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Constellation
of the Commons

What are your names and what is your relationship to this project?

Pedro: I'm Pedro Jiménez, and this is Lucas Tello. We're from
Zemos98. Since 1998, we've been working on activism, culture,
and education mainly in Seville, Spain, but we're also working in
different international contexts and throughout the country.

Lucas: I'm Lucas. I've been working at ZEMOS98 for about five and a half
years. I've been around for four editions of the ZEMOS98 festival. | joined
at a time when the budget had been declining during those years of crisis,
and in a way, it became clear that the festival couldn’t remain sustainable
for much longer. So I'm like in the second or third generation of this model.

Why the name Zemos98?

Zemos98 is part of a play on words from the legal name of the
collective that is “Comencemos, empecemos,” and it's a play on
words because the “ZEMOS,” the “Z" itself, is a very concrete aspect
of Sevillian speech. It's not correct to write “comenzemos” with a “z,”
but we write it with the “Z" for the aspect of a joke, play, youth...And
‘98 for the year in which we began. In that era, it was fashionable to
put the year in the name, and yes it's true that it has served us for a
long time, being a name that no one can figure out, as an invented
word, as having a kind of brand that has continued resonating.

What legal form have you adopted and why?

Lucas: Well, Zemos98 started as a cultural association as a legal entity

in ‘98. It was in 2004 that this first generation finished university and
had the debate of whether to become professional in any way through
the activity that was going on in ZEMQOS. Then a limited liability company
was established that was closed a year or so ago. And then the third
legal entity that we've had has been an Andalusian Cooperative Society
(Sociedad Cooperativa Andaluza)(SCA) that was established three years
ago, and that is now the main legal entity through which we carry out
our different projects, although we maintain the cultural association ...

Pedro: But basically the governance model has not changed throughout
those three legal entities. We function as a kind of group-coordinated
assembly composed of a series of people who have been getting
involved. It can be called an assembly, but they're like meetings in a
coordination space, almost daily, now of four people. We have worked
with many other people who have been entering or leaving different
processes and who are making decisions according to the responsibilities
they take for each project, for each job. Legal formulas have been an



important thing in our way of organizing, but as a collective we have always had the
fundamental characteristic that our work is professional. That is to say, we are like a
company that has its workers and generates its taxes, but at the level of governance
it functions as an activist collective organized by different, more democratic processes.
In fact, the cooperative framework is the one that seems to better respond to the
legal and juridical form in which we operate because the cooperative requires

taking ownership of the entity, taking ownership of its profit, but also its errors,

and all its things always are collective. So yes, that’s a bit of the way we work.

What defines the activity of Zemos98?

Lucas: | believe that this is a question that we've been asking ourselves starting with
a process that began last summer to rethink ourselves and to see how we'll face the
coming years. It's a strategy that we've laid out for three years. It's a difficult question
to answer because what has happened basically in recent years with Zemos98 is
that, with the onset of the crisis and with the different crises we've lived through,
we have had to greatly diversify the type of work we were doing. We've done many
different projects such as book publications, event organization, web creation, etc.,
They've been projects of many types, and as a result, the type of public we direct
ourselves to has diversified a lot. | believe that the work done by Zemos98 appeals
to different communities: to education and the non-formal education model, to
those groups and to those communities that work in new audiovisual narratives,

to the activist groups more focused on issues of explicit social transformation,

and in recent years, it also appeals to international communities working on social
transformation. | believe that the idea of audiences is a question that we always
have with us, because the fact of having worked on many things makes us known
for different things, and it's very difficult to delimit the people who we address.

Pedro: | believe that in all these communities we are identified with an understanding
of culture as a tool of social activation and the activation of participation, culture not
as a spectacle but rather as a process. | believe that we are identified with a more
active and alive cultural politics. We, less and less, are doing less things that can be
identified with what we normally know as “art and culture”. There is a very rich debate
because the question is not “what is the crisis of culture?,” but rather what can we

do from culture to combat the crisis. We are more involved in that second guestion.

What opinion does Zemos98 have of institutional cultural policies?

