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MAINTENANCE ART FOR OTHER POSSIBLE WORLDS: Rehearsing a Pedagogy of 

Care brings together stories, moves and activations for approaching access and difference as 

preconditions for belonging. Both a text and an enactment, the project offers a framework for 

interdependent creative practice and care-oriented collaboration, doing multiple things at once: it 

demonstrates an ethic and technique of play-based learning, offers a story about maintenance as 

the work it takes to keep caring together, and embraces lunacy as a method for creative 

resistance. Drawing on Mierle Laderman Ukelesô premise that attention to maintenance can 

pause the perpetual motion machine of capitalist consumption/production and Ruth Wilson 

Gilmore's insistence that freedom is a place we make together in the present, the dissertation 

stages a confrontation of the multiple trainings that have formed my ethical, aesthetic, and 

relational processes of learning ï both within and beyond the academy, both amateurish and 

professional ï in order to lean into the fissures and ruptures one might ignore that the other can 



 

 

see. This inquiry takes shape in a spiral geography of four repeating moves, a conceptual fractal 

which gives rise to the action of the work: Unsettling, Dwell, Meanwhile, Sensuousness. The 

project rehearses this repertoire of moves as a means to center consent, access, self-

determination, deep listening, and joy ï necessities for the creativity required to undo/step away 

from/dismantle the many intersecting projects of empire which conspire unendingly against life 

itself, and to collectively transform into a culture of care. 
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Preface 

I've been remembering that when I was in fourth grade, my teacher (Mrs. Powers) gave 

me a box to keep under my desk. I loved to learn, but I had a hard time keeping track of my stuff, 

and I couldnôt ever quite follow instructions correctly, and I needed to be in motion in order to 

focus. I had entered first grade both early and late ï with my birthday just a couple days past the 

age cutoff, I spent the first few weeks of school being tested and observed in kindergarten to see 

if I could hack it, eventually proving my readiness and joining the full-time first grade students. 

Then my family moved halfway through the year and I had to start over, repeating the process at 

a new school. Then we moved back and I started again, returning as a new kid in an old school. 

Meanwhile, I was being ejected from the classroom for misbehaving, publicly chastised for 

doing assignments incorrectly, and repeatedly told that I did not belong there ï this place that I 

was required to go to every day. It was a confusing experience. When Mrs. Powers gave me this 

box in fourth grade, it allowed me to collect and arrange my stuff in my own time, in a way that 

made sense to me; it gave me a way to change positions and move around without disrupting 

others; and it helped me stay more present and engaged. The kind wisdom of the gesture allowed 

me to begin to believe that I might actually belong in the classroom, rather than just exist as its 

antagonist. I am forever grateful to Mrs. Powers, and I hope that my project in some way pays 

that kindness forward. 

Cut to my second semester of graduate school, in WMST621 (Feminist Theories and 

Womenôs Movements: Genealogies): Professor Katie King has asked us to assemble kits that we 

need for ñdesign/art/makingò in the course of our learning, and to bring them with us to class. It 
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was January 2017 and I was in a tenuously suppressed rage. What I needed most for my learning 

was somewhere to put my feelings. So I consulted WikiHow to weave a basket, and filled it with 

my favorite kinds of loose stuff to process with ï assorted craft materials, old postcards, bits of 

string and other adhesives, poems handed out at art events, etc. Perhaps an unconscious echo of 

the box I had received as a classroom accommodation many years prior, my response to the 

assignment was to create an intimate, particular, ridiculous furnishing for my habits of collection 

and arrangement. 

 

 

[Image description: Multiple views of an unskillfully handwoven basket, having just taken form 

on a pinkish-purplish woven rug. Coupon pages and old maps are spread underneath the 

cluttered container, and assorted art supplies are strewn about. The basket is made of flat and 

wide reeds bound with narrower strips, dyed yellow and quite irregular in their spacing. It has a 

reflective rectangular base and two teal runners along the bottom so it can stand up on its own. 

Two wide yellow ribbons have been affixed as straps with an old belt, woven of natural fibers 

with green leather details, so the basket could be worn like a backpack.] 
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I returned to the basket as a medium for a séance I held at the Maryland Institute for 

Technology in the Humanitiesô 20th Anniversary Celebration, to summon Katie's spirit of 

delighted curiosity as a method for teaching and learning, a premonition of what will come in 

Chapter 1. In many ways, my junk basket inspired my scheme to replace the trash cans in the 

departmentôs office with an interactive sculpture, which did not end up working at all how I 

planned, which you will read about more in Chapter 2. In many ways, remembering the story of 

The Basket, and its predecessor The Box, teaches me how to respond to the lures of 

Professionalization with crafty curiosity and a reverence for dream wisdom, which has informed 

the shape of Chapter 3. Chapter 4 is in honor of the many teachers who have shown me how to 

listen for the song that needs singing right now, and made space for me to practice choosing a 

story of care. 
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If it is a human thing to do to put something you want, because itôs useful, edible, 

or beautiful, into a bag, or a basket, or a bit of rolled bark or leaf, or a net woven 

of your own hair, or what have you, and then take it home with you, home being 

another, larger kind of pouch or bag, a container for people, and then later on 

you take it out and eat it or share it or store it up for winter in a solider container 

or put it in the medicine bundle or the shrine or the museum, the holy place, the 

area that contains what is sacred, and then next day you probably do much the 

same again ð if to do that is human, if thatôs what it takes, then I am a human 

being after all. Fully, freely, gladly, for the first time.1 

 
1 Ursula K. Le Guin "Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction," Dancing at the Edge of the World, 165. 
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along the dark edges 

of everything ð the headlights 

like lanterns 

sweeping the blackness ð 

believing in a thousand 

fragile and unprovable things, 

looking out for sorrow, 

slowing down for happiness, 

making all the right turns 

right down to the thumping 

barriers to the sea, 

the swirling waves, 

the narrow streets, the houses, 

the past, the future, 

the doorway that belongs 

to you and me.2  

 
2 Mary Oliver, "Coming Home," Dream Work, 114. 
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weapons platforms, battle tanks and individual soldiers. The company is the worldôs top 

producer of small caliber ammunition, medium-caliber ammunition and gun systems, and 

produces a complete family of large-caliber tactical and target practice ammunition.ò6 As I 

attempt to teach and learn in the presence of such histories, conditions, and commitments to 

harm, I ask myself: what can I do? Within and amidst these violent investments, where can I 

nurture, maintain, and celebrate cultures of care? 

I entered this project through the portal of Womenôs Studies, where we know the 

personal is political; and not only are our personal experiences shaped by different and particular 

circumstances of power, position, privilege and purpose, but ñweò (as a declaration of shared 

experience) is always already a provisional and contested pronoun. Chela Sandoval describes 

this as ñdifferential consciousness,ò7 a mode of understanding and being in the world that is not 

motivated by a desire for sameness or equality within the current conditions of our lives, but 

rather by a desire to transform our living conditions in response to the different and particular 

experiences of those most vulnerable to the systemic, extraordinary, and mundane abuses of 

power that conspire to keep inequality and injustice in place. The training in differential 

consciousness I have received here rings in me to a tune called doikayt, a quality of being present 

with my circumstances and beholden to the relations with whom I share a struggle for freedom 

and self-determination, both at once.  

Doikayt is a Yiddish word that can be translated as ñhereness,ò describing a Jewish 

movement/value that found me through the inheritances of my grandmother Dot Freiman Peskin 

zòl. As rallying cry for the Bundists, who agitated against fascism and stood in solidarity with 

 
6 bƻǊǘƘǊƻǇ DǊǳƳƳŀƴΣ άWhat We Do - [ŀƴŘΦέ 

7 Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed. 
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exploited workers and other migrants in Eastern Europe and throughout the Jewish diaspora in 

the early 20th century, doikayt celebrates lifeways which resist oppression, exploitation, and 

dispossession.8 Doikayt nurtures a commitment to embracing each other in the imperfect, already 

broken world that has brought us exactly where we find ourselves together at this moment; all 

belonging as strangers under colonial capitalism, within the fiction of imperial borders, up 

against cruel hierarchies of time. 

 

[image description: A scribbled almost-poem in green ink 

on white paper, scratches and half-thoughts ï evidence of 

a thought in process. The visible text reads: Doikayt / a 

spirit of statelessness / being without a state, hereness / 

against the meticulous, mundane enunciations of the 

narratives of state power / Stating themselves over and 

over and over again, in every form, every piece of 

identification required for every declaration of belonging 

and status with regards to state recognition / Doikayt is a 

dream of other ways to] 

  

 
8 /ƻƘŜƴΣ άIŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ bƻǿΥ ¢ƘŜ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ tƻŜǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 5ƻΩƛƪŀȅǘέΤ CŀǊōŜǊΣ ά[Ŝǎǎƻƴǎ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ .ǳƴŘέΤ DŜŎƘǘƳŀƴΣ 
άbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǳƴŘΚέΤ YŀŦǊƛǎǎŜƴΣ ά²Ƙȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ !ƴǘƛ-½ƛƻƴƛǎǘǎ [ƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ .ǳƴŘέΤ {ƭǳŎƪƛΣ άIŜǊŜ-Ness, There-Ness, 
and Everywhere-bŜǎǎέΤ ¢ŜƳǇƭŜ .ŜǘƘ Iŀtfiloh, Doikayt Now! A Purimshpiel for the Current Moment. 
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Dreams 

In my dream, our bodies are part of our collective body and our collective 

body is not just us, but our whole planet, our earth body. My body is made of 

stars and dirt and the blood of my ancestors and the breaths of all the people 

who have been here before me and the green exhale of the trees. How can I 

possibly think my pain and my joy is mine alone?9 

 

I dream this dissertation witnesses and presents a learning experience as a work of art. I dream 

that in the process of creating this dissertation, I cultivate my lived ethics of care, and that my 

work centers care as a structure of value. I dream that this contribution to the institutional record 

is of service or inspiration to anyone needing pedagogical support or organizing for horizontal 

relations within and against the University, and that it provides resources/pathways for those 

moving through the University to get beyond it. I dream that this dissertation brings into 

presence, form and activity ideas that allow me to imagine liberation and self-determination for 

all beings, reparation for immediate and generational harm, return of stolen land, regeneration of 

the earth, and and and so that others might practice on their own, or in their own way. I dream 

that the process is pleasurable and deep and transformational. I dream this dissertation leads me 

to become a better teacher. 

  

 
9 Dori aƛŘƴƛƎƘǘΣ άaƻǊŜ IŜŀƭƛƴƎΣ aƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƛƳŜΦέ 
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Nota Bene 

Dear Reader: 

This dissertation offers a creative, artistic, and poetic interpretation of the institutional template, 

using the interplay of text, image, and embodied experience to share the story of what I have 

learned in the process of my graduate training. At certain moments throughout this dissertation, 

the font and/or color of the text changes, elements repeat or may appear to be out of order, 

images and stories disrupt the flow of analysis ï these are aesthetic choices I have made 

intentionally. Mistakes, failures, and incoherences are integral to this projectôs contribution to 

the Universityôs record of scholarly research. 

