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How Can Cultural Policy Respond to Global Divisions and Discrimination? — Perspectives from
Art and Postcolonialism

[Purpose of the Session ]

In the face of issues such as the global movement of refugees and migrants, the rise of
exclusionary nationalism, and the destabilization of the international order symbolized by the war
in Ukraine — along with the growing reexamination of historical injustices rooted in colonialism —
we are now being compelled to confront deeply embedded structures of division and
discrimination in the world.

How can cultural policy and the arts respond to these pressing contemporary challenges?

In this symposium, we focused on contesting the legacies of colonialism through art as an
approach to this question.

This symposium approached that question by focusing on how colonial legacies can be
contested through art.

-documenta fifteen (2022)

*Gwangju Biennale

-Yamaguchi Center for Arts and Media [YCAM]

the return of the Benin Bronzes

In the second half, we explored the concepts of “postcolonial” and “decolonial,” outlining how
these terms were used in different contexts. Based on this framework, we aimed to deepen the
discussion on how these perspectives could be developed within the field of cultural policy in
Japan.

[Speakers]
Ozlem Canylirek (Zeppelin University)
Decolonial Cultural Practices — The Case of documenta fifteen
*Leonard Bartolomeus (Yamaguchi Center for Arts and Media [YCAM])
Hacking the Institutions: Case Studies from YCAM
*Hiroki Yamamoto (Jissen Women’s University)
We (Still) Have Things to Remember—From the Experience of the Japan pavilion at the
Gwangju Biennale 2024
*Yuki Akino (Waseda University)
Germany's Return of the Benin Bronzes: A Case for "Decolonization” in Museums
[Coordinators]
- Takayuki Yoshida (Osaka Metropolitan University)
-Kazuo Fujino (Kobe University)

[First Half]
Ozlem Canyiirek



Decolonial Cultural Practices — The Case of documenta fifteen

This presentation explored documenta fifteen (2022, Kassel, Germany) as a case study of
decolonial cultural practice within the context of German cultural policy. Led for the first time by a
non-European collective—ruangrupa, an Indonesian artist group—documenta fifteen redefined the
curatorial model through the adoption of lumbung, a practice of communal resource-sharing rooted
in Indonesian traditions.

The lumbung model centered on collective decision-making, shared budgets, and common
infrastructures, involving 14 international member collectives. Instead of prioritizing event-based
production or individual artistic authorship, documenta fifteen focused on long-term relationships,
collaborative learning, and situated art practices. This approach sought to challenge dominant
Western-centric norms in art valuation and institutional governance.

While the exhibition represented a rare attempt to redistribute institutional power and resources
within a major publicly funded cultural platform, it also exposed structural tensions. Accusations of
antisemitism regarding certain artworks sparked national controversy, shifting the institutional
response toward crisis management and reputational control. In the process, many lumbung
members—especially from the Global South—faced limited access to German media and were left
without adequate institutional support.

This case illustrated both the potential and the limits of decolonial engagement in cultural
institutions. It highlighted how decolonization of knowledge is often reduced to thematic
representation without corresponding shifts in decision-making power. The presentation argued
that documenta fifteen revealed deep-rooted patterns of coloniality and capitalism within German
cultural policy, which continued to constrain efforts to redistribute authority, reframe cultural value,
and support alternative narratives.

Through fieldwork during the exhibition and subsequent academic workshops, this research
developed a practical and theoretical framework for understanding decolonial knowledge
production within cultural policy. The presentation offered critical reflections on how
collectivity-oriented practices can open “cracks” within dominant systems to enable plural ways of
knowing, being, and organizing.

Leonard Bartolomeus
Hacking the Institutions: Case Studies from YCAM

Through activities in Japan, | have attempted to practice “hacking” as a means to counter
institutional rigidity. Unlike Indonesian collectives, Japanese public institutions are bound by
numerous structural constraints. In projects such as RURU Gakkou and The Speculative Library,
participant-driven spaces for learning and creation were established, giving rise to autonomous
activities. For institutional transformation to occur, it is necessary for organizations to accept the
revision of their operational systems and to build open adjustment processes in collaboration with
local communities.

Hiroki Yamamoto

We (Still) Have Things to Remember—From the Experience of the Japan pavilion at the Gwangju
Biennale 2024

This presentation began by arguing that decolonization requires not only institutional reform but
also a cognitive, epistemological and sensory transformation. It then examined the experience of
the Japan Pavilion at the Gwangju Biennale 2024 in relation to the historical memory of the
Gwangju Democratization Movement. Viewing Gwangju, as a symbolic site of resistance against
oppression shaped by U.S. intervention during the Cold War, South Korea'’s military dictatorship,
and the legacy of Japanese colonialism, the lecture critically engaged with the Western-style
national pavilion system. It explored the possibility of deconstructing the “nation-state” from within,
that is from a perspective, and proposed post-national and transnational perspectives.



Yuki Akino
Germany's Return of the Benin Bronzes: A Case for "Decolonization” in Museums

The “Benin Bronzes return issue™—that is, the debate over the return of cultural artifacts with
provenance rooted in the colonial era—was explored from a decolonial perspective, through
specific arguments that encompassed institutional frameworks, provenance, and the complexities
that arise after return. The process of restitution, which is expected to embody the realization of
justice, was shown to sometimes generate new power structures and dissonance. The
presentation made visible the historical and political burdens borne by the museum as an
institutional apparatus.

