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How to Prepare
Art School

Students for
Tech-Driven
Economies

Towards Small and Participatory Technologies

Birk Weiberg

Since the Industrial Revolution, art and tech-
nology have had a complicated on-again, off-
again relationship, not without some rivalry be-
tween them. Technologists have tended to turn
to art in the hope of finding meanings for their
creations beyond mere functionality, and artists
have been fascinated by what technology can
do and have endeavoured to share in its power.
The current chapter of this story began in the
1960s with digital technologies, which prom-
ised all sorts of liberations - from total automa-
tion to scaling without material limits. These

{ Art schools often // view
digital (technologies) as
complex ++ and potentially
troublesome. }

promises also attracted a third actor, economy,
and turned the relationship into a ménage a trois,
a more turbulent competition for each other’s
attention. In the twenty-first century, this con-
stellation is dominated by accelerated techno-
logical developments and various external cri-
ses. Artists, designers and filmmakers face the
challenge of finding their place in a digital cre-
ator economy shaped by technology and eco-
nomics,! and in the following | explore how art
schools should realign their relationship to
technology in order to prepare their students
for this situation.

Art schools are no longer expected to produce
artists, designers and filmmakers, but value-cre-
ating members of post-digital markets. This rais-
es the question as to how the schools relate to
digital technologies. And this question cannot
be answered by the mere replacement of tradi-
tional crafts with digital successors. In a situa-
tion where technologies are constantly being
renewed and creatives are expected to adapt to
new techniques, also after graduation, the ques-
tion of how students experience technology dur-
ing their studies becomes more relevant than
the question of which technologies they learn.
However, their learning environment is often
characterised by two complementary mindsets.
Like all other higher educationinstitutions, when
it comes to their own infrastructure, art schools
often view digital technologies as complex and
potentially troublesome, leading them to exter-
nalise them by licensing proprietary software or
to offload them altogether to cloud services.
This outsourcing is often accompanied by com-
plaints about the quality of the tools supplied,
which are simply expected to work. However,
this attitude towards technology as a foreign
discipline is not self-evident, as a comparison
of digital systems with legal systems shows.
While not part of an art school’s own domain,
there is a natural entitlement to be involved in
the drafting of legal texts such as study regula-
tions. But in a post-digital university nearly every
decision regarding curricula etc. must be rooted
in its technical feasibility. Legal and technical
systems, both consisting of highly formalised



texts, go hand in hand here, but the latter is usu-
ally experienced as inaccessible. This discon-
nect from technical systems is echoed in subject
debates. While a critical attitude towards cur-
rent technologies is more than legitimate, it
should not lead to the renunciation of opportu-
nities to shape technologies.?

Software companies and platform providers have
long understood that offering educational dis-
counts is a good investment in creating lasting
habits among graduates. Itis surprising how much
taxpayers’ money is being used to educate the
future customers of tech companies, especially
when compared to current research practices.
There is a broad consensus in the scientific com-
munity that published scientific output should be
open access whenever possible, as it has been
financed by the public sector. Regard-
ing research infrastructure costs,
there is currently limited interest in
policies that promote the use of pub-
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* k
Discussions regarding the flawsin the future cgstomers of *tech
systems used, such as privacy issues,  COImMpanies. }

have been going on for a while. How-

ever, it is commonly suggested that

these problems are new because they are being
encountered in new technologies such as Al. Ad-
ditionally, the companies responsible for these
issues, whose business models rely on the use of
customer data and other problematic practices,
are expected to provide solutions. This situation
is similar to that in academic publishing, where
open access was originally intended to mitigate
the power of large publishing companies, which
end up making significant amounts of money from
it and thus also perpetuate existing social prob-
lems, such as limited opportunities in the Global
South.