 



 

 

 

 

xiii  

Table of Contents 
 

 

 

Preface ii  

Dedication vi 

Acknowledgements viii  

Dreams xi 

Nota Bene xii  

Table of Contents xiii  

List of Tables xv 

List of Figures xvi 

List of Abbreviations xvii  

Introduction: PRESENCE | conditions of arrival 1 

EPISTEM 1 

NOTICE 3 

APPRECIATE 4 

QUESTIONS 4 

RESONANCE 5 

TEMP TEMPO TEMPORE 7 

unsettling 9 

dwell 16 

Meanwhile! 21 

sensuousness 28 

REALITY 33 

Rehearsal As Research: ACTUALLY DOING 34 

The Dissertation-As-Artwork 36 

The Dissertation as a Genre of Knowledge 41 

AND NOW, A CHAPTER MAP 46 

Chapter 1: Art For Earthly Survival - An Unsettling Underpedagogy For Uncertain Times 57 

I. Pre-class Exercise: Intentional Space 58 

II. Assignment: Introduce Yourself 65 

III. Manifestos For Liveable Worlds 71 

IV. Field Trip! 78 

V. Guest Artists Visit 82 



 

 

 

 

xiv 

VI. Making/Sharing 87 

VII. Process Documentation 92 

Chapter 2: Maintenance and the Art of Feminist Dwelling 100 

ENTRY: An Unexpected Visitation 100 

ENTRY: Maintenance Art 108 

ENTRY: Stupid Art Garbage 122 

[an opening in the hedges: ambivalent salvage] 126 

ENTRY: Feminist Dwelling 130 

Chapter 3: Meanwhile (an interruption) 133 

Chapter 4:  Dirty Judaical Sensuousness; or, How I Used Art to Shield Myself From Academic 

Professionalism and Failed Repeatedly 146 

Rehearsal Manifesto 149 

ñGETTING A PHD IN WOMENôS STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND, 

2016-XXXXò 174 

epilogue:  Pedagogy of Care (Reprise) 188 

Appendices 189 

Syllabus - HDCC208U: Art for Earthly Survival 189 

HDCC208U: AFES Schedule 195 

HDCC208U: Student Reflections 204 

Dissertation Zine Prototypes 206 

Bibliography 209 

 

 

 

 

This Table of Contents is automatically generated by MS Word, linked to the Heading formats 

used within the Chapter text.   

 

 

 

 



List of Tables 

(other tables) 

How the table appears might be a matter of the different orientations that 

philosophy takes toward the objects that it comes into contact with.10 

 

 

1. There are many empty tables around the dance floor, although the bar is 

crowded. The light is red and muted, and Connie is dancing to the Rolling 

Stones while the band rests. I prefer dancing to the records mostly because I 

can really get into the rhythm.11 

 

 

You set out a table before me in the face of my foes. / You moisten my head 

with oil, my cup overflows12 

 

 

I appreciate the opportunity to pull together and present some issues Iôve been 

wrestling with over the past couple of years. In fact, I will confess that Iôve had 

for more than eighteen months a folder labelled ñTroy Lectureò into which 

Iôve been sliding handwritten and typewritten notes, made in furious states of 

intense reflection, disquietude and hope. When I shook this folder out on the 

kitchen table last January its contents did not miraculously assemble 

themselves into the outline of a lecture, as the mountain of peas, beans and 

grains sorted themselves out for Psyche in the Greek myth. But they did remind 

me how persistently certain realities and urgencies had been haunting me over 

a period of time, ineluctable visitors as it seemed. 

Psycheôs task was to separate legume from groat, millet-grain from lentil. I see 

mine, rather, as a work of connection.13 

 

 
10 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 3. 
11 Adrian Piper, "Preparatory Notes for The Mythic Being," Out of Order, Out of Sight, 96. 
12   (Psalms), 23:5, JPS Tanakh. 
13 Adrienne wƛŎƘΣ ά!Ǌǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣέ 319. 
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Introduction: PRESENCE | conditions of arrival 

EPISTEM 

A Technical Demonstration 

 

 

 

 

ñThis is the time. And this is the record of the time.ò14 

 

 

 

ñPalestine will be free!ò15 

 

 

 

ñSay these words when you lie down and when you rise up, 

when you go out and when you return. In times of mourning 

and in times of joy. Inscribe them on your doorposts, 

embroider them on your garments, tattoo them on your shoulders, 

teach them to your children, your neighbors, your enemies, 

recite them in your sleep, here in the cruel shadow of empire: 

Another world is possible.ò16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñAs flowers turn toward the sun, by dint of a secret heliotropism the past strives to turn 

toward that sun which is rising in the sky of history.ò17 

 

 

 
14 Laurie Anderson, "From the Air," Big Science. 
15 Angela Davis, "On Palestine, G4S, and the Prison-Industrial Complex," Freedom Is a Constant Struggle, 60. 
16 Aurora Levins Morales, ά±ΩŀƘŀǾǘŀΦέ 
17 Walter Benjamin"Theses on the Philosophy of History," Illuminations, 198. 
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To begin, a song: 

 

 

 

O gather up the brokenness and bring it to me now 

The fragrance of those promises you never dared to vow 

The splinters that you carry, the cross you left behind 

Come healing of the body 

Come healing of the mind 

And let the heavens hear it, the penitential hymn 

Come healing of the spirit 

Come healing of the limb18 

 

 

 

 

 

The world is already broken. And no ð here, I am not referencing the rampant proliferation of 

war, increasingly rapacious extraction and destruction of natural resources, mass unhoming 

through climate catastrophe and gentrification and colonial predation, rising White Nationalist 

Christian Fascism, nor ableist/transphobic/anti-Black eugenic capitalism which currently order 

the multipandemic planetary conditions we are all living through at the time of my writing. 

Instead, my assertion here that the world is broken regards a mystical Jewish story called Tikkun 

Olam, which can be translated as ñRepair of the World.ò Like me, you may have heard the story 

many times before. I find this recounting by Jill Hammer provides a direct path to the heart of 

the matter: 

the Divine set out to create the world by vacating a space, an empty space 

within which creation could occur. The Divine then created vessels, planning to 

pour divine light into them, in order to form all created things. But when the 

divine light was poured into the vessels, the vessels could not hold the 

effulgence. They shattered, scattered sparks of light and shards of the vessels 

 
18 Leonard Cohen, "Come Healing,έ Old Ideas. 
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everywhere. Since then, the cosmic job of humanity is to find these sparks of 

light and free them to rejoin the One.19 

 

As with all stories, Tikkun Olam holds an infinite tapestry of possible meaning. Here I am going 

to make a weaving of four strands that might begin to bring the image of this project into our 

shared horizon of perception. 

 

NOTICE  

 First, I notice that creation is preceded by an intentional emptying out; the exhale begets 

the inhale. And I notice a relationship among creation, destruction, and discard. Creation ð that 

is, the activity of life-making ð begins with a breakage and initiates an obligation to repair. 

Some tellings of the story imply that humans are bound by a covenant with the Divine to take 

responsibility for the material consequences of creating and sustaining life. As a germinated seed 

sheds its husk, as a motherôs body bears evidence of birth, as grief and loss change the holding 

capacity of the heart, everything created thing transforms the creator, shattering the vessel in 

which it incubated. Life includes loss, waste, disarray, transformation; life includes composting 

what must decompose. With freedom situated in a story of repair, here enacted through seeking 

and recognizing divinity in everyday life, I notice how this sacred imperative perhaps brings 

nuance to the Divine Creator of Lifeôs primary instruction to Earthling One, as it is written: be 

fruitful, multiply and replenish the earth.20 It would appear humans have a dual responsibility to 

create more life and also to attend to the conditions in which life unfolds. 

 
19 Wƛƭƭ IŀƳƳŜǊΣ άWǳŘŀƛǎƳΣ CŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜ ¢ǿƻƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ /ǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

20 |Genesis, 1:28. 
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APPRECIATE  

 Next, I appreciate how in the story, creation transpires through failure. The Divine 

miscalculated the capacity of the vessels and made a mess of things. Relatable! Accidents 

happen, and they lead us beyond what we could have imagined if all had gone according to plan. 

I consider the accident of one rock coming into a fixed gravitational relationship with another 

rock, both orbiting a star at just the right arrangement of distances from other bodies in a solar 

system for this particular life-sustaining ecosystem to emerge over the course of billions of years, 

and I begin to understand the concept of a miracle. I sense a possibility that Tikkun Olam could 

suggest approaching life as an opportunity to appreciate the divine OOPS, uh ohé, *facepalm* 

which invariably accompany transformation. In extending gratitude for the life-giving side 

effects of accepting imperfection, I perceive failureôs proximity to blessing and prophecy. Failure 

can sometimes elicit unexpected gifts and reveal glimpses into future potential fallout of a Big 

Planôs unfolding. Life is change, change is life.  

 Too, I appreciate that the story carries an impetus to practice discernment. The divine 

sparks, those holy fragments, they do not always make themselves readily apparent ð one has to 

be on the lookout, actively tuning into the frequency of the divine as a perceptible presence in the 

world. Part of the task involves sifting through the sands of experience and learning to notice that 

certain flash of the divine, glimmering beneath the surface of things. 

 

QUESTIONS 

 Then, I wonder if here I should introduce this projectôs fragmentarian forebears? (no, I 

decide that element will be revealed a bit later) Meanwhile, I have some questions about the 

final part of the story, ñthe cosmic job of humanity is to find these sparks of light and free them 
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to rejoin the One.ò What does it mean to ñrejoin the One,ò and what does that act have to do with 

freedom? What are the terms and conditions of this job? Is it a union position? Are the sparks 

freed upon finding, or what other maneuvers are involved?  

 

RESONANCE 

 Resonance enables a question to support and model nonhierarchical collective 

action by producing a hum that, by inviting strong attention, elicits responses that do 

not necessarily adhere to already existing architectures of sense making.21 

 

 Finally, the story resonates in my Box of Stuff, a mutable repository of things I collect 

because I have not (as of yet) figured out how to discard them (and anyway maybe I will use 

them to make art). It also plucks the heartstring tying my pursuit of study to the example of my 

grandmother Dot, a brilliant teacher and life-long student who always sought out and reflected 

the divine sparks animating the lives of those around her. She taught me to love music, and to 

relish the quality of presence that accompanies singing together. My grandmother Sally did too, 

and she taught me about intuitionðthe importance of paying attention to what is going on in and 

around me. Caught up in a moment of remembering, words begin to fail and I must pause.  

