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The concept of intersectionality emerged in the 1980s in the context of Black femi-
nism and critical race theory (CRT). Since then, intersectionality — which describes
interacting forms of discrimination and perspectives on them and refers to both
atheoretical approach and a political practice — has established itself as a travelling
concept throughout the disciplines and fields of action of the social sciences and
humanities.! Intersectionality is generally dedicated to identifying and combating
social injustice. In the course of its dissemination, museums and exhibitions have
also been opened up as intersectional terrain. In interaction with critical exhibition
practices, approaches in museology and curatorial studies are creating a growing
awareness of existing multidimensional discrimination in this field and, at the same
time, developing solutions to overcome it.2 Demands for diversified and appropriate
(re)presentation, accessibility and mediation are increasing, as are reflexive inter-
ventions and structural reforms. At the same time, social resistance to these very
changes is forming. It ranges from tactical obfuscation and symbolic appeasement,
pinkwashing, and tokenism, to program and budget cuts, and cultural-political
influence in conjunction with conservative to fascistic counter-movements. This
issue ties in with this current, tense situation and asks whether and to what extent
intersectionality, as a phenomenon and as an analytical perspective, must not only
be seen in the present, but can also be applied retrospectively to art exhibitions. In
doing so, it deliberately places this fluid concept in an exhibition-historical context.

Intersectionality ...

The history of the term intersectionality began concretely in the late 1980s, when
the Black American lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw coined it in her groundbreaking
essay Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex. A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine (1989).® With the concept of intersectionality, she
sought to make visible the multiple, interwoven forms of discrimination and social
inequalities to which Black women are subjected on the basis of the categories of
race and gender ascribed to them. She introduced the vivid metaphor of the street
intersection — an image that illustrates the convergence of forms of discrimination
such as sexism and racism and the associated risk of harm, while also raising ques-
tions about the particularism and universalism of claims to protection.* However, if
intersectionality is understood in a substantive rather than a literal sense, its history
can be traced back in many different ways. Long before they came to be conceptu-
alized in theoretical terms, the struggles were carried out within social movements.
When Crenshaw coined the term, she explicitly acknowledged Black feminists such
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as Sojourner Truth and Anna Julia Cooper, who in the 19th and early 20th centuries
had already highlighted the double discrimination of Black women on the basis of
gender and race.’ These early critiques of white feminism form a central line of flight
that is anchored in social movements and extends to the Black feminist struggles
of the 1970s and 1980s in the United States, for example in the socialist-influenced
Combahee River Collective and its associated figure Audre Lorde as well as central
protagonists such as Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Angela Davis, and bell hooks.?
Through diverse political and historical analyses grounded in anti-racist social
critique, these debates reveal a common goal: not merely to empower women of
color, but to intervene in social conditions in a transformative way.’

The concept of intersectionality now resonates far beyond Crenshaw’s legal
focus on Black and female-read people. By broadening its categories to include
class, sexual orientation, age, religion, and disability, it serves as a «contextualized
analysis of social injustice» in many disciplines and fields of practice, promising to
address their «differences and heterogeneity».® Its scope thus encompasses «social
structures, institutions, symbolic systems of order, representations, norms, social
practices, and subject formations».? However, the use of the term remains contro-
versial. Transformative and emancipatory approaches are contrasted with identity-
based and liberal ones.!’ In addition to the possibly inadequate road intersection
metaphor, areas of friction include the white academic or Eurocentric appropriation
of the concept; its status — as a metaphor, discourse, theory or even paradigm; the
methodologies associated with it; the definition, weighting, and interpretation of
categories of discrimination — as ontological or historical, context-specific or transfer-
able.! Precisely because of the controversial debates surrounding it, the popularity
of the concept of intersectionality also requires historical and systematic reflection
from the perspective of our field of research, without reducing the discussion to the
absolutization of a particular theory, method or practice.'

... and exhibition history

From our point of view, art-historical exhibition history is particularly suited to this
cause, since it has been investigating the material, institutional, and cultural con-
ditions under which art becomes public for some four decades — whether through
analyses of the art exhibition as a form, as a practice, or through consideration of
the art exhibited — and thus takes a fundamentally socio-historical perspective. Since
its inception, this field of work has been linked to an art history that developed in
the 1970s, in the «new art history» as a «social history of art» (T.]. Clark) and in the
West German context of the Ulmer Verein (with Jutta Held, Martin Warnke and
Detlef Hoffmann) from a materialist Marxist perspective, to name but two striking
examples. In addition to the production of art, the focus shifted to the ways in which
it is presented, the conditions under which it is published and how it is mediated.'
At the latest since the 1960s, however, the powerful means, politics, and conditions
of exhibiting have been the subject of institutional critique from within the arts
themselves. The critical questioning of the art and exhibition business through ar-
tistic strategies by, among others, Hans Haacke and Mierle Laderman Ukeles, as well
as activist-artist associations such as Where We At and the Art Workers Coalition,
laid the foundations on which an art-historical exhibition history could be built. In
this issue we follow an understanding of exhibition history as part of the outlined
social history of art, which takes into account not only the contexts and historical
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conditions of the publication of art, but also the relations and conditions of the
production of exhibitions.