Pedro: In the last two years we've been working in contexts of rethinking public policies
around culture. We've realized that, since the democratic transition (in Spain) until the
entry of the new municipalities with new sensibilities, policies have always been built
from the logic of he who claims, and he who claims is always from a sector. There is
the cinema sector, the audiovisual arts sector, the literature sector, etc. They are isolated
sectors that function as lobbies that make demands only for their personal interests or
their sectoral interests. And we understood that in order to think about the complexity
of the city, we had to abandon the idea of the sector or at least to understand that the
sector is a tool that is there but that it is not the only interlocutor. Especially because
there are things that we always forget when we talk about sectors and it's that sectors
are not chosen democratically. That is to say, the sector that represents the performing
arts halls of the city is a sector created purely by a business logic belonging to the
people who can have a theater in the city. So they can't speak for all the performing
arts of the city but only for their concrete project. So that logic, that of the lobby, is very
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difficult because in political negotiation it is very difficult to understand that he who
has traditionally been a representative now is just one more- not that he is left out,
but that he has the same importance as he who has until now been unrepresented.
So then, in this logic of de-representation, we talk about the lobbies. There are very
graphic and very obvious examples that we've suffered though in our processes of
cultural activism; for example, the lobby of the creators, or authors, of the SGAE, or the
copyright lobby. This lobby is very strong and now is seen as something that has really
had and continues to have a lot of power and that clearly has changed laws or has
induced the change of democratically elected laws. It has worked for its interests to
be met on a very high level. Let's not forget that cables between the US government
and the incorporation have come out on Wikileaks, or no, on the blacklist of copyright.
They are true lobbies that have fought for a vision of culture that we do not share.

Seen a bit with perspective, it's not really about understanding the sector as
something negative but about being able to understand that the sector can be

a great place to access privileged and real information of what happens to the
sector itself. I'm thinking, for example, of the audiovisual technicians sector in
film. There is not going to be anyone better than that collective to know what the
working conditions of all the film technicians in a country are, but that does not
mean that everything the film technicians say should be law, but rather that you
have to be able to have an active listening process in that transversal vision.

Then there is our vision of appealing to communities, and so what is our sector?
We come from the audiovisual field, but we have also done things about education,
so | think that 15M has also taught us that transversal claims are what really

matter. We are in this logic of transversality, not so much in the logic of a specific
sector, and from that transversality, we try to limit this issue of lobbying.

What would it take to guarantee citizen participation in public cultural policies?

Pedro: For us this question is linked to another: “who really is interested in having a
process of participation?” Because normally the represented sector does not want a
participation process. What they want is a process of direct dialogue with whoever
has the power. Because they feel represented to take power, that is, to have influence
on power. Another question is that if there are, in this case at the level of ability in the
municipalities, areas that are dedicated to promoting citizen participation, “who should
start it?” “Should the organized sector start it, or should it start from the area of citizen
participation of all cities? What is normally done is to say: “We are going to have a
process of participation. We call on those representatives that have already told us that
they represent everyone, and we forget about real citizen participation.” That's where
the question takes us. That is to say, to guarantee a real, more democratic and open
citizen participation that really responds to other criteria than doing it just to do it, we
must understand that we can participate not just from those places of representation.

One of the most important tools of Zemos98 was its festival. After
16 editions, can you explain why it stopped being organized?

Lucas: The reason why it ended or why we decided to stop doing the festival has to do
with the loss of institutional support at the local and regional level. | think that is one
of the fundamental reasons. But | also believe that there were at least a couple other
reasons, being the personal situations of the people in Zemos98. There came a time
in which to endure the precariousness of organizing a festival with very few resources
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made precarious our own personal life situations. So we couldn't continue to hold up
with the personal lives of most people who are in Zemos98, or were at that time, the
organization of a festival in which for 3, 4, or 5 months each person had to work 10, 12
hours a day. It was impossible. Because it was around the time that some of the people
who are in Zemos98 started having children, and it was simply unsustainable. If there
had been more economic resources, or resources of another kind, it could probably
have been done in another way, but perhaps the outcome would have been the same.
But on the other hand it is also true that another one of the reasons that made us

end the festival was to consider that the festival had impact for a week in the city, and
this impact could be positive, but we wanted to somehow transcend the temporary
approach, that is, the organization of events that, for a week, unfold on a site and then
no longer have a trace. Our intuition was to end the festival and start some process of
producing some kind of cultural creation in some space of the city. That, up until now,
has not yet happened. But it's not ruled out yet, so we continue with the idea of finding
some space where we can continuously produce things throughout the year in the city.

