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Within the framework of the Freiraum project, Goethe-Instituts in some 40 
European cities and their partners in culture and the arts and in civil society are 
grappling with the concept of freedom, exchanging points of view and forging 
new networks. Paired European cities are developing projects about current 
social issues, to be presented to the public in a series of events in 2018 and 2019. 
 
The Goethe-Institut wants to take a new look at and revive Europe through pan-
European dialogue. For Europe is changing. Populist and nationalist parties are 
gaining ground in many countries; in some, they’re even taking charge of 
government and beginning to undermine the very foundations of democracy, such 
as the rule of law and freedom of the press. Scepticism towards the European 
Union was notably expressed in the Brexit referendum, but is not confined to 
Great Britain, while the integration process is running at different speeds, 
marginalizing countries like Romania and Bulgaria.  
 
How important is freedom in present-day Europe? Where is it at risk? How can we 
shore up freedom? 42 Goethe-Instituts in Europe are taking part in the Freiraum 
(“Free Space”) project. In 41 cities they are joining forces with people in culture 
and the arts, the research community and civil society to look for answers and 
explore the various components of the concept of freedom: individual freedom, 
economic freedom and contrasting views of political freedom. The issues, which 
vary widely by region, are grouped into five thematic strands: public space and 
urban planning (“The Livable City”), democracy, nationalism and populism (“Post-
Europe”), diversity and integration (“In Defence of Diversity”), the economic divide 
within the EU (“Is Freedom a Luxury?”) and freedom of speech and opinion (“Free 
Speech”). 
 
The outside perspective 
In close and intensive cooperation over the past few months, the participants 
have each articulated an issue specific to their city. In early December 2017, all 
the Goethe-Instituts and partner organizations gathered in Warsaw to be 
randomly assigned a partner city. The only condition was that partner cities had 
to be located at least a thousand kilometres away from each other. “So 
Thessaloniki is now working with Carlisle, an anti-Mafia association in Rome is 
getting to know an art and science centre in Nicosia, and a Brussels theatre is 
collaborating with a Warsaw NGO that advocates against filter bubbles and echo 
chambers on the Internet,” explains Brussels-based project director Cristina Nord. 
“If you stand back and change perspective, you’re more likely to find a solution. 
An outside perspective helps in re-evaluating and coming up with more creative 
approaches to seemingly gridlocked situations.”  
So Freiraum holds a mirror up to Europe: those who show enough empathy and 
imagination to view problems from the perspective of another city have already 
taken a big stride forward. 
 
 
  



 

The procedure  
The tandems are now trading questions and working them up into concrete 
projects such as sound installations, documentary films, forums for public 
discussion or theatre workshops, with a view to taking novel approaches to each 
other’s issues. The projects will culminate in a series of events to be held later this 
year by the Goethe-Instituts and their local partners. In March 2019, the Goethe-
Institut will invite all the Freiraum participants to Berlin’s Haus der Statistik to 
present all the questions and proposed solutions at a closing event. 
 
The website 
Our website (https://www.goethe.de/freiraum) tracks the progress of the project, 
presents commentaries on the current state of freedom in Europe by intellectuals 
like German philosopher Juliane Rebentisch, author Uwe Rada or the Italian writer 
Erri de Luca, and provides ongoing analyses, background material and related 
food for thought. 
 
 
Why Freiraum? The Goethe-Institut’s European mission 
The Goethe-Institut sees itself as an institution with a European mission. We 
advocate for a vision of European integration and a shared European cultural 
space based on cultural diversity and distinctiveness – and we are well aware of 
the crisis of that vision today. Not naïve enthusiasm, but the willingness to engage 
in productive dialogue, even if fraught with tension, should lead the way 
forwards. 
 
Johannes Ebert, Secretary-General of the Goethe-Institut, describes this mission: 

In neighbouring countries and even right on our doorstep, we are suddenly 
resuming debates that many of us thought were over and done with. I 
firmly believe that institutions have a special responsibility here: to 
challenge supposed certainties and seek dialogue with one another – even 
where common ground is not self-evident. 

 
A robust civil society is the basis of a democratic and pluralistic community. The 
Goethe-Institut is making use of its extensive network to bring over 40 European 
partners together in the Freiraum project.  
 
 
Freiraum (“Free Space”) is a project of the Goethe-Institut in collaboration with 
53 actors in culture and the arts, the research community and civil society .Some 
40 cities in Europe will be thrashing out these questions till March 2019: What 
does freedom mean in present-day Europe? Where is freedom at risk? How can 
we shore it up? 
 
For more information about the project, go to www.goethe.de/freiraum
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TANDEM CITIES & PARTNERS 
 
 
All the participating Goethe-Instituts and their partners got together for the first 
time on 4 and 5 December 2017 in Warsaw, where the cities were randomly 
paired off. The only proviso was that the cities in each pair had to be located at 
least 1,000 kilometres apart from each other. These paired cities are going to 
exchange questions and look for answers to each other’s questions in the 
Freiraum project. 
 