. 

. 

. 

 I am grateful for the ways they both directed me toward a practice of quantum listening, 

which Pauline Oliveros describes as, ñlistening in all sense modes to or for the least possible 

differences in any component part of a form or process while perceiving the whole and sensing 

change. The Quantum Listener listens to listening.ò22 Tikkun Olamôs imperative to repair 

 
21 Ruth Wilson DƛƭƳƻǊŜΣ άCƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ tƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ DǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎέ, Engaging Contradictions 
22 Pauline Oliveros, Quantum Listening. 
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vibrates in my bones, calls me to attention, enlivens my imagination of other possible worlds, 

and moves me to enact a culture of care. 

 

[image description: Scraps of brown paper lie strewn on a wooden table, like a brook cascading 

into a reddish, striated rock on the righthand side of the scene. Faint gold handwriting scrawls a 

message, jumbled across the scrap rapids: it will / not be / perfect, and / in its / imperfections it / 

will be alive. Between the poem and the table peek a page of an essay and a card from Nomy 

Lamm and Taya M© Shereôs Omer Oracle Deck (ñthe world to come ï 4,ò the card reads). A 

laptop, a stack of books, and an open notebook skirt the edge of the frame.] 
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 Reader, I reveal myself: everything you have read thus far has been a demonstration of a 

technique in the process of arriving at a name. Sometimes I call it a rubric for ethical self-

connection shared. Other times I call it a protocol for giving and receiving generous and 

generative feedback. Occasionally I call it NAQR: a reading strategy for a tired brain. Notice, 

Appreciate, Questions, Resonanceðone, two, three, four activations training the learner-

practitioner to pause and bring attention to different sensory dimensions of a spatiotemporal 

experience. A way to work with instinct and affinity and memory in a critical aesthetic practice, 

and a way to support a consent-oriented process of relational feedback. This text, the dissertation 

you are currently reading, has been created using this technique. Here, I endeavor to articulate 

and elaborate it in such a way that you may be empowered to try it out yourself, should you feel 

compelled by your own will to do so. Maybe as the story unfolds we will find the name for this 

technique together. 

 

TEMP TEMPO TEMPORE 

 

 

Behold the gates of mercy in arbitrary space 

And none of us deserving the cruelty or the grace 

O solitude of longing where love has been confined 

Come healing of the body 

Come healing of the mind 

O see the darkness yielding, that tore the light apart 

Come healing of the reason 

Come healing of the heart 

 

 

 This dissertation emanates from a question: how do I maintain my capacity to care for 

myself, my relations, and the living world we share? The I who is writing offers this question to 

the You who is reading with embarrassing sincerity. EXPECT EARNESTNESS AND 
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VULNERABILITY. PREPARE YOURSELF ACCORDING TO YOUR OWN NEEDS AND 

CAPACITY AS BEST YOU CAN RIGHT NOW. Get a snack. Find your glasses. Stretch your 

shoulders, change into different clothes. Adopt a critical distance and/or change the apparatus by 

which you are reading this text; do whatever you are most readily able to do right now in this 

moment to make it easier for yourself to be present in your own bodymind.23 Any amount of 

gentleness you can bring to your embodiment of reading is enough. Here, I will too.  

 THE QUESTION, ñhow do I maintain my capacity to care for myself, my 

relations, and the living world we share?ò has both diagnostic and pragmatic 

implications. In one sense, ñhow do Iò is a call to scan the landscape: what am I 

currently doing that might be relevant to the question? Where do I see this 

question showing up in my life? What evidence do I have of this inquiry in my 

actions and environment? In responding to the question in this sense, I  am called 

to  look at my own life situati on to identify the structures and entanglements of 

power which create the conditions in which I am endeavoring to care . In another 

sense, this question makes a request for information. I wonder, what do I need to 

know in order to do this thing I am asking?  Do protocols exist that meet the 

magnitude of care my question envisions? To pursue this program of study as a call 

to action, I look to those who are already attuned to the collective labor involved in 

keeping the many interconnected beings of this plane t alive (which is maybe one 

way to address what is at stake in taking up a question of maintenance).  

 Considering together the ways I am confronted by this question in my own 

life and what I am learning from others about its nature, the inquiry takes on a 

 
23 άThe relationship between the human body and mind as a single integrated entity. This term is used instead of 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘΩ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƛǊƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘΦέ Sins Invalid, Skin, 
Tooth, and Bone, 146. 
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third sense: what can I be doing now to align my actions with the vision of a culture 

of care imagined by the question, ñhow do I maintain my capacity to care for 

myself, my relations, and the living world we share?ò To maintain something 

involves developi ng practices and habits, sustaining oneôs readiness  to repair,  and 

clearing accessible pathways to the enactment of care . This question asks not just 

what I can do to take care, but how I will keep myself prepared to care for myself 

and others and the worl d around me ? How I may become more skillful and nuanced 

in my approach to care, and how might this transform the world I am co -creating 

with you, the tree s, the bees, and everyone else?   

 Over  the course of the dissertation, t his inquiry takes shape in a spiral 

geography of four repeating moves , the conceptual fractal which gives rise to the 

action of the work : Unsettling, Dwell, Meanwhile, Sensuousness . These moves have 

emerged in response to the particular ways my bodymind has interfaced with  the 

structural forces orienting my feminist education within the  professional training 

apparatus  of the PhD program . This repertoire of moves engages consent, acces s, 

self -determination, deep listening , and joy ï pre -conditions for the creativity 

required to undo/step away from/dismantle the many intersecting projects of 

empire which conspire unendingly against life itself , and to collectively transform 

into a cultur e of care . 

 

 

unsettling 

 At the heart  of this project  are values of Belonging, Difference, and 

Sovereignty (BDS). The project puts these values to the test against the state of 

education in late liberal empire.  The project activates this  values -based inquiry  via 
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abolitionist approaches to rehearsal as a site  of potentially transformative 

repetition,  aesthetic  economies  of feminist lifeart, a confounding confrontation with 

Enlightenment regimes of history and critique, and an array of experiments in 

sensuous materialism. This work takes note of the institution al geographies of 

enclosure and discipline, perfectionism and professionalization, defense and security 

across which the contemporary University responds to  crises of belonging, 

difference, and sovereignty in which it is entangled. This work suggests that the 

conditions producing these crises are essential to the maintenance of the 

Universityôs legitimacy ï a revelat ion  of the  function  of education  within the scheme 

of empire  ï and also provide clues for its potential undoing . This work senses the 

contours of worlds to come , those which are  resonating in cisterns of ivory tower s, 

calling forth an uprising of undercommons solidarities , embracing the fruits of 

fa ilure.   

 This work references Mierle Laderman Ukelesô premise that maintenance can 

enact a pause in the perpetual motion machine of capitalist consumption, Adrian 

Piperôs meta-art experiments with the action  of philosophical discourse, and Linda 

Montanoôs inhabitations of time as contemplative performance. This work emerges 

from an atten tion to crip, queer, trans, Black, Jewish, diasporic, and Indigenous 

wisdom about time as a dimension of intimacy, ritual as a technology of power, and 

the radical potential of practicing creativity as  a fully embodied, relational, and 

exuberant experience . This work follows intuition, relational feedback, and humor 

as indicators of truth and meaning.  

 Intuitive  approach es to systemic issues  can summon attendant anxiet ies , and 

the present work is no exception . Rather than banish, suppress, or deny it, this 
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project aims to  befriend anxiety as a research companion in to the depths of feeling 

implied in Audre Lordeôs concept of the erotic as a source of knowledge and power . 

Lordeôs work, and especially ñUses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,ò is a 

touchstone for my project  and has been the  analytic through which I have felt into  

and assessed  the choices that assemble in this text.  In Lordeôs framing, the erotic is 

many things at once: a source of power coming from ñour deepest and nonrational 

knowledge,ò a unit of measurement ñbetween the beginnings of our sense of self 

and the chaos of our strongest feelings,ò a metric ñof how acutely and fully we can 

feel in the doing,ò a bridge integrating spiritual and political ways of knowing, a 

reminder of oneôs capacity for feeling joy,  a kernel of pigment, ñ[flowing] through 

and [coloring] my life with a kind of energy that heightens and sensitizes and 

strengthens all my experience,ò a firsthand experience creativity and self- regard 

that is empowered through mutual recognition which ñcan give us the energy to 

pursue genuine change within our world, rather than merely settling for a shift of 

characters in the same weary drama .ò24  For Lorde, th is ñweary dramaò of a òracist, 

patriarchal, and anti -erotic societyò (and I would add ableist and  sanist to this list)  

which must be transformed through the erotic is held in place through material 

exploitation:  

The principal horror of any system which defines the good in terms of 
profit rather than in terms of human need, or which defines human 

need to the exclusion of the psychic and emotional components of 
that need ï the principal horror of such a system is that it robs our 

work of its erotic value, its erotic power and life appeal and 
fulfillment. Such a system reduces work to a travesty of necess ities, 

a duty by which we earn bread or oblivion for ourselves and those we 

love .25  

 

 
24 Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power," Sister Outsider, 59. 
25 Lorde, 55. 
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As an erotic faculty, i ntuition exceeds , or perhaps eschews,  explanation ï the  

Lordean voice deep within saying , ñit feels right to me ,ò seeking witness and/or 

recognition rather than total  comprehension , a turning - towards feeling as a kind of 

knowing without having to rationalize or instrumentalize it .26   

 So, in  order to make meaning of this text  which is oriented by intuition and 

erotic  sensibility , a deep part of you must  accept, or at least entertain, this deep 

part of me that feels a certain rightness  in my intuitive moves . Pauline Oliveros 

explains that depth necessarily breaks down straightforward pathways to 

knowledge :  

Deep  has to do with complexity and boundaries, or edges beyond 

ordinary or habitual understandings éA subject that is ótoo deepô 
surpasses oneôs present understanding or has too many unknown 

parts to grasp easily. A ódeep oneô defies stereotypical knowing and 
may take either a long time, or never to understand or get to 

know .27  
 

When something  surfaces from the deep , sometimes I can tell you wh at it is and 

why it matters , and not always; sometimes you just have to take my word for it.  