So, on the one hand, there was a lack of institutional, local and regional
support, which in recent years was partially compensated with support at

the European level but not with enough sustainability to continue producing
festival editions. And, on the other hand, there were the personal circumstances
of the members of Zemos98 and of the organization at the moment in

which it was decided to stop having the festival. And also the promise to do
sustained and stable cultural creation in the city throughout the year.

Pedro: Yes, and also because of the deviation of the festival itself. We have to
explain that the Zemos98 festival has not always involved screenings, concerts,
and invitations to people- a type of encounter of events relating to culture. In the
last 6 or 7 years, the Zemos98 festival was already considering its own survival

as a format. We started as a festival and that was how it remained. | think that,

in my opinion, it was an interesting strategy because having a festival allowed us
to have an institutional dialogue, since they're the ones that work within the logic
of events and media headlines. Following that formula allowed us to get support
for the festival, but we've been mutating the festival. That is to say, it's a logical
mutation to end the festival in order to think about doing something else. If the
first year there were screenings and concerts, the last year there was a residence, a
Hackathon and public conference spaces. | mean to say that the concept of a festival
made us condense a lot of activity into a week, but the dynamics and processes
that we were working with were no longer within the bounds of any festival.

For us, the mechanism of a “festival” has transformed over many years into our guide
as a collective on what to be thinking about collectively. That is to say, although
each one of us has our individuality more or less defined, in the end as a group we
had a single voice and that voice was the production of a festival. That voice has
usually been translated into publications, books, videos, or documentation that have
generated a discourse and a story about the issues that were discussing through
the festival, not around the festival itself. This has allowed us to understand that,

for example, when you talk about education, it didn't make sense that the format
was not connected to the education of which you were talking about. Or when you
talk about care or attention to feminist issues and practices, it doesn't make sense
to continue with a productivist logic of a festival in which all you want is media
attention. Maybe it's self-sabotage, but | see it as something positive and natural.
Obviously, it was hard and difficult to make a decision to stop doing something
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that we have been doing for 17 years, and above all it was what had allowed us to
stay together for 17 years. But we also believe that it was about valuing all that we
discussed before about participation, of all that we have talked about regarding
what we have been doing in relation to public policies, cultural policies. Because
there we were denouncing things that we see continuing to happen today, that
continue to generate job instability for cultural workers and that remain unsolved.

We killed the festival before it died by itself, but the multi-format presence—for
example, that a conference can also be a text in a collected volume, a video, and
a workshop—we continue to use in different contexts. Using different traditional
formats that, in their combination, generate an event that is different that

allows us to reach the ultimate moment that we have always dedicated to the
festival: documenting process and public communication. In other words, there
is a responsibility with respect to this investigative process. Traditionally, the
investigative process is very concerned with the investigation itself, with the facts,
the authors, etc., and with generating a discourse, but it scarcely communicates
the investigation or makes it public or shares it, when perhaps this process has
been done with public resources: scholarships, etc. We understood that, even if
it's exhausting, the process of public communication, the process of putting all
the materials online, of organizing all the types of documentation and materials,
it was almost like an ethical responsibility with the resources and with the
processes. This turns out to connect well with processes of free culture or free
software or other fields that work within the ethic of open knowledge. In that
sense we have been learning all the time, unlearning, doing and re-doing.

Could we say that the festival was a kind of citizen’s laboratory?
Pedro: More or less. We've never used those exact words, “citizen’s laboratory,” but yes.

Lucas: It was a learning space for us. When the theme of each year was chosen,

the festival was a very intense process of learning for us even though we already
had an idea of the theme. It was very valuable. The festival is something | think we
should find a replacement for. The festival also allowed us to work together, because
now we are dispersed between many projects and we can't find common time.

Why do you think there was no institutional support
to continue the activity of the festival?