[Second Half)

In Japan, discussions on postcolonial and decolonial perspectives in the field of art are not yet well
established. Therefore, in the latter half of the session, a broader exchange of ideas was held on
how such discussions could be further developed within the realm of Japanese cultural policy.

To begin, Fujino summarized the first half by stating that decolonization in the art world cannot
be achieved solely through the rise of art projects. A deeper philosophical inquiry is needed into
the aggression, violence, and colonial structures underlying museum collections.

In response, Akino offered the following comments.

In examining the potential of cultural policy to respond to global polarizations, it is crucial to
critically review the cognitive frameworks as well as cultural institutions that developed during the
process of Western modernisation. However, it is also essential to be aware of the backlash from
those who feel burdened by the shift away from their familiar values and perspectives, which is
creating polarizations. Rather than relying exclusively on rational arguments, | have increasingly
come to feel that it is fundamental to take into account each stakeholder's sentiments and to avoid
oversimplification.

In the period preceding World War |, a notable rivalry emerged between the concepts of "culture,"
representing inherency and diversity, and "civilization," representing universal and linear progress.
This rivalry was primarily embodied by Germany and France. Both approaches have been
incorporated into the “museum”: One that collected indigenous artifacts to prove humanity has no
hierarchy but is just different, for example in the earliest ethnological museum in Berlin which |
mentioned today, the other have developed the very colonialistic perspective and approach, it
reordered’others’ under the gaze of Western rationality and conspired to justify colonial rule, which
is now mostly under criticism. Discussions that rely on oversimplified labels, such as
"Eurocentrism" or "museums as ideological apparatuses," which mainly focus on the latter,
therefore fail to adequately address the complexity of the subject matter and further polarization.
Rather than engaging in abstract conflicts by affixing labels to entities, it is crucial to examine the
inherent pluralities and diversities within these entities. Japanese cultural policy studies need to
learn not only from institutionalized arts and culture but also from cultural anthropological
perspectives. While emphasizing the concept of "indigenous" from a nationalistic viewpoint is
relatively straightforward and rarely overlooked, cultural policy studies in the future should
endeavor to delve more profoundly into the examination of diversity, an element that is inextricably
linked to "culture."

The discussion then shifted to art and decoloniality, with Yoshida asking Bart about the
characteristics of Japanese art compared with Indonesian art. Bart responded with the following
remarks.



| feel most of the significant difference is the structure of the art world in Indonesia and Japan.
Perhaps, this is also one of the reason why so many alternative art practice such as artist
collectives exist in Indonesia. The lack of infrastructure such as national museum or galleries while
on one hand creates a challenge for international recognition, on the other hands it helps nurturing
critical practice that are based on grass root movement. While in Japan, most of the discourse still
being driven by canon institution--mostly state-owned museum, which has different challenges
when discussing sensitive topic such as war, gender, as well as colonial history. But if we go down
to the grassroots or community-based creative project, there is a lot of overlapping factors
between Japan and Indonesia, whether in organizational practice, aesthetic approach, or even
economic sustainability. Perhaps as part of decolonial practice, we have to look and pay attention
at those community-based activities much more often.

Yoshida then asked Yamamoto for comments based on the discussion so far, as well as for
examples of other practices in Japan, to which Yamamoto responded.

As was made clear in the presentations by Fujino and Akino, museum collections have historically
functioned, in part, as colonial apparatuses designed to place the “Other” under epistemological
domination. Their primary aim was to classify and order others and different cultures, thereby
incorporating them into one’s own system of knowledge. While subjecting these aspects to critical
examination, it is also necessary to seek forms of wisdom that can draw out the museum’s
“decolonial” potential.

In recent years, movements demanding the restitution of cultural properties looted during the
period when Japan exercised colonial rule over East Asian countries have become increasingly
visible. Some of these contested cultural objects are housed in institutions that are also used as
venues for exhibitions of contemporary art. From my own perspective, rather than uncritically
constructing oppositional frameworks, it is crucial to engage in sustained dialogue through
collaboration with specialists from a wide range of fields

Finally, Ozlem was asked to share her thoughts on the situation of practice and discourse in
Japan, comparing it with the case of Germany.

In Germany, documenta fifteen showed how redistributing institutional power through collective
models like lumbung can open cracks in dominant systems, but also how fragile these cracks are
when confronted with entrenched governance models and media dynamics. In Japan, as the
discussion showed, the discourse on postcolonial and decolonial perspectives is still emerging,
and museums remain central to shaping narratives. While Germany struggles with defending
established structures against critique, Japan faces the challenge of initiating systemic change
within highly formalised institutions. A future collaboration could explore how these different
conditions, Germany’s contested openness and Japan’s structural rigidity, might inform shared
strategies for sustaining grassroots practices and building policy frameworks that embrace plurality
rather than control.

This symposium may be the first instance of cross-disciplinary exchange involving not only
practitioners and researchers from both within and outside the country, as well as cultural policy
experts, but also art historians. The symposium concluded with the positioning of this initiative as a
“kick-off meeting” for discussions on art and postcolonial/decolonial thought.

Compiled by the panelists and coordinators