 Admission of intuition as a methodological strategy  or approach  involves  

accepting uncertainty, unknowabilit y, untimeliness . Up against  bureaucra tic  

tendenc ies towards quantification, measurability, and deadlines, these aspects of 

intuition  pose a threat to  metrics: by what standards of evaluation  can the quality 

of the work or its fitness for credential  be assessed ? We find ourselves caught up in 

the rational E nlightenment myth of objectivity, an illusion of separation  between 

subject and object,  imposed to maintain orderly categorization of forms, names, 

and modes of being , enacted by deflecting attention from the dominant order 

 
26 Lorde, 56. 
27 Oliveros, Deep Listening: A Composer's Sound Practice, xxiii. 
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through concepts such as ñneutralò and ñsecular.ò Donna Haraway reveals  this 

liberal theology  as ñthe god trick  of seeing everything from nowhere, ò explaining, 

ñAll Western cultural narratives about objectivity are allegories of the ideologies 

governing the relations of what we call mind and body, distance and 

responsibility.ò28  While the actual practice of science involves  intuitive insight  just 

as much as art  or any pursuit of curiosity, scientistic allegories of profit, progress, 

and efficiency rely on claims to rational objectivity to authorize the legitimacy of 

scholarly research . As Isabelle Stengers  put it, ñWe may well present ourselves as 

free, detached of superstitious beliefs, able to enter long networks, but the moment 

you try to tell physicists that their electrons are only a social construction, you will 

get war.ò29  

 A recurring feminist intervention in this war o n uncertainty has been to 

encourage self - reflection. If the hegemonic social structure tells me that the world 

is only this way, and my intuition tells me that this is not it, something else must be 

possible, I can choose  to pause a nd reflect on the  particularity of my  situation . In 

the pause,  I notice I hold  a concern about surface and depth ï how can I tell if what 

has surfaced in my awareness has come from my own depths, or the depths of 

cultural programming through which my consciousness has taken shape ? Is there a 

discern able  the  difference between th ose two possibilities ? What if , upon closer 

inspection, they are indistinguishable , entangled in one web of internal and external 

meaning ?  

 
28 Donna HŀǊŀǿŀȅΣ ά{ƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ,έ 581. 
29 Isabelle SǘŜƴƎŜǊǎΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƻǊȅ bƻǘŜǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ 9ŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ,έ 191. 
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 Thus, t he self -referential nature of intuition incites an interrogation of the 

one  who is doing the intuiting. Fears of  being exposed as unqualified or expelled for 

unseriousness arise.  Perhaps we need to develop more trust  before we can make a 

leap into understanding together. Beyond white cisheteropatriarch al  capitalist 

fixations on rationalism and economic productivity through which common sense 

notions of intuitive practice have embedded themselves in our psyches, 30  I sense 

that the anxiety surrounding intuition as a methodological tool or approach  has to 

do  with a question of being accountable both to and for the sources of my curiosity 

and instinct ï what has created the formation from which my intuition emerges , 

and towards what vision of life does it compel me ? 

   Judith Butler addresses this kind of anxi ety in the  introduction to Parting 

Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism ,  in which they meticulously break 

down all the potential pitfalls that might beset or derail  an assertion of  opposition  to 

Zionism from a Jewish perspective . Butler  identifies that any attempt to convey 

such a critique is always already caught up in  a contradiction: if Zionism is a claim 

to Jewish supremacy, then, ñHowever important it may be to establish Jewish 

oppositions to Zionism, this cannot be done without a c ritical move that questions 

the sufficiency of a Jewish framework, however alternative and progressive, as the 

defining horizon of the ethic al.ò31   

 In what Butler calls ñthe Zionist effect,ò asserting  Jewishness as the 

legitimizing basis for a critique of Zionism carries  the potential  to further entrench  

Jewish hegemony in Occupied Palestine . Israeli projects of ethnoreligious 

 
30 Silvia Federici, Witches, Witch-Hunting, and Women. 

31 Judith Butler, Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism, 2. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Te0c4R
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Te0c4R
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Te0c4R
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supremacy and settler colonialism are held in place not only by its own milit ary , 

media, and legal apparatuses , but by the vested interests of allied states  such  and 

their arsenals of war and words. Despite condemnation  of Israelôs apartheid regime 

by groups such mainstream groups as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, 

and the UN Human Rights Council , coordinated efforts to conflate anti -Zionism and 

antisemitism, 32  to discredit and disempower  anyone voicing criticism of Israel ,33  

and to intensify military, police, and surveilla nce exchanges with other 

ethnonationalist / colonial powers 34  sustain hegemonic narrative s that Israel ôs 

security  state  is necessary for global Jewish safety , and Jews are owed this national 

ñsafeò haven at the expense of Palestinian li ves, memory, and culture. 35  Butler  

asks : ñIs there a way around this conundrum if one still wants to contest the Israeli 

claim to represent Jews and Jewishness and to sever the connection so many now 

make between the State of Israel and the Jewish people and, indeed, Jewish 

values?ò36   

 Butler  describes th eir approach to this  paradox  as ñethical self-departure ,ò 

meeting  the edge of  expedient  modes of belonging  and going beyond :  

The text is skewed by my own formation, but it means to document 

what can and must be done with oneôs own formation, how it must 
be repeated in new ways, and where a departure from formation 

 
32 DƻǳƭŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ LIw! 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƴǘƛǎŜƳƛǘƛǎƳΦέ 

33 HussaiƴΣ άLǎǊŀŜƭƛ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀǘ tǊŜǎǎǳǊŜŘ ¦b/ ǘƻ wŜƳƻǾŜ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊ ²Ƙƻ /ǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ LǎǊŀŜƭέΤ aƛƪŀǘƛΣ ά{ƘŜ ²ŀǎ CƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ 
Being Publicly Pro-tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜΦ hƴŜ ¸ŜŀǊ [ŀǘŜǊΣ bƻ hƴŜ Lǎ IƛǊƛƴƎ IŜǊΦέΤ wƻǘƘΣ άIŀǊǾŀǊŘ bŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ {ǘŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ Lǘǎ 
Principles, Not with Israel τ or Its DonorsέΤ {ŀƭŀƛǘŀΣ άL ²ƛƭƭ !ƭǿŀȅǎ /ƻƴŘŜƳƴ LƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ No Matter the State of My 
EmploymentέΤ {ŎƘŜǊΣ ά! IŜōǊŜǿ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊ /ŀƭƭŜŘ IŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀƴ !ƴǘƛ-½ƛƻƴƛǎǘΦ {ƘŜ ²ŀǎ CƛǊŜŘΦέΤ Seymour, ά[ŀōƻǳǊΩǎ 
!ƴǘƛǎŜƳƛǘƛǎƳ !ŦŦŀƛǊΦέ 

34 άWhere Do Many Police Departments Train? In Israel.έΤ άLƴŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ LǎǊŀŜƭΥ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳǎ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦέΤ 
ά.ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴ !ǊƳŜŘ CƻǊŎŜǎ {ƛƎƴ 5Ŝŀƭ ²ƛǘƘ LǎǊŀŜƭƛ /ȅōŜǊǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ CƛǊƳ ¢ƻ IŜƭǇ Ψ{ǳǇŜǊǾƛǎŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦΩέ 

35 Atshan, Queer Palestine and the Empire of Critique; Ariella Azoulay and Adi Ophir, The One-State Condition; 
Barghouti, BDSΤ άΨtŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ Lǎ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩέΤ tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ [ŜƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ wƛƎƘǘǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ 
Exception to Free SpeecƘέΤ {ƘƻƘŀǘΣ On the Arab-Jew, Palestine, and Other Displacements. 

36 Butler, 3. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4wICQ3
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becomes ethically and politically obligatory (for reasons both in ternal 

and external to that very formation). 37  

 

For Butler, this ethical departure takes shape through repeated disorientation and 

disruption, both to their own self -concept, and to state -supplied concepts of Jewish 

hegemony. Speaking to and from the specificity of their own formative Jewish 

education, Butler  reflect s, ñas I live in a world with others who do not share that 

formation, I find  myself disoriented within my orientation, expelled from its frame, 

and this is the disorienting trajectory of moves both ethical and 

counterhegemonic éò Indeed, rathe r than a detriment to their argument, they pose 

that their critique in fact rests on that which emerges ñthrough a set of 

interruptions and transpositions of the given frame .ò38  

 

dwell 

In short, the play was interrupted. One can go even further and remember that 

interruption is one of the fundamental devices of all structuring. It goes far 

beyond the sphere of art. To give only one example, it is the basis of quotation. 

To quote a text involves the interruption of its context.39 

 

 Interruptibility is coming for everybody, in fact ï it has been here all along. As climate 

change intensifies, as COVID-19 and other health crises continue to debilitate the general public, 

as more people are displaced by settler warfare and resource extraction, the illusion of 

capitalismôs seamless and ceaseless functionality is breaking down even for those who have been 

protected in the ableist, global north, neoliberal centers of empire. More and more people who 

have been educated to believe that disruption happens over there and not here where I live are 

 
37 Ibid, 27. 

38 Ibid, 23. 
39 Walter Benjamin, "What Is Epic Theater?" Illuminations, 98. 
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now experiencing the constant interruptibility that has been a hallmark of racial capitalism and 

tactic of colonial warfare from the beginning.  

 The ordering logic of empire emanates from a process of deracination, as manufactured 

rootlessness (created by the severing of geographic, familial, embodied, spiritual relations) 

produces increasing vulnerability to disruption. Liberal institutions set up human behavior and 

sociality in terms of virtues and principles, relying on a moral foundation of politics that 

presupposes a rational subject thinking and acting along a linear timeline. Rather than a 

collective process of mutual support, liberalism figures democracy as a rational, state-sanctioned 

social ordering. Instead, my approach here focuses on ethics, aesthetics, contradictions, a felt 

sense of time; a sensuous foundation for politics, perhaps. Under the late liberal distribution of 

the sensible (to borrow Jacques Ranci¯reôs phrase),40 oneôs ability to come back into oneôs own 

experience ï physically, spiritually, intellectually, emotionally, geographically ï is often tied to 

financial security and housing stability, legibility through state apparatuses of surveillance and 

control, settler colonial parameters of citizenship, ableist and sanist norms of physical and mental 

fitness, and and and all the structural forces conspiring to deny us presence. 

 In a twist of fate, a life-long deficit becomes an asset in this climate. My experience of 

my bodymind is shaped by a heightened sensitivity to interruption ï my attention sometimes flits 

and waggles like a bee in a garden, and sometimes it flees like a scared animal. It takes constant, 

ongoing mental effort for me to order and execute my daily activities and arrive anywhere with 

any degree of timeliness. An interruption can carry me away for hours or undo me for weeks. 

Add to the mix a profound physical aversion to writing things down, difficulty sustaining order 

through mundane tasks, overwhelming emotional responsiveness to social conditions and an 

 
40 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics. 
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inability to complete anything unless it feels fun, and the truth reveals itself: there is no executive 

functioning here.  

 A major part of my at-home-practice in this scholarly training program has involved 

finding ways to document and collect my thoughts, direct my attention, and stay on task that are 

realistic and sustainable for whatever state of dysfunction or dysregulation in which I find 

myself . For my own preservation, I am constantly developing strategies and workarounds and 

pathways to return from an interruption with self-compassion and relational sensitivity, usually 

through art and creative practice. I make performances, rituals, and other embodied and material 

containers which allow me to receive thoughts even when they are jumbled, to stay within a 

thought even if I do not fully understand it yet, and to set boundaries around how I get in and out 

of that thought world.  

