foundation for a creative
praxis. This sentiment is also expressed by Griselda Pollock (WAA. 057). Turning the
western canon of art history on its head, Pollock argues for the social basis of creativity,
pointing out all the invisible supports that prop up the ‘archaic individualism’ of western
art history. It is also expressed by GWL and WAL who each offer up multi-voiced
creative spaces. Out of a sense of loss and being lost Lewandowska involves language in
‘a process of retrieval’ (WAA 0.50). Her question of the missing text is a ritual to survive
in a precarious place, constructing a conversational support system that acknowledges

other voices.

As aritual it also brings sacrifice into question. In 2013 Lewandowska spoke at an
archive conference on a new publication she was working on called Undoing Property
(Lewandowska and Ptak, 2013). Beginning with the recognition that something else is
possible, Lewandowska spoke on a paradigm shift: from a culture of permission, with its
fidelity to origins, to a culture of acknowledgement. This is an assertion of the social
basis for creativity and a call to allow for the marginalia to be shown. Like the title of her
book this call is nothing short of revolutionary. Permission is part of symbolic order.
Acknowledgment in this context is a form of chaos, turning everything on its head,
placing the footnotes first and rubbing at the edges of the myth of autonomous
creativity. For the archivist this perhaps equates to what Worsley terms ‘an opening out
into discursive formations with others’, reimagining the archive as a social practice.
WAA does not present a single definitive origin for social practice but it is a ‘little
history’ that presents the poetry for a different possible future. It contains voices that
say something different about knowledge than those offered by Derrida’s commanding,
lawmaking archive; that it is carried around in bodies, in the chaos of life, that it is

experiential and may get lost. Voices that say knowledge is relational and subjective and
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it has required sacrifices. The manifesto-like question I am left with after listening, is can

we imagine a less sacrificial future?

1984 Dinners Archive: Imagining the Future through Collective Memories of the

Past

94 QONNER M4

Photo: From 1984 Dinners archive. Courtesy of Sophie Hope.

Artist, curator and practice-based researcher Sophie Hope faces a similar question
through the audio archive project the 1984 Dinners (2011-2014). The archive plays host
to information about art and politics in the year 1984, gathering recordings from dinner
parties in London (Deptford High St, September 2011), Singapore (Armenian St, January
2014) Melbourne (Footscray Community Arts Centre, March 2014) and Johannesburg
(The Bag Factory, Mahlathini St, March 2014). Like Lewandowska’s project it is an
archive on the move. The work involves the artist looking back, with a number of
different artist participants who were politically active then and now, to think about
persistent and repressed histories and to ask what has changed and what remains the
same? Using time, hospitality and the archive in order to try to reach a collective
reckoning with history. 1984 Dinners casts the archivist most clearly as an artist with a
social practice. It was initiated as a response to Hope’s research into the Greater London
Council (GLC) from 1981-86. Hope was interested in the relationship between the left-
wing metropolitan council and their support of activist, feminist, anti-racist, overtly
political art groups and actions in opposition to the Thatcher government of the time.

She initiated the first dinner in September 2011, hosting six invited guests in London to
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discuss art and politics in the year 1984. Her guests that evening were Lorraine Leeson,
Sonia Boyce, Stephen Lobb, Flick Allen, Leila Galloway, Shirley Cameron and Roland
Miller, all artists actively working in the UK now and in 1984. Guests were asked to
respond to a menu of questions presented by the artist. This format was then expanded
in consultation with situated collaborators on the ground in other locations. The
collaborators helped Hope devise guest lists and pull together necessary research into
the other contexts to repeat the format. In each context the meals had a particular
starting point, so in Melbourne the focus was around the politics of community arts, in
Singapore the concern was with state censorship and the activities of theatre group
Third Stage, whilst in Johannesburg the focus was on the arts’ role in bringing down
apartheid. Beyond these starting points there was a broader interest in politics and

organisation within different left-wing movements.

Hope describes her methodology for pulling together the archive as a facilitation
process that works through ‘time travel’ to consider the present moment. This reference
to time travel, which Hope has used elsewhere as a convenient metaphor to enable
communities to engage differently with their current circumstances, is an
acknowledgement not only of time as the artists’ material but also an awareness of the
fictive processes of storytelling that inevitably feed into historical accounts. Like
Lewandowska she doesn’t hide the partial and subjective nature of the archive, which
emerges from her political convictions and personal situation living in the aftermath of

an oppressive conservative government, and feeds them. She writes:

‘The project is about the historical content - what was happening in terms of art
and politics in the year 1984, but also about the methods of how territories of
memories and narrative fictions of recent histories are created and re-

interpreted across generations and geographies.” (Hope, 2012)