AMSTERDAM – NAPLES 

Goethe-Instituts: Amsterdam, Naples 

Amsterdam’s partner: The Pakhuis de Zwijger is a centre of debate culture which, 
together with the Re:think foundation, discursively and artistically challenges 
power structures in politics, culture, business and academia. 
www.dezwijger.nl/over-ons/about-us/   

Naples’ partners: The Italian artists Giovanna Bianco (b. 1962 in Latronico) and 
Giuseppe Valente (b. 1967 in Naples) have been working together in Naples since 
1993. Fascinated by the duality of body and mind, the duo work with science, 
astrology and literature in their works. In videos as well as in a number of their 
interactive installations, they explore linguistic, spatial and social processes, 
relationships and configurations.  
www.bianco-valente.com   

Amsterdam’s question: Freedom as a concept in the construction and 
performance of cultural identity: In what ways does the concept connect or divide 
people? How is freedom embodied in cultural objects and what strategies are 
used in the process? Actors in various domains are invited to share their 
experiences and expertise in fashion, food, the body and other fields and discuss 
them with one another. 

Naples’ question: The residents of Naples react to their city’s extremely high 
population density and close confines by embracing a way of life characterized by 
a high level of tolerance. Illegal construction is regarded as one way of taking 
action against stringent state regulations and exercising a basic right: the freedom 
to expand one’s own living space. But is this really freedom? What visible form 
does freedom take in architecture and the cityscape?  
 
ATHENS – BANSKÁ BYSTRICA  

Goethe-Instituts: Athens, Bratislava 

Athens’ partner: The Temporary Academy of Arts (PAT), founded in 2013, 
considers itself an interdisciplinary education and art project. Its goal is to use the 
method of curatorial research to explore various expressive methods and the 
subtle differences between institutions and independent initiatives. PAT 
discursively and artistically explores structures and concepts in society, politics, 
academia and art to develop (para-institutional) artistic forms of action. 
https://patuoaweb.wordpress.com/ 

Banská Bystrica’s partners: Not in Our Town is an initiative committed to fighting 
racism and xenophobia and building safe, inclusive communities. It uses film, 
social media and organizing aids to promote civic participation at the local level. 

http://www.dezwijger.nl/over-ons/about-us/
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Another partner is the Záhrada arts centre founded in 2011. It holds over two 
hundred events a year, providing a venue for the presentation, creation and 
communication of contemporary art as well as dance, theatre, music and 
education, thereby boosting cultural awareness and social dialogue between 
various communities. 
www.niot.sk / www.zahradacnk.sk   

Athens’ question: Where are the limits on freedom of speech? Are there implicit 
or obvious constraints?  

Banská Bystrica’s question: Why does freedom in the sense of a liberal 
democracy elicit so much fear, resistance and insecurity that people elect right-
wing extremist parties into the Slovakian government? What does freedom mean 
to those who vote for them? What concrete solutions can be offered, which 
mediators used, to assuage the fears of these voters? 
 
BARCELONA/MADRID – BELGRADE  

Goethe-Instituts: Barcelona, Belgrade, Madrid 

Barcelona/Madrid’s partners: The Fundación Secretariado Gitano (FSG) is an 
intercultural social non-profit organization that has been advocating for the 
interests of the Romani community in Spain and elsewhere in Europe since the 
1960s.  
The Fundación Instituto de Cultura Gitana (FIGC) is a foundation within the Spanish 
Ministry of Culture that seeks to promote and disseminate Romani culture and to 
combat discrimination. The FIGC works towards promoting the harmonious 
coexistence of different social groups as well as promoting and preserving Romani 
cultural heritage and language. 
http://www.institutoculturagitana.es/   

Belgrade’s partner: KROKODIL is an initiative for the production of literary, 
cultural and socio-political programmes. The object is to bring together people 
who are interested in literature and culture and to restore a culture of dialogue as 
well as the severed connections between people in the Western Balkans. Serbian 
writer Vladimir Arsenijević is the initiator. 
http://www.krokodil.rs/eng/ 
 
Barcelona/Madrid’s question: Do the Romani embody the spirit of a Europe 
without borders? 

Belgrade’s question: Is it possible to be happy regardless of social conditions? 
 
BRUSSELS – WARSAW  

Goethe-Instituts: Brussels, Warsaw 

Brussels’ partner: The Beursschouwburg, founded in 1955, is an arts centre and 
venue for young artists in the heart of Brussels featuring a wide-ranging 
programme of performances, films, concerts, exhibitions, readings and discussions. 
The artistic director is art historian Tom Bonte. 
www.beursschouwburg.be/en   

Warsaw’s partner: The Fundacja Panoptykon, founded in 2009, advocates for 
transparent rules in the digital realm and maintaining curbs on (state) surveillance, 
which should not take place without consumers’ knowledge, without control by 
society and without any legal framework. New technologies should serve people 
and not be used against them. Katarzyna Szymielewicz, the foundation’s founder 

http://www.niot.org/
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and director, has become one of Poland’s most highly renowned and respected 
experts in this field. 
https://en.panoptykon.org/ 

Brussels’ question: Europe and its institutions have implanted themselves like 
foreign bodies in Brussels. How can we integrate foreign bodies and really turn 
Brussels into the capital of Europe? What would, what could, such a capital look 
like? 

Warsaw’s question: If we had the choice between access to all available 
information and life in a filter bubble, which would we pick? 
 
BUDAPEST – TIRANA  

Goethe-Institut Budapest, Goethe-Zentrum Tirana 

Budapest’s partners: The Eötvös Károly Policy Institute (EKINT) was created in 
2003 by the Open Society Foundations to establish a novel and unconventional 
institutional framework for democratizing public affairs in Hungary. EKINT seeks 
to raise public awareness of democracy, civil rights, political culture and 
solidarity. Its president, jurist László Majtényi, served as Hungary’s first data 
protection ombudsman from 1995 to 2011 and, though well aware he didn’t stand 
a chance, was the only candidate to run for president against incumbent Janos 
Ader in 2017. 
www.ekint.org/en   

Tirana’s partner: Artist Edit Pulaj (b. 1974 in Tirana) studied at the University of 
the Arts in Tirana, spent several years in Norwich and London, and returned to 
Albania in 2009. In her painting, she explores colour and her own basic ability to 
communicate and interact. Pulaj advises the mayor of Tirana on cultural affairs. 
editpulaj.com   

Budapest’s question: To what extent is it the responsibility of civil society to 
defend our common European values?  