Since then, however, the boundaries of exhibition history have been fluid, perme-
ated by concepts, tools, and impulses from related disciplines, especially museology,
curatorial studies, and critical art and exhibition practice.** Against the backdrop of
a global expansion of this field of work, various tendencies are currently at odds with
each other: a canonical one that perpetuates a white, male-dominated «Western»
art history; a revisionist current that reflexively questions and extends this; and
scattered corrective studies that are not necessarily connected to each other or to
established exhibition histories. Such «area studies» focus on historical exhibitions
that have not yet been adequately addressed, examining aspects such as race, geo-
graphical location, gender or sexual orientation.'s Exhibitions by women or gender
non-conforming, African-American or Asian artists, as well as LGBTQIA+ art, are thus
academically analyzed.'s In most cases, a category of discrimination, such as gender,
geographical marginalization or sexual orientation, is the guiding principle for the
focus. However, as early as 2010, the cultural studies scholar Simon Sheikh, among
others, noted in his examination of canonization processes that additive methods
do not solve the dilemma of representation in exhibition history either. Instead,
he provocatively argued for the abolition of the canon in favor of a «conceptual»
exhibition history.!” The conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck, to whom Sheikh
refers, understands concepts as linguistically formulated experiences that store and
shape historical realities of life.!® Accordingly, they are inextricably linked to social
history, to the structures, practices, and experiences, as well as to class relations,
social movements, and institutions that shape societies over time.

Against this backdrop, we ask whether intersectionality, as a concept grounded
in social history in this sense, can become a productive term for exhibition history
in both its literal and substantive understanding — a term that not only questions the
consolidation of existing canons, but also avoids a particularization of this field of
work. Can intersectionality contribute to critically questioning consensus-building
processes while at the same time raising awareness of the gaps that arise when
definitions are based exclusively on a single category?

Exhibition history - intersectional?

Many attempts at defining (art) exhibitions link them to socio-political conditions,
not only in the present, but since the beginnings of modernity and the developments
of the 20th century. This is done in contexts that anchor the (art) exhibition in the
capitalist, imperial, and colonial project of European modernity. In the course of the
emergence of a bourgeois public sphere, it is described as a disciplining apparatus
of power that shapes and legitimizes self-perception and the perception of others
through the generation and visualization of knowledge, for example in the interest
of nation-building (Tony Bennett after Michel Foucault); as a social ritual that ha-
bitualizes modes of distance by removing exhibits from their original contexts of
meaning (Dorothea von Hantelmann); and as a contact zone where cultures collide
and conflicts are played out — a phenomenon inextricably linked to the continuities
of the historical, asymmetrical power relations of colonialism and slavery (after
Mary Louise Pratt).!® Since at least the 1960s, other approaches have attested to the
self-reflexive and transformative qualities of (art) exhibitions, which are the basis
of their aesthetic and social effectiveness: as an (institutional) critical - artistic or
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curatorial — form that addresses its own conditionality and situatedness (James
Timothy Voorhies; Tristan Garcia/Vincent Normand); as a bracketing that interrupts
practical contexts and opens them up for renegotiation (Kathrin Busch/Burkhardt
Meltzer/Tido von Oppeln); as a meaning-producing and actionable relational con-
text (Beatrice von Bismarck; Nora Sternfeld/Luisa Ziaja).?® What these approaches
have in common is that they ascribe to the (art) exhibition a role in the production,
representation, reflection or negotiation of social relations.

If we now transfer intersectionality as a concept to exhibition history, the spe-
cific social anchoring of the art exhibition can come to the fore in the analysis: its
ability to reinforce or invalidate social inequalities. In the exhibition mode, too,
intersectionality refers to the phenomenon of intertwined forms of discrimination
on the one hand, and to the strategies for making them visible and overcoming them
on the other. We therefore propose not only to examine current or historical art
exhibitions that themselves take into account or address intersecting mechanisms
of discrimination and oppression, but also to understand intersectionality as a con-
stitutive phenomenon of art exhibitions - that is, to examine how such mechanisms
of power are reproduced within them.