So there is a concern for the politics of transmission. It is also an experiment in
remembering collectively and across different geographies, which is a multi-voiced and
sometimes contradictory process. Here, as with Greenan, time becomes a cartography in
Hope’s hands, she speaks of navigating a journey through the different territories of
memory. By gathering together activist artists around a table Hope asks individuals to
share time, picking up Victoria Browne’s interest in coevalness (About Archives, p.27).
Shared time is not taken for granted in Hope’s project but negotiated through a number

of strategies, including the dinner format, the menu and the focus on one year. This
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process of bringing diverse perspectives together to discuss a year allows Hope to
acknowledge the complexity of time yet also the generative nature of remembering
together. In contrast to interviewing individuals, where Hope would simply have to
listen eagerly, the group process means that each recollection can be a trigger to other
memories, so that the shape of the conversation is delivered by participants. In this
process of navigating Hope expresses an interest in how much you need to know to
speak on a subject. In the face of sometimes entrenched knowledge communities Hope
plays the role of a guest permitted, as an outsider, to ask the perhaps obvious question
that can crack open a conversation giving people a chance to go through things again.
She reflects that as part of the form she always allows at least half an hour at the end of
each dinner for participants to answer a question on the parallels between now and
then. This question really ignites the conversation, changing the pace of the discussion
by moving away from nostalgia towards activism now. Through this last question Hope

creates an archive of knowledge that is moving towards the future, a dialogic space.

As well as sharing time and considering memory for Hope the archive is a means of
gathering together tactics and strategies used by artists working in the margins of
institutionalised culture. In this way the archive is a way of relating to the past, which
could also be said to contain seeds of the future. Quoting Richard Appignanesi writing
for Third Text report Beyond Cultural Diversity. The Case For Creativity (2010), Hope
reflects ‘the artists’ agreement with history is not backwards looking to the past but a
forecasting of the future’ (Ibid p.15). The archive plays out in Hope’s imagination as a
tool for the future. She describes herself as a child of Thatcher trying to gather together
knowledge of what came before in order to find a way to undo some of the damage done.

She explains:

‘I am interested in how this audio archive might trigger discussion and further
responses about the political and economic context of art and activist practices
in the mid 1980s in relation to past, current and future theories and practices or
art and politics. How can one translate and re-interpret events one did or did not

experience first hand?’ (Hope, 2012)

This hope, along with the relationship to marginal historical narratives, that the archive
might trigger different reflections and actions in the present moment makes it
manifesto-like. Listening to the recording there is a sense that we are struggling as much

now as then to move past histories of injury. These felt histories resonate and create a
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shared sense of anxiety in failure that is reminiscent of McBean’s argument for an
uncertain community that might bond precisely because of their precarious relationship
to history. In a workshop Hope conducted with our research group she reflected that
although the recordings are not about George Orwell’s pivotal work, with the same title,
his influence does loom spectre-like in the background, the book’s insights proving
resonant in a number of the contexts she enters (Audio Archive, AW.004). Commenting
on the quality of the recording, one participant in the workshop noted an almost Big
Brother like presence, as if the energy for protest is always somehow compromised.
Others noted how uncannily similar things seemed in the descriptions, so that looking at
the past becomes an extremely interesting way of looking at the present. Hope drew out
these over laps between the dinners, through her selection of fragmentary archive clips.
In the room listening to the recording we all feel part of trying to work something out, to
think of alternatives and resistance to a kind of pervasive sense of surveillance. In this
way Hope works to gather us together producing a kind of collective belonging. When
asked what she will do in the future with the recordings she shares the aspiration to
expand the convivial space travelling elsewhere and approaching different languages.
She says ‘1 would love to get everyone together’ even if only virtually. Listening, I
imagine a time knot involving the many perspectives from these local histories,
conversations between people, triggering questions, which could add another layer to
the research. This layer indicates that the Dinners are about something more than
conviviality, with Hope asserting a healthy amount of feminist scepticism towards the
form. They are about staging an interruption to the larger history that seems to loom
beyond. For me this triggers the question: could we imagine Hope’s archive moving like
a storm, with the dinner form providing a deceptively calm centre, a ritual to mask more

destructive intentions?