Minor and situated tech

One way to counter the inertia of large institutions
such as universities is to counter the idea of scal-
ing up with the idea of scaling down. This is one
aspect of the concept of c<minor tech»,* which was
recently adopted from Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari’s reading of Kafka as «minor literature».®
Both minors use existing power structures (lan-
guage, technology) and work with and against
them, making their work inherently political and
of collective value. «A minor technology is that
which a minority constructs within the grammar
of technology.»®

The emancipatory practice of striving for inde-
pendence within existing power structures has
been cultivated in various organisations rooted in

{It is surprising how much
taxpayers’ money ++ is being
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feminism or cyberfeminism as their technology
aware iteration. As members of these groups adopt
digital technologies, they have articulated what a
(trans*)feminist server could/should look like,
identifying it as a «situated technology. She has a
sense of context and considers herself to be part
of an ecology of practices.»’ A later version of the
text aimed to provide a broader contextualisation
of such technologies in relation to broader con-
cerns.t These discussions have resulted in inter-
esting hybrids of content and infrastructure, such
as the publication Networks of One’s Own. With its
title alluding to Virginia Woolf’s classic essay, this
collection of texts also includes an easy-to-install
local server. A bottom-up approach with individ-
ual modules on the topic is the most promising
way to introduce such ideas in an art school. At
the Lucerne School of Design, Film and Art, one

example of this is the interdisciplinary
module Situated Infrastructures. In this

module, students from different pro-
grammes form groups to discuss the

idea of local technical systems and find

individualimplementations. The result-
ing projects are not necessarily of a dig-

ital nature, but the students experience
such technologies as something that
can be imagined differently.?
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The issue of self-owned technologies and infra-
structures gained urgency with the pandemic in
2020, when universities suddenly realised that
they were dependent on third-party systems,
which often came with conditions that they did
not approve of. The online workshops titled «Re-
claiming Digital Infrastructures» at KASK Ghent
assessed the use of Free Libre Open Source Soft-
ware (F/LOSS) for digital learning environments
as an infrastructure «being simultaneously tech-
nical and ethical, legal and speculative, econom-
ical and political».® While these workshops fo-
cused on the affordances of different tools and the
practices they enable or bring forth, the Berlin Uni-
versity of the Arts took concrete measures to es-
tablish its own digital ecosystem: «For a sustain-
able and independent digitization strategy of ed-
ucational institutions, adequate digital tools of this
kind should by necessity be privacy compliant,
free-to-use, intuitively understandable, scalable,
comprehensible, verifiably secure, contemporary,
and future-oriented.»" The resulting collection of
services is modular and federated.

Participatory

(digital) design
The use of F/LOSS is not (or should not be) an
end in itself, but rather a means to specific ob-
jectives. Roel Roscam Abbing has demonstrat-
ed how a diverse set of open source tools can
be used to prototype individual, situated infra-
structures according to the communities they
are meant to serve.® This approach of exploring
computational alternatives ties in with an on-
going debate within participatory design, a
method of involving stakeholders in design pro-
cesses that has its roots in Scandinavia in the
1970s, and as some scholars argue has lost its

{Viewing (technology) as a
malleable ++ resource,

not a given, is a prerequisite
for /* transforming one’s
profession. }

technological grounding. When looking back at
the development of participatory design over
the last few decades, scholars from Aarhus Uni-
versity have called for «Putting the T back in
Socio-Technical Research».* They argue that
the ever-increasing focus on methods for co-de-
sign processes has resulted in a loss of knowl-
edge about relevant foundations and impacts
due to alack of concrete results. Here Susanne
Bgdker and Morten Kyng have noted «a lack of
technological ambition on behalf of both users

and researchers, a choice of researchers to
work with communities of users that are imme-
diately sympathetic and generally shying away
from a political stance, especially when it en-
tails conflict with powerful adversaries.»®

Being able to understand and work with digital
technology, and to communicate effectively with
people who understand it even better, is an essen-
tial component of an interdisciplinary skillset. And
viewing technology as a malleable resource, not
a given, is a prerequisite for transforming one’s
profession. This, together with a critical mindset,
will distinguish professionals from amateursin the
future creator economy, where content is pro-
duced more easily than ever before. It should be
a principal objective for art schools.
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