This concern is linked to the question of possible methodological approaches.
Intersectionality was launched with the aim of «systematically» questioning and
refuting «essentialist ideologies of homogeneous actuality, such as social catego-
ries» in their interaction, and examining the respective relationships between the
categories.?! Research into exhibition history that takes up intersectionality could
therefore draw on a relationship-theoretical method.

In her 2017 publication Beziehungsweise Revolution. 1917, 1968 und kommende,
Bini Adamczak analyzes Beziehungsweisen (modes of relationship) from a Marxist,
anti-capitalist and queer-feminist perspective, not only through their actors, but
also by focusing on the in-between and the conditions under which relations arise,
exist, and are reproduced.?? In the context of art exhibitions, an analysis of modes
of relationship could reveal the specific ways in which intersectional relations come
into play.

At the beginning of the issue, we, the editors, discuss with Jeannine Tang the
methodological challenges of combining intersectionality and exhibition history.?®
The authors’ contributions provide insights into an intersectional exhibition his-
toriography mostly by examining those exhibition contexts that derive a positive
inclusion criterion from experiences or structures of intersectional discrimination:
through contemporary case studies which, as Shirin Graf shows in her contribution
on the exhibition One Day We Shall Celebrate Again: RomaMoMA at documenta
fifteen (2022), critically destabilize ethno-cultural categories of identification based
on multiple forms of social oppression, but also through historical case studies.?
A case in point is the Marxist-feminist-informed exhibition Working Women/Working
Artists/Working Together, curated by Candace Hill-Montgomery and Lucy R. Lippard
at Gallery 1199 in New York City in 1982, whose experimental exhibition text we
reprint here, with commentary by Fiona McGovern.” The exhibition featured col-
lectively produced works by women artists, mostly women of color, and members
of the left-wing workers’ union District 1199, which was particularly committed to
the concerns of Black and Latin American female hospital staff.?® By addressing the
impact of specific overlaps of class, gender, race, and other categories both within
and outside the field of art, such exhibitions contribute to the elaboration of what
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is now called intersectionality. Intersectional discrimination can thus be traced
and understood in its expository interactions across historical structures.”’ In her
contribution, Carina Engelke shows that the Events series organized by The New
Museum in New York between 1980 and 1983 brought together various curatorial
and artistic practices of multiply marginalized actors and local communities as
a discursive exhibition event. Criteria of social exclusion became the occasion for
a temporary institutionalization that took up the critique of activists and artists and
briefly transferred it to the engine room of the art world.?

The fact that even exhibitions that declare the institutionalized field of art to be
the target of intersectional critique produce their own exclusions — an aspect that
Silvia Cammarata highlights on the basis of the expository activities of the Guerrilla
Girls and their ambivalences —is another central insight of an exhibition history that
focuses on intersectionality.?® This approach mistrusts a polarization of positive and
negative discrimination and instead allows contradictions to be grasped where they
materialize. By focusing not only on one category of identity or identification, in this
case gender, but also on social belonging and political engagement, Clarissa Ricci
anchors the exhibitions of women artists she examines in society.** By scrutinizing
the participation of women artists and cultural workers in the Venice Biennale in
the 1970s, Ricci reveals the connection between the case studies and a transnational
history of feminisms in their relationship to left-wing movements. The third contri-
bution to the debate series by the AG Kunstgeschichte mit links of the Ulmer Verein
centers on exhibition history. By focusing on the relationship between art history
and schooling, art education, and exhibition practice, it also connects directly with
the theme of this issue. These sites of agency played a central role within leftist
initiatives and discussions in West Germany following the 1968 uprisings. In the
interview with the art historian Irene Below, the concerns of a critical and emanci-
patory approach to art education since the 1970s come to the fore — concerns that
were closely tied to questions of class and accessibility to exhibitions.

This issue was preceded by a call for papers intended to ensure both histori-
cal and thematic breadth and to highlight the plurality of possible approaches. In
November 2024, a workshop was held at the University of Applied Arts and the
Academy of Fine Arts Vienna, which brought together most of the authors and aimed
to create a common basis for discussion.®! In line with the academic socialization of
the contributors, the examples discussed are predominantly located in the United
States and Europe, and thus in regions of the Global North, where the concept of
intersectionality continues to be widely discussed in academic contexts. Although
the contributions are not only about balancing representations, but also about
understanding structures, the compilation of the issue simultaneously points to
gaps, to the situatedness of academic production and - at least it is hoped - reveals
necessary future research perspectives. In this respect, we understand both the work
of the authors and this journal issue itself as a contribution to current and historical
debates - as part of a community of discussion that works to open up rather than con-
fine situated perspectives and is dedicated to the question of how a social-historical
exhibition history can be written under the sign of intersectionality.

Translation: Gérard Goodrow
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