Conclusions

Deborah Withers visits Gloria Anzaldua’s writing to describe the possibilities within the
metaphor as a form through which we can both protect and change ourselves, a way to
orient ourselves in the world. Following these theoretical insights [ approached my own
experiences within feminist archives by beginning with the home, navigating a path
through various archives that reimagine the home space in feminist terms and critique
the perceptions of home we have inherited as a story told to hold power. This interest in

the home as a metaphor stretches into thinking of the archive as home, a form, which
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like the metaphor itself, can offer protection and incite change in the world. To approach
home and also by extension the archive along feminist lines it is necessary to both
deconstruct and reconstruct the terms. In doing this I have tried to imagine the archive
equally as a social practice and as a revolution. As a revolution feminist experiments
with the form open up the secrets of the archive, its embedded forgetfulness, turning its
feverish ‘anarchivic’ potential to work on excluding discourses (Derrida, 1996, p.10). As
a social practice the feminist archive works with the sheltering and hospitable qualities
of archives, mimicking these private functions in the public realm. In this way the
archive performs as a bridge between private and public space, turning vulnerable

outsides into cracks, which make the vulnerability of inside visible.

At the heart of this reimagination has been the figure of the archivist who works to host
alternative stories and voices, bringing them together as a force to be reckoned with. I
have been interested in how collections are gathered together and how archivists work
to balance the needs of the past with the desires of future users. What could be seen as a
balance between rage and utopia. By bringing attention to the archivist it has not been
my intention to reduce the complexity of the stories cared for by these influential
figures. But I have wanted to acknowledge the work they do, so that they become more

than invisible support structures for histories of social practice.

Time in Derrida is a circle, through his study of the archive an exchange is enacted
between the past and the future in the present moment. In this exchange the past both
commands and is also vulnerable, both its commanding function and its vulnerability
are secrets at the heart of the patriarchic archive. Its vulnerability is encapsulated by its
dependency on the future. The future is also somehow a precarious collectivity
searching for a response to the commands of the past, that appear as ever-escaping
traces, footprints in the sand. Where Derrida sees this circle as a kind of death drive, an
endless repetition, feminists working in the archival compost offer a more nuanced view
that both adheres to Derrida’s insights but also departs from them. In a move similar to
the one enacted by Mierle Lalderman Ukeles they have looked on these conversations
with the past as a kind of careful maintenance, a tool for life and survival. This
maintenance work and sharing of uncertain conversations opens up the circle allowing
new collectivities to form, both repeating and departing from exchanges with voices in

the past.
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In Of the Refrain (1980) Deleuze and Guattari also describe home as a circle.30 Speaking

of a frightened child, in the dark, they describe a process of drawing a circle with a song:

‘A child in the dark, gripped by fear comforts himself by singing under his
breath. He walks and halts to his song. Lost, he takes shelter, or orientates
himself with his little song as best he can. The song is like a rough sketch of a
calming and stabilizing, calm and stable, center in the heart of chaos.’ (Deleuze

and Guattari, 1988, p.362)

The song, like the archive, does not shut out chaos but it does make it possible to act.

Through this action, we are delivered home by the authors:

‘now we are at home. But home does not pre-exist: it was necessary to draw a
circle around that uncertain and fragile centre, to organize a limited space.” (Ibid,

p.362)

So making a home is an active gesture. They continue to describe walls of sound,
asserting that to build a city or a golem you must walk in a circle, which is a rhythmic
activity. In this way home becomes a ritual that enables us to continue despite fear of
the dark. Can we consider the work of the archivist as a ritual enactment in a dark place?
After drawing the circle Deleuze and Guattari proceed to write in an opening. They, like

Lewandowska, use the metaphor of the crack to describe this:

‘Finally, one opens the circle a crack, opens it all the way, lets someone in, calls
someone, or else goes out oneself, launches forth. One opens the circle not on the
side where the old forces of chaos press against it but in another region, created
by the circle itself. As though the circle tended on its own to open onto a future,
as a function of the working forces its shelters. This time, it is in order to join

with the forces of the future, cosmic forces.” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1980, p.362)

This shape marks the circle as a place of becoming, a territory which is also a passage.
This limited organised space becomes dynamic in the hands of the writers, it invites
people in and also launches forth. In their description, Deleuze and Guattari privilege

sound as the medium through which this becoming can be realised. Given the archives I

30 I am indebted to Anne Douglas for drawing my attention to this piece of writing.
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have chosen it makes sense to consider this writing, to see the archive as somehow
sonorous, a kind of rhythm that repeats elements but also holds difference. The feminist
archives [ have entered have taken the form of power and offered a repetition with a
difference. In joining with the world Deleuze and Guattari assert you can act as ‘assassin
or poet’, to be a poet is to ‘let loose molecular populations in hope that this will sow the
seeds, or even engender the people to come’ (Ibid, p.402). It is certainly possible to
imagine the archive as a molecular population, a collection of elements that have voices
in the world. This poetry is a form of improvisation, a balancing act that sees its author

venture from home ‘on the thread of a tune’ (Ibid, p.362).
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