Tirana’s question: After the collapse of the Communist dictatorship that had 
sealed the country off from the world for fifty years, freedom and individualism 
mattered deeply to the people of Albania. And yet it took a long time for civil 
society in the West European sense, with shared values, to develop there. How do 
Albanians view freedom today: as a blessing or a curse? Is freedom a challenge? 
 
BUCHAREST – VILNIUS  

Goethe-Instituts: Bucharest, Vilnius 

Bucharest’s partner: Students in the political science department at the University 
of Bucharest under the direction of assistant professor Oana-Valentina Suciu. Suciu 
studied in Bucharest, Oxford, New York and Budapest and has worked for various 
NGOs and institutions as a researcher and activist. Her research focuses on ethnic 
minorities and their political representation.  
http://en.unibuc.ro/ 

Vilnius’s partner: Jugend debattiert Alumniverein Lithuania, active since March 
2017, is a Lithuanian association founded by alumni of Jugend debattiert 
international, an international debate contest conducted in German. The objects of 
the association are to cultivate a culture of debate in Lithuania and to encourage 
young people to address social issues.  
https://www.jugend-debattiert.eu/idee/about-english/ 

https://en.panoptykon.org/
http://www.ekint.org/en
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http://en.unibuc.ro/
https://www.jugend-debattiert.eu/idee/about-english/


 

Bucharest’s question: The issue is freedom of cultural, religious and sexual 
identity in Romania and attempts to curtail these civil liberties. How can we 
nurture tolerance so that people will experience diversity as something positive? 

Vilnius’s question: If freedom is defined as being able to choose and shape our 
lives ourselves, how does social pressure to succeed make young people unfree in 
their higher education choices? 
 
CARLISLE – THESSALONIKI   

Goethe-Instituts: London, Glasgow, Thessaloniki 

Carlisle’s partner: AWAZ Cumbria is a community development organization that 
has been advocating since 2005 for the visibility of marginalized groups in the 
northern English county of Cumbria. AWAZ seeks to make black and minority 
citizens feel welcome in Cumbria and to promote community and mutually 
respectful cooperation.  
https://www.equalitycumbria.org/awaz-cumbria/about-us 

Thessaloniki’s partner: ArtBOX is an art management agency that develops and 
implements contemporary art projects. Since 1989 ArtBOX has initiated over two 
hundred projects, exhibitions, conferences, festivals and events, many of them in 
collaboration with international institutions like the Venice Biennale. In recent 
years, ArtBOX has also served as artistic directors and project managers for major 
art events in Greece.  
www.artbox.gr   

Carlisle’s question: Against the backdrop of its geographic situation – a city 
surrounded by mountains near the Scottish border – Carlisle addresses the issue 
of physical and social isolation, as well as attendant challenges such as 
educational deficits, low income, youth unemployment and the effects of Brexit. 
How can we understand and overcome isolation? 

Thessaloniki’s question: Thessaloniki insists on the centrality of freedom to 
European identity, while stressing that freedom is never static: it needs to be 
continually reclaimed and re-created through self-empowerment. Thessaloniki 
asks whether we are not far more capable nowadays than in the past of sharing 
our experiences with others through new media – and whether new media do not 
mark a realm of freedom that urgently needs to be captured. Can a new media 
exhibition on the subject of European identity become an area of freedom? 
 
DRESDEN – TALLINN  

Goethe-Instituts: Munich / Zentrale e.V., Tallinn 

Dresden’s partner: The Kunsthaus Dresden is a municipal contemporary art 
gallery with a wide-ranging programme of exhibitions and educational and 
outreach activities. Its object is to make artistic subjects and forms of expression 
accessible to the general public. 
http://kunsthausdresden.de/?lang=en 

Tallinn’s partner: Kanuti Gildi SAAL is the first independent centre for the 
performing arts in Estonia. Without an ensemble of its own, it has been working 
with freelance artists and independent companies since 2001. Most of its 
productions focus on the artistic process itself. Kanuti Gildi SAAL is part of an 
international network that organizes the SAAL Biennaal theatre festival in Tallinn.  
www.saal.ee/et   

https://www.equalitycumbria.org/awaz-cumbria/about-us
http://www.artbox.gr/
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Dresden’s question: Against the backdrop of the increasing use of the city and 
public space as a setting for right-wing populist initiatives since late 2014, what 
can art, as a language of freedom, do in times of widespread ressentiment? 

Tallinn’s question: Is it a mistake to be carefree and happy? The question focuses 
on the nexus between freedom and responsibility as well as on positive aspects of 
free private and public life. Having experienced foreign occupation for centuries, 
Estonians cherish their personal freedom, which now finds expression in a highly 
developed digital infrastructure and a positively charged culture of tolerance for 
mistakes. 
 