 One aspect of my practice involves externalizing the interruption as an aesthetic strategy 

that I hope can be mobilized to create intellectual solidarity not contingent on rationalist, 

Enlightenment, professionalized reading and writing norms, which presume a neurotypical, 

financially stable, housing-secure, and and and reader. How can the interruption be a site for 

political transformation? Because at the same time as interruption makes it hard to communicate, 

this project is deliberately trying to interrupt this structure of professionalization that feels 

harmful to me, and to me, harms everyone as a mechanism for the normalization, enforcement, 

and bureaucratization of ableism.   

 What I do with myself in the creation of a performance (and what I hope a successful 

version of my dissertation will do) is to contain, stylize and bring attention to the interruption as 

an undercommon methodology; to assume interruptibility and use each disruption as an 

opportunity to investigate its conditions. The goal of my process/pedagogy is to create a learning 
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experience that can handle interruptions with care, that can lead back to presence with self-

compassion and self-awareness, and build collective resilience by helping each other navigate 

our cultural moment of unending interruptiblity with sensitivity to different capacities and 

(re)entry points. In order to make the requirements of teaching and writing more accessible to 

myself, I have tried to use what I know from my art and performance training to create 

hospitable conditions for learning, starting with myself and extending to my students. One thing I 

hope this project provides is a way to work with the unending interruption that is endemic to life 

in this moment, rather than resist it. For whose life is not full of interruptions right now? And 

they are not going away. How do we communicate in the meanwhile of Christian Nationalist 

White Supremacist Climate Crisis Multiple Pandemic's constant redirection of attention? The 

way we treat ourselves in the return from an interruption provides the blueprint for how we may 

treat others navigating the tumult of disruption. 

 So, in a dizzying spiral, the concept/image/activity of return itself returns throughout the 

dissertation. I am reminded of Ursula Le Guinôs novel, The Dispossessed: ñYou can go home 

again, the General Temporal Theory asserts, so long as you understand that home is a place you 

have never been.ò41 Shevek, a physicist, is on the cusp of completing the General Temporal 

Theory, a bit of physics which resolves the fundamental contradiction of simultaneity (time as a 

container where things happen all at once) and sequency (time as an unfolding of relational 

events, one after another). Seven generations prior, Shevekôs people left a planet dominated by 

border wars and resource hoarding to live on the moon in a society that has no concept of prison 

and rejects private propertyðall people share what resources they have, and all people contribute 

 
41 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, 55. 
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to collective wellbeing. They conceive of themselves to be truly free, as opposed to the egoizing 

propertarians on the planet their ancestors fled.  

 Shevek tests this notion: he wants to return to the planet to share his knowledge, and 

willingness and capacity to hold both uncertainty and certainty at once ignite a complex 

adventure. As the story is told, ñHe would always be one for whom the return was as important 

as the voyage out. To go was not enough for him, only half enough; he must come back. In such 

a tendency was already foreshadowed, perhaps, the nature of the immense exploration he was to 

undertake into the extremes of the comprehensible.ò42 A story of staying both/and a story of 

leaving, this investigation of return is doubled in the structure of the novel itself ï the chapters 

alternate between describing the events from Shevekôs moment of departure from the moon and 

the events of his life leading up to that moment of departure. Without giving too much away in 

case you have not had the pleasure of reading this book yet, what allows Shevek to go out into 

the unknown is a deep-seated confidence that return is always possible and an awareness that he 

is never returning to the same place he left. 

 Forever running and returning, I find myself back in the company of Jill Hammer, whose 

summary of Tikkun Olam inaugurated this text. In Hammerôs book Return to the Place: The 

Magic, Meditation, and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah, she offers translation of and commentary on 

an ancient mystical text which describes the wisdom and interactions of the self in the universe 

in terms of a dual image: a web of letters and a cosmic temple which facilitate the dialogic 

process of creative departure and sacred return. Hammer explains how the text functions as a 

ritual guide for cultivating presence and awareness: 

Sefer Yetzirah directly addresses its readers, expecting them to become active 

participants in the bookôs imaginal incantations, channeling Godôs creative 

 
42 Ibid, 54. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yjPDTQ
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energy into the world. How do we do this? By sounding the letters, by imagining 

the images, we tune ourselves to the energies of creation. We become the 

network of channels through which divine energy flows into the world.43  

 

Positioning the reader as creative collaborator with the Divine, the action of return figures as a 

restoration of ñfull connection between the multiplicity of creation and the Creatorôs oneness. In 

other words, the Creator is in the right place when the Creation is fully (and in the human case, 

consciously) in connection with the One.ò Hammer explains that within this cosmological 

structure, return signals three layers of activity (at least): 

To return to the place is to return to the Divine, who is the ultimate focus of 

attention. And, to return to the place is to return to where we left offðto come 

back to what we had intended to do. Finally, to return to the place is to become 

at home in the universe: to be situated in space, time, and body.44 

 

As we each manage our own departures from and arrivals into presence, as is the nature of 

reading, as is the nature of learning, may we notice when we can feel such a threefold (at least) 

presence in our bodyminds, and may that presence open us the soft directness of our needs. 

 

Meanwhile!  

The Dissertation ï What is it again? 

 So wait, what am I doing here. Oh yes, introducing my dissertation, this text that is the 

culmination of my education in the art of translation. You see, I am caught up in a bit of 

confusion. Let me try to explain. You will read more about this throughout the four chapters that 

follow this introduction, but to briefly summarize my institutional trajectory: after getting an 

undergraduate degree in music and an MFA in Performance and Interactive Media Art, I entered 

this program when it was called Womenôs Studies, then I moved out of Womenôs Studies and 

 
43 Hammer, Return to the Place: The Magic, Meditation, and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah. 
44 Ibid. 
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went to be a graduate assistant in the Design Culture & Creativity Program, and now as I write I 

have returned to my home department, but it has since been renamed the Harriet Tubman 

Department of Womenôs, Gender & Sexuality Studies. This seems relevant to mention here 

because my scholarship emerges in relation to my teaching, and teaching in these different 

locations has required me to continually reassess what bodies of knowledge and communities of 

practice I am accountable to as I invite my students to learn with me. The back and forth across 

has required me to refine my tools of translation ï how do I communicate what is important 

about one field to a group of students or scholars in another? How do I communicate what is 

important about my work to these various locations? How do I stay in touch with myself as the 

learner in the center of it all? And, significantly, if the primary goal of a dissertation is to make a 

contribution to a field or a discipline or some assemblage of intellectual authorities, who are 

they? To whom do I address this contribution and what do they want from me??? Something tells 

me I am mired in a problem of discipline. 

 Discipline can be a verb ï exercise of force intended to punish, correct or train a body 

into coherence with a certain order. It can also be a noun ï a realm of instruction or entrainment 

into a particular habit, and also the outcome of that entrainment. In academic practice, this line 

between noun and verb, between discipline as a directed force and discipline as a habit or 

location, becomes blurry in what Michelle Rowley calls ñprocesses of disciplinary 

subjectification.ò45 In these processes, disciplinary apparatuses such as ñrituals and rites,ò 

academic norms, etc., comingle to create a culture of professionalism. As Pilar Mendoza notes, 

ñDiscipline-based cultures are the primary source of faculty membersô identity and expertise and 

include assumptions about what is to be known and how, tasks to be performed, standards for 

 
45 wƻǿƭŜȅΣ άwŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ LƴǘŜǊŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊƛǘȅ,έ 141. 
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effective performance, patterns of publication, professional interaction, and social and political 

status.ò46 I find it interesting is that even the formations that emerge to resist, counteract, apply 

pressure to, or provide alternatives ï interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, multidisciplinary ï are 

still embedded within a framework of disciplinarity; thereôs no getting away from the tendency 

towards discipline in the academy. Blurred between the noun version and the verb version, both 

averse to being subject to disciplinary regularization and craving the cultivation of skillful habits 

borne of discipline as a practice of habit, I adopt not so much a position of ambivalence, nor an 

anti-disciplinary stance, but rather an attitude of awareness of the unavoidable attachments to 

discipline through which my work is already construed. 

 I see myself reflected in Sarah Schulmanôs claim of an undisciplined approach to the 

creation of an intellectual project and thus invite an undisciplined reading of this text, however 

that might work for you in particular. For Schulman and for me, relief from the pressure of 

discipline arrives in the form of play. If I have not already made it apparent, this text welcomes a 

theatrical reading ï you could even think of it as a play. (And really, any text can be a play, if it 

invites playfulness.) A play is a text that directs a process of inquiry and meaning making which 

gives rise to an enactment, a world unto itself that comes alive through collaborative 

interpretation, which Schulman suggests invites a different quality of reading:  

I now am able to ask you to read this book the way you would watch a play: not 

to emerge saying, 'The play is right!' but rather to observe that the play reveals 

human nuance, contradiction, limitation, joy, connection, and the tragedy of 

separation. That the playwrightôs own humanity is also an example of these 

unavoidable flaws.47 

 

The play is not designed to make an argument or prove a point, but instead it is intended to incite 

an inquiry into the very foundations of oneôs humanity. 

 
46 aŜƴŘƻȊŀΣ ά!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ /apitalism and Doctoral Student Socialization,έ 74. 
47 Schulman, Conflict Is Not Abuse. 
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 An echo of Schulmanôs premise reverberates in Sara Ahmedôs injunction for a reading of 

feminist theory that does not immediately turn to comparison in order to evaluate correctness or 

authority, but instead investigates the apparatuses which produce and legitimize theory in the 

first place: 

Rather than beginning by asking what is the relationship between feminist 

theory and practice, or between feminist theory and other kinds of theory, we 

need to ask: how is that relationship itself produced, and how is it an effect of 

the forms of production, exchange and consumption that are already in place in 

the institutions we inhabit?48 

(emphasis mine) 

 

With Ahmed, the temporality of the operations are paramount: PRIOR to or BEFORE one can 

move into questions of theory and practice, first one has to think about how the relationship 

between theories and between praxes are produced by institutional priorities of publishing, 

funding, hiring, partnership with government and business, etc. ï the things that keep the 

operation running, keep people producing theories and underwriting research agendas; these 

must be observed and analyzed to understand the nature of academic discipline and 

specialization as a function of enclosure. A disciplinary apparatus can act as a border does ï 

producing some kinds of security and a space to share common terms and approaches to 

collective enterprise, and at the same time creating a constant state of destabilization and 

delegitimization for anything that threatens its self-concept. 