Pedro: We were just asking ourselves that same question here today, we probably
have never asked it to anyone at a negotiation table because they don't even
listen to you. These days you speak to different politicians responsible for
institutions and they don't listen to you. They're just thinking: “I have 6,000
euros to give to Zemos98” or “I have 10,000" or “l have 4,000," and, “if they
complain a lot, well, maybe we'll give them 2,000 euros more.” In that dialogue,
there is a real lack of genuine conversational partners within the Institutions
that understand cultural processes as we understand them. This is the reality
and it hasn't changed. So, it's more due to this lack of dialogue than any other
reason. In fact, it would have been fine even if there had been political reasons.
For example, if they had told us: “You're talking about things that don't appeal
to us.” But they didn't even listen to what we were saying enough to be able

to form an opinion and be able to say: “We don't support Zemos98.”
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What characterizes the activity of Zemos98 after the closing of the festival?

Pedro: We have gone from being a space for creating our own content to being an
entity that provides services to entities that could pay for these types of projects. There
is an important variety of educational institutions that call on you to do facilitation
projects around expanded education or around media education; processes more
about consulting with public entities. Then there are projects of pure mediation
between activists, institutions, foundations. In a way, this is what we’ve been doing
since the festival is no longer our priority. And, in a way, it was something that was hard
for us at the beginning and continues to be hard for us today. The fact of knowing that
ultimately you're working for someone else and not on your own project. There is also
the question of what brand you are left to work with, and according to what people

for your own project. The desire to build something to replace the festival is there, but
it is also there in a quiet way. That is, there's no pressure, we're not putting pressure

on ourselves to have to give an answer to that question of what it is that we are. It's
curious that in this two year period many people have thought that since we no longer
do the festival, we no longer exist. There are also people who haven't realized that
during the festival years, what we really lived through was not the festival but this other
kind of work. That is to say, we have deactivated the festival that was the shiniest focus,
and now we see that there are other kinds of things that are growing, some come to
fruition, others fall off, others are in process. And, above all, we see that if there is one
thing that consistently characterizes us it is this ability to evolve (and if this interview
were to be done in ten years from now, we would say the same). We are changing and
adapting to the processes within which we live. It's not surprising that things change.

What relation has Zemos98 had with universities?

Pedro: In fact, the relationship that the Zemos98 collective has had with universities—
not the individual members of Zemos98 because we're all graduates, we've passed
through university and we've had our interests in research—it has been almost a
relationship of deafness. Universities have never listened to anything we did, especially
local universities. And perhaps we haven't made any effort to introduce things to
universities that we were doing. | say this so as not to suggest it's all their fault. We
have tried, in fact, for example, we donated to a communications department the
media library of all the years of projections of materials that have been projected at the
Zemos98 festival. But after the donation we have not really learned what happened
with that material. We don’t know if it's cataloged, if it's been utilized or if it has
simply ended up in the garbage can. | mean that level of deafness. That is to say, we
have not had a genuine and interested conversational partner because in universities,
at least in the Spanish ones, they are not capable of understanding that we do not
want to create a university track. Within the logic of university tracks, as collective
things are not permitted, we are not appealing to them. And, in fact, members of
Zemos98 who have wanted to get a university degree have had to disconnect from
Zemos98 for their own self-interest or by their own decision, and then they have
been able to do the university career appealing to Zemos98, very properly. But you
are always left with that feeling of being an object of study, because it's true that in
the last three or four years universities, through a lot of research projects, come to
ask you things. You are an object or subject of study, but you can't be a researcher
from the outside, or an interlocutor, for example, to be able to say “maybe for the
students of the University of Seville it would be interesting for Zemos98 to teach a
course or a subject?” That is unthinkable because it is not in the logic of constant
war that exists between the departments, etc. Personally, we are not interested
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in having a university track right now. Obviously it is something that is out there
because other friends do and it's still interesting that the university keeps learning
about this type of thing. But as a collective it is true that we have not had that.

Lucas: The only university with which we have had a relationship is with the
international university of Andalusia, with which we continue to have a very good
relationship ... and we keep it that way ... it has been a very important entity.

Pedro: Yes, yes, yes, it is a very important entity. But it's a university without students.