DUBLIN – STRASBOURG/NANCY  

Goethe-Instituts: Dublin, Strasbourg, Nancy 

Dublin’s partners: The Trinity Access Programmes (TAP) at Trinity College in 
Dublin offer pragmatically oriented programmes to promote education among 
disadvantaged and underrepresented strata of society. The Dublin City Arts Office 
is a municipal body expressly set up by the city council to promote collaborative 
projects and enable artists, cultural institutions and municipal facilities to 
contribute to Dublin’s range of high-calibre cultural offerings. 
www.tcd.ie/Trinity_Access / www.dublincityartsoffice.ie  

Strasbourg/Nancy’s partners: Various partners in the arts, education and research 
as well as important actors in the Grand Est border region of eastern France: 
Haute école des arts du Rhin (HEAR), Université du Strasbourg, Université de 
Lorraine, Centre Mondial de la Paix Verdun, Akademie Nancy-Metz, Arte, Métropole 
du Grand Nancy – Nouvelle intelligence des territoires urbains.       

Dublin’s question: The subject is the nexus between freedom and the economy, 
for the fact is that economic hardship makes people unfree. Do creative arts, 
community and improved access to higher education create more freedom in 
Europe? 

Strasbourg/Nancy’s question: Border areas: How do I experience and set my own 
limits when I am close to others?  
 
GENOA/TURIN – STOCKHOLM  

Goethe-Instituts: Genoa, Stockholm, Turin 

Genoa/Turin’s partner: The Youth Empowerment Partnership Programmes (YEPP) 
are an international initiative to empower socially disadvantaged young people 
from immigrant or non-immigrant families. 
www.yepp.it   

Stockholm’s partners: Mitt 127 is an initiative run by young people for young 
people in Skärholmen, a district on the outskirts of Stockholm. Mitt 127 organizes 
festivals, initiates educational programmes and raises political awareness among 
young local residents. 
http://mitt127.se/ 
The Expo foundation documents and reports on xenophobic violence and 
developments in the far-right nationalist scene and holds educational events to 
combat racism in schools. 
https://expo.se/about-us 
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Genoa/Turin’s question: Economic conditions can curtail our freedom. But 
ignorance, prejudice and social conditions also undermine our courage to express 
ourselves and to change. What answers do we have for young people in Genoa 
and Turin?  

Stockholm’s question: What measures can we take to fight nationalism and right-
wing extremism? 
 
HELSINKI – SOFIA  

Goethe-Instituts: Helsinki, Sofia 

Helsinki’s partner: STOA is a municipal arts centre in East Helsinki, an 
international part of the city marked by its sizeable immigrant population. STOA’s 
orientation, particularly in its performing arts programme, is international and 
contemporary, and the centre serves as a place for daily users to learn, read and 
socialize. STOA will be hosting the Freiraum activities as part of its Nomads 
Festival in September.  
http://www.stoa.fi/en/about 

Sofia’s partner: A working group of researchers, teachers, students and a 
filmmaker, led by Rumen Petrov, a sociologist at the New Bulgarian University in 
Sofia.  
newbulgarian.academia.edu/Rpetrov   

Helsinki’s question: What are the minimum rules we need in order to live 
together?  
Bulgarian artists will be invited to Helsinki for an extended residency that will 
involve working with Finnish artists, giving workshops for young people on 
various aspects of STOA and presenting the open-ended results of these activities 
at the Nomads Festival.  

Sofia’s question: Unresolved conflicts and hushed-up crimes in Bulgarian history 
have traumatized our society and stifled its development to this day. The question 
is: What keeps us from being free?  
These traumas and ways of overcoming them will be addressed by working 
groups, a panel discussion in May and a summer school that will include teaching 
staff, views and participation from Finland. 

 
COPENHAGEN – SKOPJE   

Goethe-Instituts: Copenhagen, Skopje 

Copenhagen’s partner: Since 2014 the Copenhagen Architecture Festival has been 
exploring the ways in which architecture interacts with life. Designed to appeal to 
a broad public, the festival features films, tours, discussions, exhibitions and 
workshops and is held simultaneously in the Danish cities of Copenhagen, Aarhus 
and Aalborg. 
www.cafx.dk   

Skopje’s partner: Started up in 2001, Kontrapunkt is an organization that 
addresses political and philosophical issues and the relationship between art, 
philosophy and politics as well as engaging in socio-critical activism. Kontrapunkt 
encourages and promotes artists and independent groups, thereby contributing to 
the development of an independent cultural scene in Skopje. 
www.kontrapunkt-mk.org   

http://www.stoa.fi/en/about
http://www.newbulgarian.academia.edu/Rpetrov
http://www.cafx.dk/
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Copenhagen’s question: A Copenhagen for all: How can we secure a space for 
diversity and coexistence in the city to lay the foundation for democratic 
exchange? 

Skopje’s question: As civil society attempts to protect civil rights against ongoing 
attacks by authoritarian regimes, freedom is a crucial issue in postpolitical and 
neoliberal societies, in modern democracy. What are the various dimensions of 
freedom?  
 
KRAKOW – SARAJEVO 

Goethe-Instituts: Krakow, Sarajevo 

Krakow’s partner: After researching Muslim feminism and the situation of women 
in the Middle East, sociologist and anti-discrimination activist Beata Kowalska 
now focuses on gender equality in Poland and abroad. Kowalska is a professor at 
the Jagiellonen University, where she was awarded the top prize for teaching. She 
lectures at major universities around the world. 
www.en.uj.edu.pl/en_GB/start   

Sarajevo’s partner: The Academy of Performing Arts (ASU, est. 1981) was the first 
school of performing arts to open in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It now offers 
courses in acting, directing, scriptwriting and production and has departments of 
cinematography, film editing and sound design. ASU takes a pragmatic approach 
to teaching and is now regarded as one of the most important institutions of its 
kind in southwestern Europe. Forty per cent of its study body are from abroad. 
http://www.unsa.ba/en/org-jedinica/academy-performing-arts 

Krakow’s question: Each wave of nationalism is closely linked to gender issues: 
What is the role of women in Polish society? How do (young) women perceive 
public space? Where do they feel safe, and what are their unmet needs? 

