
 

 

 

 

 

We’re creating a reality and it’s changing us: 
Mentoring agency in ABR higher education in an 

(unequal) multicultured society  
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 Introduction: This auto-ethnographic study is conducted within the context 

of an ABR (Art-Based Research) higher-education setting in Israel—the 

Artist-Teacher track, an M.Ed. program of interdisciplinary studies in 

Humanities and Arts at Oranim College of Education in Israel focusing on the 

mentoring process through the lens of an ABR project by Fatma Abu-Roomi, 

an artist who graduated from Oranim College under the mentoring of Yael 

Guilat (Guilat, 2017). Our purpose is to examine the “in-between” (liminal) 

space of ABR students and mentors who belong to different and unequal 

cultural groups, with particular attention to the role of mentor agency. The 

hypothesis is that a/r/tographic processes such as “living inquiry” (Irwin & 

Cosson, 2004) involve and transform both the student and the teacher to create 

a “third space in between” )Bhabba, 1994). We also argue that ABR 

mentoring, even when conducted from an emancipatory approach, is rife with 

contradictions but nevertheless able to create this potential “borderland” 

discourse under certain “good enough” conditions.  

Several research questions guide the study: 1) How do mentors design and 

implement their agency under conditions of social and cultural inequality? 

2) Can this be considered a radical a/r/tographic process from the perspective 

of mentorship and, if so, how? and 3) Do artistic images and objects created in 

the process reflect and reinforce the new anti-hegemonic array of forces and, 

if so, how?  

Methodology: Using a qualitative methodology (Harding, Kelly, & Parsons, 

2011) that includes analysis of recorded mentoring meetings, diary notes, and 

reflective reports as well as aesthetic inquiry, We will present the dialogic 

complexity of the liminal situation in an (unequal) multicultured society by 

describing the mentoring process, the art works, and the curating procedure.  

Data and analysis: Fatima Abu-Roomi (born in Tamra, a Palestinian- 

Muslim city in the Galilee, Israel) began to study for a BEd in Art and 

Education at Oranim College and  I, Yael, born in Argentina and immigrated 

to Israel in the 1970s, headed the college’s Art Department, at that time. the 

data collected for this study relates to three later periods of our educational 

and artistic relationship:  

• 2010–2012: Abu-Roomi’s postB.A studies, including a solo 

exhibition at the Islamic Museum in Jerusalem (catalogue text: Yael 

Guilat).  

• 2014–2016: Abu-Roomi’s M.Ed graduate studies (a two-year ABR 

project), advised by Yael Guilat, including a solo exhibition at the Tel 

Aviv Gallery (Guilat text).  

• 2017–2018: Abu-Roomi solo exhibitions (Umm el-Fahem Art 

Gallery and Tel Aviv Gallery) (curatorship and catalogue texts: 

Yael Guilat; catalogue editing and text: Abu-Roomi). 

 



We identified four main themes that relate to changes and reciprocal 

influences. They constituted and still constitute the “liminal space” as a place 

where a fruitful discourse takes place under conditions of structural ethnic 

(and gender) inequality.  

 

❖ Hybridism and the (in)correct 

correctness: making art with hair 

 

 

❖ Liminality: a style of refusal and 

resistance 

 

 

❖ Reciprocal foreignness 

 

 

❖ “Weak authority,” responsibility, 

and solidarity 

 

 

1. Hybridism and the (in)correct: Making art with hair 

Fatima is a gifted figurative painter, high estimated. Fatima began to integrate 

hair into her works in 2010 or so. I saw the integration of hair as a dramatic 

step. In 2012, as Fatima produced more and more works with hair, I wrote: 

Fatima knows that she has integrated the living dead [a “clean” 

abjection] into her works and attempts to create something new by 

amalgamating the concrete and the symbolic. The mix of the living and 

the artificial, of nature and culture, subverts the symbolic order. Fatima 

weaves the hair with a knitting needle and turns it into a kind of covering 

or hijab (Guilat, 2012). [Picture 3] As such, it shows how arbitrary the 

requirement of wearing the cover is. 

.  

 

2.Abu-Roomi, 2013  



                                                 

                                                                      3.   Abu- Roomi, 2012 

 

In 2015, after holding onto my daughter’s braids for more than two 

decades after she had had them cut off as a young girl, I handed them to 

Fatima. In retrospect, I realize that by surrendering the braids I had begun to 

develop something new in my relationship with her.  Referring to her work at 

this step  Fatima wrote in 2017: 

 

 

By using hair and integrating it into 

my works, I explore power and control 

relationships and counter them with 

manifestations of resistance and 

defiance. Hair is the most dramatic 

and universal expression of messages 

of “without” in its presence and in its 

absence. In one of my works [Picture 

5], I chose to insert women’s hair and 

men’s hair that were chopped into little 

pieces in order to express the 

possibility of cooperation that the sexes might have bring.  The hair in 

this work belonged to my father and one of my girlfriends. Also 

appearing in this work is the word seidi 

[sir]. In another work, that I signed in 

Arabic—Fatima— I used three braids that 

I’d received from a Jewish friend [Picture 

6] who is different from me in culture and  

religion They had belonged to her 

daughter and she had kept them for many 

years. I acknowledged the difficulty of 

dealing with hair in  the Jewish and Israeli  

society in  the post Holocaust cultural 

context, My friend called the work 

“Signature” and I adopted it as its title (Abu-

Roomi, 2017). 