 Under current regimes of extractive precarity, can we question the inherent value of these 

industrialized, territorial distinctions? Is there room to regard the inchoate, the prophetic, the 

unnameable, the edge dwelling knowledge as valuable to someone out there trying to make their 

way through things? As idiosyncratic and undisciplining movements, departures, interruptions, 

 
48 !ƘƳŜŘΣ ά²ƘƻǎŜ /ƻǳƴǘƛƴƎΚ,έ 98. 



 

 25 

and returns have shaped this project, it has necessarily materialized as a bit of a misfit,49 and to 

quote Katie King, ñOf course I want to make a virtue of such defects.ò50 

 At its core, this project stages a confrontation of the various trainings that have formed 

my ethical, aesthetic, and relational processes of learning ï both within and beyond the academy, 

both amateurish and professional ï in order to lean into the fissures and ruptures one might 

ignore that the other can see. Following Rowley, Chowdhury, and Nusairôs proposal of a 

feminist praxis of ñtectonic instabilityò,51 by allowing myself to remain messy, vulnerable, and 

sometimes disoriented at the center of it all, resisting resolution into 

disciplined/disciplining/disciplinary conventions, I aim to surface the learning that emerges when 

things are falling apart. I am thinking about how every assignment is a physical experience, 

unfolding over time, so I am always concerned about what I am asking my body, or the bodies of 

my students to learn, to put in our flesh memory. My hope is that this sensitivity supports a 

strong container of relational awareness so you, my reader can find your way through with 

curiosity and rather than frustration, moving at a pace that feels good to you.  

 Here in this dissertation, I am invested in artists/art work as foundational theory ï art not 

as an object to be interpreted, but as a kind of reading and analyzing and responding; a shape of 

activity and apparatus for assessment/evaluation/reflection itself. And I am not invested in 

aligning myself with art as a site of discipline or disciplining normalization. To quote bell hooks 

by way of Kyle Goen by way of Nitasha Dillon, I am invested in art as a practice of freedom.  

 Freedom here does not imply a carefree or unencumbered approach. Making art has 

taught me that every choice in a creative process matters. What materials are used and how they 

 
49 Garland-¢ƘƻƳǎƻƴΣ άaƛǎŦƛǘǎΦέ 
50 King, Theory in Its Feminist Travels xiii. 
51 wƻǿƭŜȅΣ /ƘƻǿŘƘǳǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ bǳǎŀƛǊΣ άwŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ !ŎŎƻǳƴǘΦέ 
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are sourced, how the work appears in language, the quality of relations in a projectôs everyday 

maintenance, how meetings are run ï the seemingly small and mundane decisions in how a 

process proceeds are what determine a projectôs capacity to make meaning for its participants at 

the speed of life.  

 Tending to the quantity and quality of time in which we are sharing space honors the 

embodied, relational nature of learning, making, and imagining. For me, this requires a process 

orientation, rooted in an ongoing articulation of core values, sensitive to learning as an embodied 

experience. Through my dissertation research, I have endeavored to find ways to organize 

learning around consent and discernment, drawing strategies, practices, and analytics from artists 

who are working on what might make life/earth survivable for those under constant and 

immediate threat of extinction. I have aimed to teach and learn in ways that are grounded in 

embodied/lived experience; inviting students to consider and respond to their material conditions 

with depth, nuance, specificity, care, and creativity; and providing opportunities and strategies to 

practice reading circumstances for structural, intimate, and interpersonal dynamics of power.  

 Here at my particular intersection of art and pedagogy, I am inspired by Grace Lee 

Boggsô concept of visionary organizing, by which she names a collective responsibility to 

ñencourage the creative capacity in people.ò52 Like Boggs, I consider encouraging peopleôs 

creative capacity a fundamental social necessity.  Hosting diverse groups of students in inquiry 

into the structures of power that shape our everyday experiences of patriarchy, capitalism, 

colonialism, climate change, and all other manifestations of empire necessarily requires 

engagement with histories of trauma; ones that students already know intimately, and which 

affect all members of the learning community differently. What I hope this project suggests is 

 
52 ChŀƴƎΣ ϦwŜƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΥ vϧ! ²ƛǘƘ DǊŀŎŜ [ŜŜ .ƻƎƎǎΦέ 
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that a base condition for this kind of emergent, visionary learning process is a safe enough 

container for engaging with vulnerability and generosity. As such, I choose to structure learning 

experiences using protocols, practices, and culturework from disability and healing justice 

knowledge worlds, where meeting access needs and making space for difference are understood 

as acts of revolutionary love. 

 Returning to the multiple possible meanings of discipline, a third sense emerges in 

abolitionist Mariame Kabaôs framing of hope as a discipline. in the sense that it is something that 

is strengthened by continually showing up and practicing a kind of critical hope ï hoping for a 

better world not by burying oneôs head in the sand or escaping into utopian fantasies, but by 

noticing, appreciating, engaging and reflecting the work of those who are already practicing 

other possible worlds, dedicated to radical projects of care. For Kaba, the activity of hope as a 

discipline centers around choice: 

Because in the world we live in, itôs easy to feel a sense of hopelessness, that 

everything is bad all the time, that nothing is going to change ever, that people 

are evil and bad at the bottom. It feels sometimes that itôs being proven in 

various different ways, so I really get that. I understand why people feel that 

way. I just choose differently. I choose to think a different way, and I choose to 

act in a different way. I choose to trust people until they prove themselves 

untrustworthy.53 

 

If this work adheres to discipline in any aspect of its coming into being, I choose to offer it in 

service this abolitionist ethic of hope as a commitment to everyday, nitty gritty, mundane and 

extraordinary work of collective liberation. 

 We could continue to look for and consider nontrivial all sorts of resistance, but 

instead of taking these as signs of human freedom we will use them strategically 

to tell us more about forms of power and how people are caught up in them.54  

 

 
53 Kaba, "Hope is a Discipline," ²Ŝ 5ƻ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ω¢ƛƭ ²Ŝ CǊŜŜ ¦ǎ, 27. 
54 Abu-[ǳƎƘƻŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ wŜǎƛstance,έ 42. 
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sensuousness 

One thing I have learned from my own training experience and from my experience 

training others is that it requires tremendous bravery and vulnerability to share our creative 

selves with the world. There is so much fear about the things we create being bad and wrong, and 

the attendant suspicions that I might be bad and wrong if the thing I have made is bad and wrong. 

[I connect to what Artaud says about the cruelty of form ï that it is easy to get wrapped up in 

formal projections based on hegemonic concepts of success and recognition.] There is a deep 

desire to be seen, heard, recognized, and understood, because our daily engagements with empire 

require it from us. We must be rational, intelligible, and cohere within a recognizable form in 

order to drive, get a passport, get healthcare, qualify for public assistance, go to the bathroom, 

advocate for our loved oneséI wonder about the dynamic between representation and 

recognition. Why the cruelty of state (mis) recognition and (mis)representation creates an 

insatiable (and counterrevolutionary) hunger for representation in media and culture. What if we 

move recognition away from representation/achievement and towards 

celebration/accountability? My mind goes back to the story of Tikkun Olam, the action of sifting, 

the image of the sieve. Handling each fragment of life to find and cherish its animating force. 

Seeking a one that is not one but two, a relationship between, sustained by mutual care. 

In academic contexts, both humanities and art feedback models are structured by the 

activity of critique. Critique shares an etymological root with discern, ascertain, secret -- *krei-, 

ñto sieve...discriminate, distinguish.ò55 There is an implied sifting through what is not it to find 

the real thing; the familiar call to study, to question. We know critique can be motivated by love, 

it can be generous, and it can elicit sharp and focused thinking. Just as critique in a humanities 

 
55 άϝƪǊŜƛ- | Origin and Meaning of Root" by Online Etymology Dictionary.  
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context can refer to the feedback one gives someone else on an idea or a project or a text, it can 

also refer to the textôs relation or attitude toward its subject matter. As Allan deSouza notes, 

critique functions in similar ways in an art context, where it is a fundamental and ubiquitous 

aspect of formal art education, referring to the practice of responding to student artwork (as in 

the crit, where everyone comes to your studio and responds to your work), and it is also a mode 

of artmaking itself. DeSouza highlights its operationalization of interruption to defamiliarize 

latent ideologies embedded within the gesture: 

Critiqueôs partial aim, through discontinuities, insubordinations, and 

interruptions, is to reveal the ideological patterns through which art (in this 

case) is experienced, to detach and transform it from its foundations, and to 

make it differently operational in the present/future ï these various moves 

tracked as genealogies.56 

 

In my experience, however, something else is at stake, too, in unpacking the activity of critique. 

This work seeks to address the dimension of critique that surfaces as embodied 

repetitions academic laborers perform. Institutional inertia towards quantifiability, 

professionalization, perfectionism, and solutionism, entrains a habit of critique inflected with 

tendencies of surveillance, competition, and defense.57 The apparatuses for feedback are 

simultaneously bureaucratized through minutiae of titles and paperwork and occluded by the 

veils of hidden curricula. In this climate, I find that critique is often levied without sufficient trust 

and clarity built between its giver and receiver, and without exchange protocols that center 

 
56 deSouza, How Art Can Be Thought: A Handbook For Change, 67. 
57 !ƴ ŀǎƛŘŜΥ L ŀƳ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ L ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜ ǎƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ 
mind conjures a montage of the Northrop Grumman plaque on the ACES lab, the Terrorism Studies program, Israel 
CŜǎǘΣ ¦a5Ωǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ aŀǊȅƭŀƴŘ /ƻrrectional Enterprises to purchase office furniture produced by imprisoned 
ƭŀōƻǊŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀƳƛŘǎǘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘŜŀǘƘǎ ƻƴ ŎŀƳǇǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
response to COVID being a loyalty pledge to keep the university safe that required the creation of LinkedinLearning 
account, the University coercing students and workers back to campus without the ability or commitment to caring 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ Ǝƻǘ ǎƛŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŘΦ CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΩǎ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛn neoliberal 
defense economies, see Duggan, The Twilight of Equality?; Joseph, Debt to Society; Slaughter and Rhoades, 
Academic Capitalism and the New Economy. 
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presence and compassion. My attention in this work to teaching and learning discernment, or 

practices of context-responsive and self-reflective differentiation/meaning making, comes from a 

desire to cultivate greater sensitivity to the temporal and embodied ways we engage difference as 

a foundation for understanding. I go more deeply into this in Chapter 1. For now I will say that 

this dissertation aims to outline an art-based pedagogy that can harness the steam of critique for 

creative, reparative, and perhaps even revolutionary purposes.58 

In the pedagogical landscape this dissertation aspires toward, feedback is framed not as 

critique per se, but rather as creative response. Authentic expression (what might be called art) is 

recognized as a life-giving resource, a site of vulnerability and generosity, a portal to another 

possible world. In giving and receiving feedback on creative work, artists learn to cultivate 

curiosity, empathy, and resourcefulness. Respondents to the presentation of creative work in 

progress follow a protocol grounded in self-awareness and deep listening to energize and 

empower artists to bring even more truth to the vision of their work. Anchoring art training in a 

culture of consent and mutual support, creative expression is situated as both an individual 

pursuit, a relationship with oneself, and a collective enterprise or community engagement. 