Lucas: Of course, it’s a university of another kind, very different. | believe that the
main difficulty that Zemos98 has had with Academia is the same one it has with
public governments or institutionality. It is very difficult to work with the institutional
reality because the Institutions, on the one hand, need to self-legitimize constantly
reaffirming that they are the only way of doing things, that there is only one

way to do things or manage the public. And one of the things that characterizes
Zemos98 in some way is our willingness to transverse the knowledge of the
Academy, which we do not want to destroy but to go transverse with other things
and with other knowledges, and position in relation to other knowledges, with
other ways of understanding the world. So, | think that the problem of the local
government'’s understanding of what the Zemos98 festival is about parallels the
problem of Academia’s understanding of what Zemos98 is. Because ultimately, their
incomprehension is because they do not know how to get out of the box of the
film industry, of the music industry. And they don’t know how to transverse them.

Pedro: "Are you a researcher or are you...?"

Lucas: Of course, they need to know what we can do. And then, in addition, |

think Pedro pointed it out as well, another one of the problems we have had with
Academia—well, not with Academia in general, but with the model of Academia—
is that every 2 or 3 weeks we receive an email asking that we participate in the
research of people who are doing their doctorate. And we don't mind doing it,
but it's a use of time that we don't know how to get reinvested back into our
usual practice. And in another way it's knowledge that, once transmitted, becomes
closed off. As soon as the thesis is finished, we can't find that information that
we've released, it's automatically privatized within the walls of the institution.

Pedro: And when you tell this to someone who's asking you, they get upset.
Lucas: They get very upset. Sometimes, not always.

One of the tools of Zemos98 is the concept of “expanded
education.” Can you explain this?

Pedro: We are more interested in understanding ability as abilities that citizens
should acauire rather than how the educational system understands it, as teaching
the workers of the future. So, in a way, our concept of education draws heavily
from informal education or from informal processes surrounding education. But

it also speaks directly to other processes that occur within the formal scope

of education, for example, project work, active methodologies or everything

that it implies. So, for us, expanded education is a multidimensional concept

that allows us to operate in different areas. It allows us to use it in an activist

Zemos98 /of thceogétriur?wg%g #/I 57



context, but also in an institutional context to call attention to the fact that we
have to talk about education and education about the media from a different
perspective than the usual, “I'm going to teach how the media works.”

I1think there’s a very interesting logic right now in the concept of “Fake News.”

It seems like the media have faced the facts and said: “We understand that there
is fake news and now we are going to dedicate ourselves to telling you which is
the fake news.” Enter, again, a new logic in which the media is the one who has
the power to tell you what is true and what is a lie. So, it's a slightly perverse
process, obviously it is important in the information processes, but all this trend
of hunting down lies is falling back into the pattern of not empowering or not
being able to understand that citizenship can be active. It is as if they were saying
to us, “follow me, I'm the lie-hunter, and I'm going to tell you what is right and
what is wrong.” In this stagnation of things, which includes from animated gifs to
television series, we try to at least introduce critical thinking. In a way, we do not
strive for a technical learning of technology, but for an understanding that tools—
audiovisual, digital or of any other kind—must be critically approached and learned.

Can you explain what Zemos98’s own mechanisms are?

Pedro: Yes, in relation to your question, it's true that, in order to carry out this work

of mediation, in addition to the festival, we've always thought of specific spaces or
mechanisms (the word that you use) that would allow this mediation. One of the first
mechanisms we were aware of as a guite powerful tool is the “audiovisual source
code.” ltis a tool that we have applied in many contexts and in many ways. In fact,
it's even an assignment that we bring up in training courses that we do with teachers
to introduce them to the logic of media education. Basically, it's about asking the
guestion, “would you be able to tell your life story using five videos or five fragments
of movies, video clips, TV series or other cultural objects: poems, books, songs?” It's to
reveal that we are obviously composed of a biological code that is shared but that also
there is a shared cultural code and above all there is a cultural code that is remixed.
So, it's to understand that we all have a media diet, a cultural code and a way of
telling it. This arose, in a way, while doing a proposal to show the audiovisual culture
of people that interested us. For example, the first person who did it and who is right
now key to the audiovisual activism of this country is Alberto Gonzalez. We proposed
that he tell us “what is his source code of his humor?” “What are the videos that
make you laugh?” Then, he made a kind of personal proposal of how he understood
humor. We asked the same guestion to Toni Serra-Abu Ali, another very important
person in audiovisual activism. Asking Serra what his source code was to unveil the
border or to hack the veil, it interested us because he spoke from within his practice,
he has always worked in this way. So it's a very powerful mediation tool, it's a stage
format because you force the person to face a scene with a screen, a projector and in
front of audience. But at the same time, it's also a tool for relating between people.