6. Abu-Roomi, Signature, 2016 

 

Her work with hair gave me even more food for thought. I understood the 

power of the “incorrect”, the transgression. In 2016, I wrote in my research 

action-diary: 

I can work by way of transgression even relative to myself. Fatima 

strove so much to adopt the “correct” (the Western-male) painting but 

she transgressed it.  What courage it takes to ruin what you’ve 

accomplished (Guilat b, 2016, June 12) 

4. Abu-Roomi, 2016 

5.Abu-Roomi, 2016 



Thanks to Fatima’s courage to “ruin,” I was able to see my mirror-image 

in relation to the Hebrew language and I strove to adopt it. As an immigrant, I 

may make mistakes in my writing that might find their way into an “incorrect” 

hybrid aggregate. While I have always sensed these things lying in wait for 

me, I realize now, through Fatima, that it is possible to accommodate, to 

spend time in the hybrid zone, and to give that place signification and 

representation. 

2. Liminality as a style of refusal and resistance 

The more one observes Fatima’ figurative works, the more one realizes that 

she “deviates” in the direction of concrete symbolism not only by adding 

ornamental elements but also, and mainly, within the frame of the pictorial 

sphere. It is here that the liminal place from which Fatima operates, and in 

which she positions her works, rises to the foreas and manifestated by a “lack 

of background”: In three self-portraits, [Pictures 7-8-9] the person and her 

surroundings are totally separated. It is a choice that attests to a deliberate 

painting strategy that alludes to the impossibility of being accommodated as a 

woman, an artist, a Muslim, and a Palestinian in Israel in any of the cultural 

and national settings in which she acts.  

 

 
7.-8.-9. Abu-Roomi- Self Portraits, 2012 

 

Fatima’s position vis-à-vis all of these settings is extra-territorial in a sense: 

She is an exile in the world of art, as a painter-artist and as an actress in the 

pantheon of characters that she constructs. By adopting the liminal style, she 

is able to deal with her body and her image as exchangeable icons who  

refuses at the symbolic level to accept the mechanisms of control of woman’s 

body and dictates anchored in a matrix of values that external appearance 

merely signifies. So it is with the “fundamentalist Fatima,” the “Westernizing 

Fatima,” and the “Orientalist Fatima” [Picture 10]. In the 

last-mentioned portrait, dating to 2010, Fatima “plants” 

herself in an Orientalist scene taken from a nineteenth-

century painting. Fatima re-appropriates what has been 

appropriated, only to discover that it is but an invented-

imagined image.  

 
10. Abu-Roomi, 2012 



 
11. Venus VI 2017 

  

Abu-Roomi’s works on the “non-bride” motif turn liminal refusal into a 

zone of resistance. Here, her insistence on maintaining a no-entry posture 

relative to the sphere of marriage amplifies the demonstrative spending of 

extra time in the liminal sphere. Abu-Roomi then intensifies her research and 

her artistic endeavor on the theme of marriage and the male-dominance 

modalities that sustain it in the patriarchal order. She embeds social codes 

from her own community in her works, making them a place of negotiation 

among feminist outlooks, She aspires to speak to the women and men of her 

society.  

The video work  Wall (2017)1 rests on the same foundations of tension 

between the impulse of life and the impulse of death, which it presents with 

much refinement. With this work, Abu-Roomi completed a trilogy of video 

pieces that deal with the fate of woman-bride in a patriarchal society. In the 

first two, Recovery (2012) and Exit (2012), she presents rituals of resistance, 

refusal, and even coping with and exiting into the “non-bride” social space.  

My efforts to understand these works taught me a lesson in intercultural 

negotiations under conditions of inequality. She undermined my   privileged 

feminist liberal milieu. I learned that the in-between space is not the same as a 

shared space where all becomes one; instead, it is a place of differences.  

  

3. Reciprocal sense of foreignness 

The third theme relates to the terms of the discourse and the way they became 

part of the dialogue—influencing Fatima’s artistic work and my interpretation 

of it, and, no less, my interpretation of my place in the field. 

My work with Fatima has amplified my sense of foreignness in the Israeli 

scene and has done the same to hers. Reciprocal foreignness may create 

solidarity and even an element of liberation. The ability to mobilize 

foreignness to challenge privilege lent my authority the quality of weakness. 