Sarajevo’s question: Who is a free citizen? How does one become a free citizen? 
What are the European Union’s tacit cultural demands on Bosnia and Herzegovina 
for admission into the EU? 
 
LJUBLJANA – PARIS  

Goethe-Instituts: Ljubljana, Paris 

Ljubljana’s partner: Filmmaker and producer Maja Ziberna is in charge of the 
newsdesk at Slovenia’s public broadcaster RTV, where she covers social and 
cultural issues on the programme Studio City.  
www.rtvslo.si   

Paris’s partners: Philosopher and dramaturg Mériam Korichi examines Spinoza, 
Andy Warhol and human emotions in her theoretical work. Her plays and 
adaptations are performed worldwide. In 2010 she initiated the “Night of 
Philosophy”, which has since been held each year at a different location around 
the world. The 2018 edition will take place at the Palais des Beaux Arts in Paris 
(www.nightofphilosophy.com/meriam-korichi).   
Dorian Astor and Anne Dalsuet are also actively involved in the Paris contribution 
to the Freiraum project.  
Paris and Berlin-based philosopher and musicologist Dorian Astor focuses on 
Nietzsche and perspectivism in his work. He is a research fellow at the Centre 
National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) in Paris and will also be working at 
the University of Strasbourg.  
Paris-based philosopher and art historian Anne Dalsuet works on issues of 
environmental ethics, biomimetics and the influence of new media on our society. 

http://www.en.uj.edu.pl/en_GB/start
http://www.unsa.ba/en/org-jedinica/academy-performing-arts
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Ljubljana’s question: Civil society and non-governmental institutions in Slovenia 
are constantly hampered by the state authorities in a dialogue that does not take 
place on an equal footing. How can Slovenes bring about a balanced dialogue 
between equal partners that respects the rights of both sides? 

Paris’s question: If we had the freedom (the time and space) to do exactly what 
we want together, what would we do? In France, the concept of freedom is 
grounded in the historical legacy of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, 
but what is the state of freedom in present-day France? How wide is the gap 
between the ideal and the reality, between our and others’ perceptions of the 
situation?  
 
LUXEMBOURG – RIJEKA  

Goethe-Institut Zagreb, Institut Pierre Werner in Luxembourg 

Luxembourg’s partners: Ian de Toffoli is a publisher, writer, theatre-maker and 
teacher of Romance philology at the University of Luxembourg.  
Another partner is the Rotondes arts centre, which holds concerts and events 
ranging from art to theatre, including many conferences, group projects and 
workshops, targeting teenagers and young adults in particular.  
The third team member is the Luxembourg Center for Architecture (LUCA), a non-
profit organization that promotes the quality of the built environment as an 
essential value of society. 
http://www.hydreditions.eu/toffoli.html / www.rotondes.lu / www.luca.lu  

Rijeka’s partner: Drugo More (“The Other Sea”) is a cultural non-profit 
organization addressing social issues at local, regional and international level 
since 1999. Drugo More‘s wide-ranging activities and events combine artistic 
programmes with sociological and cultural theory to promote exchange between 
local and international artists and students.  
http://drugo-more.hr/en/ 

Luxembourg’s question: Even in free Luxembourg – a country with a functioning 
separation of powers and a free, critical press – there is a deficit of freedom in 
the use of urban space: free spaces in the sense of places that can be used free of 
charge for civil society exchange are closed down, or prevented from developing 
in the first place, by political and/or economic interests. Where can new free 
spaces be created or old ones re-established?  

Rijeka’s question: Have we packed freedom into a container in which we enjoy it 
ourselves or together with friends, while forgetting, however, that freedom 
develops in society? 
 
LYON – RIGA 

Goethe-Instituts: Lyon, Riga 

Lyon’s partner: Image Aiguë is a theatre group made up of amateur actors of 
various ages and cultural backgrounds. Under the direction of Christiane Véricel, 
they develop plays in which each actor speaks in their own native language and 
finds new forms of mutual understanding e.g. through intonation, expressive 
delivery, body language and music. Recurrent issues are identity, belonging and 
difference. 
www.image-aigue.org   

Riga’s partner: The Žanis Lipke Memorial commemorates the rescue and sheltering 
of over fifty Jews from the ghetto in Riga by the Lipke family during World War 
II. www.lipke.lv/en   
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http://www.image-aigue.org/
http://www.lipke.lv/en


 

Lyon’s question: Other people’s freedom: Past and present conceptions of 
freedom should be seen against the backdrop of the rise of populisms. Which 
conception of freedom do we aspire to nowadays and what restrictions on 
freedom do populists seek to impose? What is the relationship between individual 
liberty and collective freedom? 

Riga’s question: What does freedom mean? How much freedom do Latvians have 
to be different and live out this difference in public and in public discourse? What 
realms of freedom are available to people who are different or (wish to) live 
differently? How can we expand these realms of freedom? How can we create a 
society that sees diversity not as a threat, but as an enrichment? 
 