The protocol I have developed here is greatly inspired by Liz Lerman's Critical Response 

Process (CRP), a method of feedback on creative work with the goal of returning the artist to 

their project with information, resources, and a sense of empowerment to keep developing the 

work on their own terms.59 As I have adapted and riffed on that model with my students, I have 

found that this approach invites thoughtful, compassionate, open, and imaginative engagement 

from all members of the learning community. This work feels imperative to practice right now: 

 
58 [ŀǘƻǳǊΣ ά²Ƙȅ Iŀǎ /ǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ wǳƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ {ǘŜŀƳΚέΤ {ŜŘƎǿƛŎƪΣ άtŀǊŀƴƻƛŘ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ wŜǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ wŜŀŘƛƴƎΤ ƻǊΣ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ 
{ƻ tŀǊŀƴƻƛŘΣ ¸ƻǳ tǊƻōŀōƭȅ ¢Ƙƛƴƪ ¢Ƙƛǎ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ Lǎ !ōƻǳǘ ¸ƻǳΦέ 
59 Lerman, ά/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ tǊƻŎŜǎǎ μ ! aŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ DƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ DŜǘǘƛƴƎ CŜŜŘōŀŎƪΦέ 
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how to bring attention/intention to the tools we use to share our expressions of life and respond 

to the life expressions of others, to care for and nurture the spirit required to welcome other 

worlds as they reveal themselves through the art we are moved to create.  

One effect I have observed this process engenders is permission to move at onceôs own 

pace, both creating and responding in oneôs own time. Many of pieces in this dissertation have 

emerged from my relationship the passage of time and/or the turning of the calendar ï chapter 1 

tells the story of how a class unfolded in response to its moment on the clock of the world, my 

focus on the work of artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles in chapter 2 was largely motivated by my 

respect and awe for her commitment to long durational artistic projects, the first draft of chapter 

3 revealed itself in response to Passover 5782, and chapter 4 has something to say about 

reckoning with the moments before the text becomes its final form. As I am currently writing 

this introduction, I am counting the omer, a ritual observance that involves counting each day for 

the 49 days between Passover, when we are reminded to re-tell the story of Exodus, and Shavuot, 

when we are called to re-read The Book of Ruth. 

 The Book of Ruth, another Jewish story of a shattering and what can happen after. The 

first strike: due to a famine, Naomi and her husband must leave their homeland. They find respite 

elsewhere and raise a family. Strike two: Naomiôs husband dies. Their two sons grow and marry 

daughters of elsewhere, Orpah and Ruth. Then both her sons die. Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth are all 

out of luck because strike three: the law of the land is patriarchy and without a husband or a son, 

they have no access to money or property, necessities for survival in the prevailing economy. 

Naomi tells Orpah and Ruth to go back to their families, she would return to her homeland alone. 

Orpah and Ruth protest, they will come with her. Naomi reminds them she has no more sons for 

them to marry; she cannot guarantee them status or survival. Weeping, Orpah left. But Ruth 
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refused. Naomi says, ñlook, your sister has gone back to her family, her gods, you should 

follow.ò Ruth responds, ñI will not leave you. Where you go, I will go; where you stay, I will 

stay. Your people are my people, your god is my god.ò60 This story depicts care as a declaration 

of family, an acceptance of ones relatedness beyond patriarchal structures of family and 

inheritance, staying together when the world is designed for you to be alone. 

 Mia Mingus echoes Ruthôs declaration in her recounting of radical crip modes of 

solidarity: 

We are traveling, trying to track down food.  My chair canôt go into this 

restaurant, your dog isnôt allowed in that restaurant; so we will order in. You 

canôt fly to the meeting, so we will come to youðall of us. They wonôt let you go 

to the bathroom because they say youôre ñtoo slowò, so we will demand they 

doðand make them wait for youðtogether. Sometimes we are comrades, 

sometimes we are strangers, but we will stay together. We move together.61 

 

Mingus describes crip solidarity as a rejection of ñseductive ableismò that frames disability 

exclusively through lack while maintaining an inaccessible reality, reinforcing isolation and 

alienation. Instead, Mingus asserts: 

We will find other ways (create our own ways) and talk liberation and access 

and interdependency with our comrades.  We will weave need into our 

relationships like golden, shimmering glimmers of hopeðopportunities to build 

deeper, more whole and practice what our world could look like.  We will 

practice what loving each other could look like every day.  Courageously.62 

 

Aurora Levins Morales frames the horizon of crip solidarity as a world where we consent to 

belonging to each other: 

Part of our work, then, is to enrich the impoverished soil of the possible, to 

cultivate through both our grand visions and our daily practices the belief that 

we can create societies in which it makes sense to place our lives in each 

otherôs hands, neither exploiters nor exploited, but simply kin.63 

 

 
60   (Scroll of Ruth), 1:16 
61 aƛƴƎǳǎΣ ά²ƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ¸ƻǳ !ǊŜ Lǎ ²ƘŜǊŜ L ²ŀƴǘ ¢ƻ .ŜΦέ 
62 Mingus. 
63 Morales, "Ecology Is Everything," Medicine Stories: Essays for Radicals, 7. 



 

 33 

 Offered in the spirit of these visions of interdependence and collective creativity, my work in 

this dissertation seeks to support movements in relation to create a geography of care.   

 

 

REALITY 

 

O troubled dust concealing, an undivided love 

The Heart beneath is teaching to the broken Heart above 

O let the heavens falter and let the earth proclaim: 

Come healing of the Altar 

Come healing of the Name 

O longing of the branches to lift the little bud 

O longing of the arteries to purify the blood 

And let the heavens hear it, the penitential hymn 

Come healing of the spirit 

Come healing of the limb 

 

 When I was a child, my father, a director and teacher of theater, often brought me along 

to rehearsals (or play practice, as it was sometimes called). I loved to watch as the group worked 

out how to be in the world of the play. Witnessing a collective commit to envisioning another 

possible world and making it come alive, together, as a fully embodied experience inspired awe 

and instilled in me the belief that all the worldôs a rehearsal room. Throughout my youth I 

studied music and participated in theater, always gravitating towards experimental and 

conceptual approaches ï in high school I was a chorus and music theory nerd, obsessed with 

Stephen Sondheim; in college I got into what could be called new art music and critical theory, 

and for my big final student project I made a multimedia performance installation. After 

graduation, I found myself and my comrades in New Yorkôs downtown theater, movement 

research, and queer art/performance communities.  
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 Rehearsal processes have taught me about play as a strategy for bringing intention to 

action, finding presence in relation, creating safe and beautiful transitions, enacting modes of 

collective survival, and bringing questions to life through repeated practice. It has been through 

my participation in creative collaboration that my political consciousness has developed, and it is 

through my lens as an instigator of performance that I perceive the abolitionist conversation on 

rehearsal as a mode of liberatory praxis. Indeed, I feel that same sense of awe I treasured as child 

when reading Leanne Betasamosake Simpsonôs letter to Robyn Maynard in Rehearsals For 

Living: 

We are remaking the whole worldðat once in our most intimate and local places, and 

through our matrix of relationality with all living things and anti-colonial movements on 

the planet. A never-ending project, a practice, a way of living.64 

  

To me, theater represents the spectacular outcome of a committed, relational, material, and 

embodied enactment of a collective imagination. Doing the show is fun and thrilling, but the 

rehearsal process is where the real magic happens.  

 

Rehearsal As Research: ACTUALLY DOING  

 Rehearsal involves questions, improvisation, feedback, planning. What does it feel like 

and sound like and look like? How do we move? What do we wear? What do we say? What 

kinds of music is there? What are the qualities of light? How do we treat objects and the built 

environment and each other? What kinds of resources are available to us and how are we using 

them? What can we learn and practice in order to clarify and articulate our vision? How do we 

enter and how do we leave? Understanding that everyone is having a multitude of experiences, 

how do we gather focus around the experiences we value most, or are most curious about? What 

do we need to practice in order to keep each otherôs bodies safe? How do we warm up to being in 

 
64 Maynard and Simpson, Rehearsals for Living, 262-263. 
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this world? What do we learn from conflict? What games are we playing? What kinds of risks 

can we take? What stories are we telling? These are practical, procedural questions when making 

theater. There are many more. And then, whatôs really wild is that you ask all these questions, 

and then you figure out a schedule and a plan and show up to practice making this world. 

Incrementally, in rehearsal. And you invite people to see, join, participate. (And there is whole 

other litany of questions about how you host those people through the experience!) And then you 

ACTUALLY DO IT. Provisionally, always gesturing towards a more complete picture or a more 

ambitious vision, but also for real. Consideration of what we are ñactually doingò in a rehearsal, 

or a performance, stages a diagnostic pause to consider the many layers of activity happening 

simultaneously and choosing what layers to surface and play. 

It is only as I arrive at the end that I am beginning to understand more about the layer of 

rehearsal that I am getting at in the project. I am repeating a process I have created in order to 

come into presence with the entanglement of shame, fear, awe, and reverence I carry with regard 

to writing, aiming to learn more about politics and possibilities of deep care with each 

reiteration. I am always trying to write from my most present place of learning. And I am trying 

to turn my attention towards what makes me feel vulnerable and welcome it in, so I can 

transform my relationship to it, trying to both notice and stage opportunities to practice doing 

that with others, which requires a lot of care, a lot of work, a lot of effort. And so many are so 

profoundly under-resourced at the moment, it feels both most impossible and most urgent. 

I think of this dissertation as a demonstration of this diagnostic pause to observe what I 

am ñactually doingò in the midst of this PhD training. From the vantage point of my own 

perfectly imperfect lifeart rehearsal process, I hope to illuminate possible strategies for 

subverting and resisting institutional tendencies to instrumentalize and quantify all learning for 
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workplace/workforce optimization. I hope this elaboration of what I am actually-doing might 

enliven non-scientistic, non-professionalizable approaches for teaching and learning to notice 

how power operates, to appreciate difference as grounds for interdependence, to ask meaningful 

and incisive questions that deepen a felt sense or understanding of the present context, and to 

listen deeply for resonance across movements/manifestations for collective freedom, mutual aid 

and repair.  