As Julia Kristeva writes, only a person who copes successfully with an 

enormous set of differences appreciates the strong relationship between his or 

her own self and weakness an  foreignness at large. My encounter with the 

other takes place with someone who—someone who, although a foreign to 

me, is intrinsically familiar to me. Therefore, it challenges me; it does not 

                                                 
1 Photo editing and direction: Shadi Habib Alla. 



destroy the object but deconstructs the 

uncanny (Kristeva, 1991, 68–74). Thus, 

reciprocal foreignness deconstructs fear. On 

this basis, the reflectivity that an artist-

teacher must have begun to leave its marks 

on me and made me conscious of choices 

that I made over and over in my encounters 

with a sense of foreignness and others in the 

National Israeli so called multicultered 

society. [Picture 13]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13. Abu-Roomi, 2014 

 

Under the conditions that academia and the field of art have established, 

it seems that the ABR option may be a Trojan horse—in the sense that it will 

keep the power mechanisms from dominating interpersonal relations unless 

the self same mechanisms are exposed and, in turn, become historical—

produced in a historical context and, therefore, malleable. 

The practice which is adopted  is a very significant part of the process: 

Both of us record and transcribe every conversation that we hold. Everything 

we say is coded and processed transparently. Reflexion and reflection are used 

to promote the work of art, but they do so as a critical confession that allows 

me to accept political responsibility for the structure of Fatima’s identity and 

alterity as a whole, and of my own too, as women who are differently 

positioned on the ethnic and national hierarchy.  They lay bare the weakness 

of the foreignness. They allow us to give them a voice. 

I write:  

If we—I—will be able to produce an echo chamber for our voices, in 

which the conflict between us will also resonate: to be accessible in 

proportion, to allow the foreignness between us to exist reciprocally, 

and, to allow my foreignness to resonate in space by means of her 

foreignness (Guilat b, April 5, 2017) . 

4. “Weak authority,” responsibility, and solidarity 

 

 

As she continued her art-based research, Fatima Abu-Roomi chose me as the 

curator of her exhibition at the Umm el-Fahem Art Gallery, leading the 

structured zone between us to a new place. Her choice may have echoed a 



situation that Carol Gilligan describes tellingly: The connections that women 

create are a safety net, but such a net threatens men’s autonomy (Gilligan, 

1982:ccc 79).. In Umm el-Fahem, the first gallery of Palestinian art in Israel, 

however, the zone of gender solidarity, with its inherent fluidity, received an 

academic and authoritative protective shell in view of the overt and covert 

structure of the field of Palestinian art in Israel—a place where male 

dominance is particularly blatant. In contrast to ABR, which sustains a 

somewhat bubble-like protected space, exhibit spaces (galleries and museums) 

challenge the possibility of remaining in the “in-between zone” for long and 

make it necessary to decide. The possibility of importing the liminal space of 

ABR into the gallery hall allows the curatorial space to serve as an open 

negotiation, dynamic and unresolved. 

By choosing me as her curator, Abu-Roomi forced me to contend with the 

motif of my dual foreignness in the social space—the Israeli hegemonic 

context or the Palestinian one, the Israeli art field and the Palestinian one that 

is both parallel to it and included in it. The “foreign/outside” aesthetic that I 

brought along lent “academic” legitimacy to the foreignness and to the refusal 

that Fatima Abu-Roomi wished to demonstrate in regard to the patriarchal 

structures of her culture, which she rejects. I was the outside, an extra-territory 

that allowed Abu-Roomi to operate from the inside without being swallowed 

up. Everything that signified my weaknesses evolved into such a weak 

authority as to reconstitute the liminal zone/ the in-between space as a 

negotiating option. 

 
Abu-Roomi, Venus V 2017 

 

Through art, writing, and narrative interpretation, both of us were able to 

de-marginalize our experiences of foreignness, which facilitates processes of 

mutual recognition and responsibility, as Selya Benhabib argues in reference 

to solidarity among minorities (Benhabib, 2004). Working with difference, 

weakness, and foreignness was helpful in deconstructing, if only temporarily, 

the power structures that inhabited the social space that separates us.  

 

In sum, metaphorically, the “liminal” or, as Anzaldúa (1987) sees it, the 

“borderland” allows the symbols and values of “male” universalism to be used 

in order to undermine it. Can the possibility of working via the concept of 

“weak authority,” which suggests a conscious preference for the margins of 



power centers, shed light on the dark corners of the existing order and plot a 

course by which it may be subverted? How, in turn, has solidarity not become 

a “weak” appropriation, if this has happened at all?  

A/R/Tography as living research does more than generate new knowledge 

and new questions; it also has transformative and emancipatory potential. It 

allows us, as women, to create the terms of art research while deconstructing 

the hegemonic (male) structures of knowledge. Seemingly, as this study 

indicates, the construction of professional networks that challenge the source 

of authority, and the attentive use of a feminist ethic of solidarity that does not 

blur inequality and reciprocal foreignness, creates an opportunity to work with 

and via such networks in the direction of personal and social change. 
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