MILAN – OSLO  

Goethe-Instituts: Milan, Oslo 

Milan’s partner: Sunugal, an association jointly founded by Senegalese and 
Italians, promotes social and cultural exchange between the two countries. It 
forms a network within Italy and a bridge between migrants and their families 
back in Senegal.  
https://www.sunugal.it/# 

Oslo’s partner: The Hedda Foundation advocates for human rights, equality, 
democracy and development by promoting artistic projects and programmes that 
include every art form.  
www.heddafound.no   

Milan’s question: Tautótes (Aristotle’s concept of “identity”) – Is identity about 
social cohesion or division? What might be a constructive approach to exploring 
identity that allows for the complexity of the phenomenon and its effects? What 
new formats of art, education and the social, political and urban environment are 
needed to attain a new conception of the dynamic of identity?  

Oslo’s question: Migration, immigration and religious tension are among the 
biggest challenges facing Europe today. While immigrants in Norway cherish their 
newfound freedom there, Norwegians see those immigrants as a threat to their 
own freedom. How can we get the two sides to get to know each other and create 
a shared present? 
 
MARSEILLE – PRAGUE  

Goethe-Instituts: Marseille, Prague 

Marseille’s partner: Hors d'atteinte, a publishing house started up by Ingrid 
Balazard and Marie Hermann, will be publishing its first books in early 2019. The 
name Hors d'atteinte, literally “out of reach”, suggests something subtle and 
nimble, a place impervious to attack. Its two interconnected series of books, 
"Literatures" and "Facts & Ideas", seek to develop new interpretative tools and 
analytical frameworks with a view to understanding a rapidly and profoundly 
changing world. One focus of the publications will be on feminism, but they will 
also explore subjects like populism and nationalism, urban development policy 
and major environmental scandals. 
https://twitter.com/hors_d_atteinte   

Prague’s partner: d21 is an independent foundation and tech start-up of young 
econometricians. They develop new voting algorithms with a view to preventing 
electoral manipulation in future. Some of their prototypes are already being used 
in participatory budgeting (in New York and Czech municipalities).  
www.d21.me/en/   

https://www.sunugal.it/
http://www.heddafound.no/
https://twitter.com/hors_d_atteinte
http://www.d21.me/en/


 

Marseille’s question: Marseille has been redeveloping a large swath of the city 
around its industrial port since 1994. This urban renewal project, called 
“Euroméditerranée“, includes the construction of five highrises, two of which have 
already been completed. La Marseillaise, a highrise office building currently under 
construction, is a particularly blatant illustration of how private profit-geared 
interests become meshed with the interests of the city of Marseille. Can that 
possibly be in the interest of the city’s residents? Or is it just gentrification pure 
and simple? This large-scale project also raises the question of how and where 
different social classes will cross paths in public space in future – which is a 
particularly acute issue in Marseille, given its geography and its shortage of public 
gardens and squares. 

Prague’s question: The election results in recent years reflect increasing 
fragmentation into separate camps. Can new voting algorithms save our pluralistic 
society? Is one vote enough? 
 
NICOSIA – ROME  

Goethe-Instituts: Nicosia, Rome 

Nicosia’s partner: The ARTos Foundation is a centre of contemporary art, social 
science research and creativity. It promotes national and international artists and 
researchers and provides a platform for transcendental as well as material 
approaches to questions. 
www.artosfoundation.org   

Rome’s partner: DaSud is an anti-mafia association founded in 2005. It seeks to 
combat the Mafia through culture, political rights and participation. DaSud chiefly 
provides formal and informal training, with a special focus on gender equality, at 
a school on the outskirts of Rome. Since 2009 the association has been organizing 
activities and events, including theatrical productions and film screenings, as well 
as co-publishing graphic novels, all from an anti-mafia perspective. DaSud works 
with the Italian ministry of education and representatives of the art world.  
www.dasud.it 

Nicosia’s question: Economic freedom is generally deemed a precondition of 
freedom. And one of the prerequisites for economic freedom is education. Many 
young college graduates in Cyprus can’t find work these days. On the other hand, 
there are plenty of jobs in occupations that require vocational skills, such as the 
tourism industry. Do we have access to training that will secure a sustainable and 
fair economy in which we can fully exercise our economic freedom? 
Rome’s question: This question is about the cooperation between civic 
associations and public institutions – and the absence thereof in crime-ridden 
neighbourhoods on the outskirts of Rome. How can we make development 
measures undertaken by civic associations effective in areas racked by the Mafia 
and crime?  

http://www.artosfoundation.org/
http://www.dasud.it/


 

 

“TRADING POINTS OF VIEW A THOUSAND KILOMETRES 
AWAY” BY UWE RADA 
 
 
Speed dating, suspense and the luck of the draw: at the inaugural meeting of the 
Freiraum (“Free Space”) project in Warsaw in early December 2017, participants 
were randomly paired off to form 19 tandems. They now have a year and a half 
to trade points of view and grapple with their partner city’s problems.  
 
By Uwe Rada 
 
Some couples come together because they love each other. Others make more of a 
pragmatic pact in which love needn’t necessarily be the overriding emotion. But 
for a couple to be thrown into each other’s arms randomly is rather an exception. 
The Goethe-Institut has now made this exception the rule in its European 
Freiraum (“Free Space”) project. Using a randomizer, 19 pairs have now been 
formed. Their mission: to pool their forces for a year and a half in order to get to 
the bottom of the European crisis and develop new ideas on the subject of 
“freedom”. 
 