In that sense, another similar mechanism that we are also working on and that we're
currently strengthening a lot is the mixture of Hackathon and camp. It's what we've
called “Hackamp,” understanding that we're capable of hacking the traditional process
of organizing workshops in which the logic of working together is ultimately lost.

Then there's also the idea of a camp, the intensity of 2 or 3 days in which you put a
series of people to work to solve a specific challenge. So, this format that emerged

in the most recent edition of the festival and that we've developed in recent years
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in different contexts also allows you to say that, when we speak about expanded
education, we are not talking only about the theory of a more democratic education
and so on, etcetera, etcetera, but rather of making it tangible in a facilitation process
in which a series of people gather around a series of challenges or work tables and
have to present on the third day a prototype of how to solve this challenge. That has
led us to do things as powerful as “Commospoly,” and other kinds of prototypes that
haven't gone anywhere. So, the Hackamp is a kind of prototyping or design workshop,
or whatever you want to call it. We don't like to name things from the logic of what
it is and what it is not, rather we use a series of things that are connected with other
practices and from there we develop productive mechanisms of knowledge, but in
those which there are all those concepts of mediation that Lucas discussed. That

is to say, they are processes of education but at the same time they are processes

in which the documentation of process is important and in which the mediation of
facilitators is crucial to understand the development of the methodology, and so on.

| think that in a way the festival has been diverted into a series of mechanisms, I'm
not sure if I'm missing one... Thinking about what | said about the documentation,
within that logic, for us to document the learning processes is also important.

Doing interviews, collecting everything that is produced, organizing the materials,
minutes, etc., all this is part of a logic that we also try to introduce into everything
we do and even everything we have done for others. Also, this is interesting
because it means, for example, understanding that we have a way of understanding
the documentation of an assembly that is not simply to set up a camera and

that's it, rather it implies a whole story about that event or happening.

Taking into account the climate of political precariousness and political
apathy, can you think of what keeps the motor of hope alive in Zemos98?

Lucas: | don't know

Pedro: Well, | don't know; | think that what sustains us, even though it weighs on us at
times, is that we have not lost this fever of curiosity. We have not lost that intention
to learn new things not only for our own survival but because we are really interested
in continuing to learn. And then what has really kept us going all these years is that
we have quite a lot of respect for each other as people. A respect that has been

built over time and an “amor’ (love) with an “H' to understand that being together

in this is also a way to live together in these types of processes and to “habitar’ (live
in), for that reason the “H’ in a way forms Zemos98. That is not at all exempt from
loads of conflict, slumps, personal problems or logic that sometimes goes against
what you are really saying or what you really think. Probably what has sustained

us is also an instinct for survival. In the end, being an activist is not a secondary
activity, rather we live in this type of process and these types of things. Then in this
complex diatribe to understand that this is a work process through which you self-
construct your self, it's what we have been fighting for and fight for every day to
keep growing as people and to keep sharing. | speak from he who thinks about the
specific weight of having been there from the beginning and from since it went

from being a secondary activity that later became a professional activity and then
later became what it is now, our life. | don't know if that's positive or not. But...

Lucas: | believe that we mutually sustain one another, and | also think that, as you

have suggested, it ultimately gives us a certain inertia. An inertia is generated
that has its positive points, it has a history, its recognition, some products
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that it has produced throughout the years, six or seven books, | don't know
how many short films...and many materials that are always coming out.

What does it mean for Zemos98 to grow in non-capitalist terms?

Lucas: I'll be happy with Zemos as long as Zemos is a tool to
try to interpret the context in which we actually live.

Pedro: | completely agree. | think we've never wanted to be big. Our goal is not to be
30 people working on this but rather to be able to be sustainable because in order to
build something big you have to be quite unwavering. So | think that being small has
allowed us to always be flexible to change, to be able to listen and understand. And to
me it would be a risk for Zemos98 to stop listening to that context and to stop being
influenced by it. It's not so much about growing but rather about be able to be stable.
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