On 4 and 5 December 2017 all the Freiraum participants met up in Warsaw to get 
to know one another and the project – and above all to pair up. The directors of 
all 42 participating Goethe-Instituts travelled to Warsaw with their 38 previously 
selected partner institutions to pool their forces with those of another, randomly 
chosen European city. They were eager to find out at long last with whom they’d 
be exchanging questions and answer over the next year and a half. 
 
Circling in on potential partners 
 
As sleet fell on the Museum of the History of Polish Jews and, facing it, the Ghetto 
Heroes Monument before which German Chancellor Willy Brandt once famously 
kneeled, the suspense was mounting inside the conference hall in the new glass 
building where the meeting was being held. “We’re going to take you on a mystery 
tour,” forewarned Susanne Höhn, director of the Brussels Goethe-Institut, at the 
very start of her welcoming address. For nobody knew where the tour would lead. 
All they knew was the basic idea of the Freiraum project. Given the glut of navel-
gazing nationalism in crisis-ridden Europe, and consequently an all the more acute 
lack of curiosity about and empathy for other nations’ problems, changing 
perspectives was declared the principle of the exercise.  The participating Goethe-
Instituts and their partners are to grapple till the spring of 2019 not with their 
own freedom – or threats to that freedom – but with those of others. Each is to 
come up with an artistic project that’s not about their own problems, but those of 
cities that lie far away.  
 
Thus, Freiraum takes us not only beyond the borders of European nation-states, 
but beyond the confines of our own perceptions. And randomly at that. The only 
requirement is that the future partners be located at least a thousand kilometres 
from each other. So the mood at the first meeting was convivial and yet a bit 
nervous. During a “speed dating” session, each of the participants must have been 
wondering whether the person sitting opposite would be compatible with 



 
themselves and their issues. Over the first dinner together in the casual 
atmosphere of the café Państwomiasto, Berthold Franke, the director of the 
Goethe-Institut in Prague, even admitted to having once drawn a circle on the 
map with a compass to see who might be eligible to partner the Czech Republic. 
 
The choice of Warsaw to host this inaugural meeting, however, was not random. 
Since their victory in the 2015 elections, Jarosław Kaczyński’s nationalist 
conservative PiS (“Law and Justice”) party have turned Poland into an illiberal 
state modelled on present-day Hungary. Poland’s right-wing populists champion 
national identity, conservative role models and state sovereignty whilst decrying 
the freedom of the supposed “liberal elites” in the cities, and they are dismantling 
democracy at an alarming pace in order to retain their power. “Poland must rise 
from its knees” is one of the battle cries bellowed at Brussels from Warsaw. But 
there were social reasons as well for the PiS election victory, reported Warsaw-
based sociologist Karolina Wigura in a guest lecture at the Jewish Museum. The 
social divide had widened under the previous, liberal administrations. “By 
introducing child benefits for the first time,” she explained, “the PiS managed to 
reach above all the rural and less affluent electorate.” 
  
Johannes Ebert has also set his sights on reaching social strata and regions that 
have been left behind. The Goethe-Institut’s secretary-general had travelled 
specially to Warsaw from Beirut to wish the Freiraum launch success – and to 
present the project’s ambitious goal. “We want to reach target groups we have yet 
to get through to,” Ebert said, and then briefly recalled the genesis of the project. 
“The decision to go ahead with it came after the Brexit vote in Great Britain and 
Donald Trump’s election in the US.” To resist right-wing populism, he explained, 
we need to strengthen civil society. “That’s why the focus of Freiraum is also on 
the civil society partners of the participating institutes.” 
  
A mixed bag of activism 
 
So the Warsaw gathering was quite a mixed bag of people in culture and the arts 
along with human rights activists. Laura Triumbari had come all the way from 
Rome; her daSud organization have been standing up to the mafia for years. Her 
credo: civic participation creates transparency in political decisionmaking. The 
Záhrada arts centre in Slovakia’s Banská Bystrica is struggling against the swing to 
the right in its city, where the leader of the right-wing extremist party won the 
regional election in 2013. 
  
The focus of the Sunugal initiative, the Goethe Institut Milan’s cooperation partner, 
is on identity and integration in a diverse city. Started up by Milanese of 
Senegalese origin, among others, Sunugal see themselves as a bridge between 
Italy and the country of origin of many migrants in Milan. Sunugal’s Giulio Verago 
met Emilė Paskočimaitė and her Jugend Debattiert (“Young People Debate”) 
organization in Warsaw. Paskočimaitė’s questions are about the situation of young 
people in the Lithuanian job market. “What are our wishes?” she asks. “What do 
we need in order to stay?” Important questions in a nation whose population has 
shrunk from 3.5 to 2.8 million since the fall of the Iron Curtain. 
  
The Kunsthaus Dresden and its director Christiane Mennicke-Schwarz focus on the 
freedom and perhaps the task of art. In February 2017, three tall busses from 
Aleppo were parked in front of Dresden’s Frauenkirche. That caused quite a stir – 
and suddenly art was faced with a pack of Pegida demonstrators. This is another 
topic that fits under the broad banner of “freedom”, under which the participating 



 
Goethe-Instituts and their partners in Europe seek to start up a European 
conversation. 
  
The project team led by Cristina Nord, director of the Goethe-Institut’s cultural 
programming in Southwest Europe, came up with five headings for the various 
issues to be addressed. They range the rampant gentrification of urban 
neighbourhoods and the privatization of public spaces under the heading “The 
Livable City”. “Post Europe” refers to right-wing populism and anti-European 
sentiment. “In Defence of Diversity” asks about coexisting in heterogeneous urban 
societies. The widening divide between rich and poor in Europe raises a question: 
“Freedom, a Luxury?” And lastly, “Speakers Corner” is the watchword of people in 
the arts who insist that art needs space to ward off economic pressure as well as 
increasingly pervasive and invasive forms of thought control. 
 
Where do we stand in Europe? And where do others feel we should stand? On the 
very first day, as a warm-up to the first round of “speed dating”, all participants 
were asked into the lobby of the Jewish Museum, where they were to take up a 
position on an imaginary line stretching from extremely liberal to extremely 
illiberal. As expected, the West Europeans stood where freedom was writ large 
and the East Europeans gathered on the opposite side. Though with one exception: 
the Czechs took up a spot at the very tip of liberalism, despite the fact that Andrej 
Babiš, a right-wing populist, had just become prime minister. When asked about 
this apparent contradiction, the Czech delegation replied, “We’re not illiberal: 
we’re neoliberal, in other words liberal to the max!” Which got a big laugh. 
  
For the fact of the matter, as graphically confirmed by the warm-up, is that 
freedom in Europe cannot be forced onto a linear axis. The debates conducted in 
Warsaw about gentrification and public space alone showed that public freedoms 
may be restricted by the freedom of private investors, which often carries more 
weight than the individual citizen’s “right to the city”. On the other hand, those 
who view social justice as a basic right in the sense of freedom for everyone must 
restrict the freedoms of others in turn. And what about the newly-won freedom in 
many post-communist Central and East European countries if EU rules require 
them to cede part of their sovereignty to Brussels? 
  
The balance of power maintained for many years in the field of tension between 
freedom, justice and security has been shaken up by the financial crisis and the 
growing popularity of right-wing populist slogans. That the Goethe-Institut has 
now made freedom the focus of such a pan-European project also reflects the fear 
that civil liberties will be the first victims of the growing demand for national and 
social security. Democracy is also at risk in what Bulgarian intellectual Ivan 
Krastev calls the “twilight of Europe”. Then again, Mériam Korichi, a philosopher 
from Paris, poses critical challenges to the very concept of freedom. “Is it even 
our nature to be free?” she asked provocatively in Warsaw. Her talk, which the 
organizers had slotted shortly before she was to draw the fateful lots, was an 
attempt to think about freedom in new ways and not, as she put it, to “leave it to 
the right-wingers”. 
  
The luck of the draw  
 
Suddenly all went quiet. At high noon on the second day, Korichi reached into the 
drum and withdrew the numbers that would make up the 19 tandems. It was a 
moment of silence in the Jewish Museum, but after a few seconds the tension 
eased up.  



 
 
By the luck of the draw, Christiane Mennicke-Schwarz from Dresden can’t wait to 
see how the Goethe-Institut Tallinn and its partners will handle her question about 
“art as the language of freedom in times of rancour”. The Záhrada arts centre in 
Banská Bystrica, Slovakia, now gets to grapple with the situation in Athens and 
the question “How can we get people talking?” 
  
Right after the matchmaking, the freshly formed teams got acquainted. The first 
brief exchanges in – sometimes broken – English and the inquisitive and in some 
cases expectant looks were enveloped in an atmosphere of solemnity, the magic 
immanent in every beginning. If it was part of the Goethe-Institut’s secret plan to 
nurture close listening as a soft skill and set more store by questions than rash 
answers, the plan worked in this first moment of sounding out one’s partners. 
Emilė Paskočimaitė from Vilnius, for example, sat at a table with Oana Valentina 
from Bucharest. They both readily agreed on the vital importance of tolerance in 
both cities. “How can one learn tolerance? How can it be imparted to young 
people?” They aim to find out by means of an exchange programme for young 
people from both cities to get to know one another. In parallel to their ongoing 
efforts to address each other’s question, the results of their meetings and research 
will be presented on dedicated Facebook and Instagram pages. 
  
Tirana and Budapest form a politically exciting configuration. In the Hungarian 
capital, Bernadette Somody and László Majtenyi are fighting for the independence 
of their Institute for Politics, an NGO founded by the Soros Foundation. In the 
Albanian capital, in contrast, civil society and politics are closely intertwined. 
Artist Edit Pulaj works as a cultural consultant there in the city administration. So 
we can all look forward to seeing what the duo will learn from each other. 
  
Aftab Khan may well have to range the farthest afield. He is the head of the Awaz 
Cumbria organization in Carlisle, a small city in northern England that gained fame 
for having the highest percentage of local Leavers in the Brexit vote. Many 
residents of Carlisle feel forsaken and left in the lurch by UK policymakers. “How 
can we understand and overcome isolation” is the question Aftab Khan is asking 
Christos Savvidis, the director of the Artbox arts centre in Thessaloniki, to grapple 
with next year. “We’re both going to put together an exhibition about the situation 
of our cities,” Khan and Savvidis announced after their first tête-à-tête. 
  
The randomly-yoked duos will have to get their projects up and running by the 
end of 2018 before presenting them to the public in the spring of 2019. Will 
Europe be even more deeply mired in crisis by then? Or will the forces of 
disintegration have let up in the meantime? Either way, the participants in the 
Freiraum project will have this to say for themselves: We have worked on Europe 
and we have lived it. 
 

22 December 2017 
 

Translation: Eric Rosencrantz 