I admit, my aim here is to confound a certain set of institutional expectations by 

embracing what makes me inadequate. At the same time I hope my project provides access to a 

radical feminist genealogy of lifeart practice, an epistemology and pedagogy that I believe is 

relevant and important to our department and its location in the college of arts & humanities, to 

give an art reading of the humanities rather than the other way around. (How to approach citation 

has been a major challenge.) This is the embodied practice at the foundation of the feminist 

pedagogy I feel like I have been tasked with crafting as a student in this department. As bell 

hooks says, ñThe academy is not paradise. But learning is a place where paradise can be 

created.ò65 

 

The Dissertation-As-Artwork  

 As I write this dissertation with the status of ñPhD Candidate,ò I am definitionally not an 

expert. But as far as I can understand it, this is what a dissertation is. This is what a dissertation 

does. These are the criteria for a successful dissertation. Before I am a PhD candidate, however, I 

am an artist. As an artist, I have given myself permission to pursue a creative option. The secret 

to my success: I truly believe this power is available to everybody. To incorrectly quote bell 

 
65 Hooks, Teaching To Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, 207. 
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hooks, Art is for Everybody. Everyoneôs creativity is needed to reimagine everything, as Grace 

Lee Boggs might have said. Both a text and an enactment, I offer this dissertation as evidence of 

a framework for interdependent creative practice and care-oriented collaboration, the expression 

of a commitment to art as life, life as art. This work is intended to cultivate a visionary 

imagination through transformative learning, proposing counter-pedagogical moves for 

rehearsing a world beyond Liberal Enlightenment mythologies of thinking, knowing, and being 

which have us learning and relearning empire every semester.  

Though the regulation of the classroom expectations by distanced institutional authorities 

invariably points to larger issues of neoliberalizing education and academic capitalism,66 

articulating simple and clear expected outcomes is integral to opening up the possibilities for 

challenging traditional hierarchies of authority between teachers and students, as well as for 

providing some grounding for an unconventional class experience. Indeed, mad and crip scholars 

such as Sarah Madoka Currie and others who work on both the pitfalls and potentials of bringing 

accessible praxis into the university will not hesitate to tell you that rubrics are an access tool, 

especially for students who are mad, neurodivergent, or experience learning difference.67 An 

effective rubric communicates the respondentôs values in a way that gives the student or creator a 

sense of scope or scale and mitigate uncertainty about expectations. 

 I began this introduction to my project by demonstrating a rubric (or technique, or 

protocol, or strategy, or whatever we may call it) for giving and receiving life-affirming 

feedback, because it takes every reader a different quality of time and effort to read work that 

 
66 aŜƴŘƻȊŀΣ ά!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 5ƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ {ƻŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέΤ {ƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ [ŜǎƭƛŜΣ ά9ȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
9ƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΦέ 

67 sarah madoka currie / ◒ꜞ  ώϪƪŀǿŀƛƛƭƻǾŜǎŀǊŀƘϐΣ άώ 5ƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ¢ƘǊŜŀŘ ϐ IƛΗΗ L !Ƴ ¸ƻǳǊ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

!ǇƻǘƘŜŎŀǊȅΦ [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ aŀŘ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΥ aȅ *newly Passed* Dissertation That Goes to Great Lengths to 
Accessibly Prove That: 1) We Are Failing Mentally Ill Students, and 2) UDL Has Been Co-Opted by Unis for Profit. 
IǘǘǇǎΥκκ¢Φ/ƻκ[ƻлtǳǉ/w[ǿΦέ 
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does not fully cohere into genre conventions. Throughout my graduate training, the creative 

approach I have permitted myself to take as an artist has often produced tension with the 

constraints and pressures of professional academia, including and especially regarding the 

exhaustion of academic readers via bureaucratic overwhelm. That one primary manifestation of 

my learning has taken shape as a rubric speaks to the repetitiveness of the administration of 

student advancement, which I encountered most directly when I first started grading (although 

this process demonstrates how grading is just one labor among many), that made me really think 

about how to change the structure of assignments, feedback, and evaluation that orient the time 

we spend learning as both student and instructor. 

 Because when we are very tired, it can be hard to process the uncertainty that necessarily 

accompanies a creative leap, such as I have taken with this dissertation. My intention or in 

providing this sample response practice is to make it easier to respond to expressions of 

knowledge we do not fully or immediately understand with self-compassion and relational 

curiosity. This practice emanates from animations of care that I find myself needing when I meet 

the potential discomfort of uncertainty: pause and notice my senses/body, slow down and 

become present with my context, ask what is underneath the surface of the symptom or 

expression, and identify resources that amplify what gives me life or recalls me to a sense of self. 

Emerging from a desire to meet myself and others on the horizon, rather than within the 

hierarchy, with respect for the different places we come from within the matrices of power that 

structure our shared worlds, this work is borne out of recognition that generous presence is 

difficult for everybody to cultivate under the circumstances of neoliberal university, state capital, 

and global empire. The technique suggests a fractal response to a systemic problem, a small form 

that can be repeated across different scales of experience and cognition.  
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A four-step path, at once a circle and a web. The contours of the landscape across which 

this projectôs ethical fractal unfolds and the choreographic map of their dance emanate from 

observations in my life and environment while I have undertaken this study. I am reminded of 

other spiritual quartets that bring intention and inquiry into presence, action, and expression: 

Work That Reconnects, based on Joanna Macyôs teachings, offers the spiral practices of 

Gratitude, Honoring our pain, Seeing with new eyes, Going forth.68 Tara Brach teaches a 

meditation technique called the RAIN of self-compassion ï recognizing, allowing, investigating, 

and nurturing a hurt feeling or part of oneself, healing through what Brach calls radical 

acceptance.69 Circles are held and protected in many traditions by calling the four directions ï 

East, South, West, North. Loosely translated, Kabbalah tells the story of the Four Worlds 

through which spirit comes to matter as: Existing, Thinking, Feeling, Doing. Etcetera. Like the 

ones that orients my project, these frames describe transformation as an embodied, 

social/relational, spatially and historically situated experience, bearing wisdom through 

repetition.  

Simultaneous to the dissertationôs materialization as a discrete textual object, it also 

serves as a culminating expression of the durational performance, ñGetting a PhD in Womenôs 

Studies, 2016-XXXXò.  As much as this work is beholden to the differential genealogies of 

Black and Third World feminist, queer of color critique, and postenlightenment thought that 

have shaped my education (in service and in spite of my training) within the PhD program at 

UMD, it is equally beholden to the tradition and community of experimental theater and 

performance which incubated my understanding of the power/practice/potential of artistic 

collaboration to bring new worlds into being, and which taught me how to organize a rehearsal 

 
68 Macy and Brown, Coming Back to Life. 
69 Brach, Radical Acceptance. 
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process with exuberant care. Guided by the interconnections of play-based learning, healing 

justice, and anti-colonial earthcare, this dissertation necessarily speaks to all projects which share 

the ethical imperative to imagine the world otherwise, both within and beyond the fields, 

disciplines, and departments recognized by the academy. 

As I arrive at the end of my PhD training, so many things come into view, new and 

familiar and both at the same time. For seven years I have been engaged in this lifeart inquiry, 

seeking to unsettle the histories of maintenance and professionalization sustaining life and 

liveliness, orienting my learning towards a pedagogy of care while taking note of the landscapes 

of empire and capital within and against which my questions play out. Drawing on analyses and 

culturework from disability justice, critical geography, feminist materialisms, and Jewish anti-

Zionist/abolitionist rehearsal theologies. Returning to the analytic of actually-doing, in this effort 

I am not actually doing Jewish studies, my study transpires through my Jewish 

bodymindexperience; I am not actually doing queer theory, my theorizing emerges from my own 

queer experience; I am not actually doing disability studies, my mode of study is conditioned by 

my inability to adhere to ableist norms. And maybe I am actually-doing these things, whether I 

think I am or want to be or not, but that is for someone else to decide. In any case, this work is 

committed to the premise that harm can be transformed, and that the paradigms of care and 

mutual support that are always already operating in the margins, among the undercommons, by 

the dispossessed, the disabled, the down and out, and collective creative practice is one way it 

might hold as the operating logic for increasingly greater circles of social life. To quote Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles, ñEverything I say is Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art.ò70 

 

 
70 Ukeles, Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969! 
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The Dissertation as a Genre of Knowledge 

 

 Itôs funny, the success of this dissertation rests on a contradiction: I am producing a 

document to prove I am an expert in a body of knowledge or intellectual tradition which is 

committed to demystifying the credibility of hegemonic authority, occupying the very genre of 

knowledge I am contesting. Whether or not this document fulfills the criteria to merit the 

credential for which it has been submitted as evidence is subjective to each readerôs own 

commitments and histories and affiliations within and beyond the credentialling institution. In 

the way questions of what circulates as a novel might reveal a history of popular publishing, or 

questions about the function of a white paper might reveal a nexus of institutional investments, 

or questions regarding the language of a government policy might reveal the nature of that 

systemôs organizing principles, here I am addressing the dissertation as a particular type or mode 

or model of communication. I bring questions about the spatial, temporal, embodied, and 

relational aspects of training embedded in the educational structure which produces and 

maintains the standards of what counts as a viable contribution to knowledge. Considering the 

dissertationôs place in a contemporary credentialling process consolidated through the 

interactions of 19th century German and US industrialization,71 it is perhaps not surprising that 

these questions cannot be addressed without encountering the formational elements of ableism 

and professionalization which undergird the current planetary conditions of late liberal racial 

capitalism and its companion, enlightenment rationalism.  

 I am thinking about Fred Moten and Stefano Harneyôs frame of professionalization as the 

organizing force of academic labor in The University and the Undercommons: Black Study and 

 
71 Ruano-.ƻǊōŀƭŀƴΣ ά5ƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ Lǘǎ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ Dƭƻōŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
{ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 
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Fugitive Planning. The University deploys professionalization to "[circle] the wagons" around 

what can/should be studied, how academics should behave, what projects are "properly 

professional."72 For Moten and Harney, the professionalization process entices laborers into the 

academy through teaching ï both through teachers and with the prospect of teaching as a goal ï 

but then establishes teaching as a phase that must be surpassed in order to become a successfully 

professional academic. Those with the highest status within the hierarchy of labor have 

outsourced their teaching to lesser academics ï adjuncts, contingent and non-tenure track faculty, 

graduate students, etc. ï or they engage in teaching to work out a book project.  

 Their work draws from and extends Black radical traditions and identifies the 

undercommons as a space where "the revolution is still black."73 These revolutionaries, the 

intellectuals of the undercommons, are the ones who are operating outside of the circle, defined 

by their ambivalence toward the state. They argue that this ambivalence is produced by the 

negligence inherent to the project of professionalization itself.74 Despite the current 

destabilization of academic norms and shifting higher education landscape in the face of rising 

fascism, the dissertation remains a unique genre of knowledge in its satisfaction of the 

professional academic credential. Although some sidestep the requirement and enter the academy 

through recognition of exemplary professional leadership, creative practice, and/or contributions 

to industry, most everyone who has status as a professional academic has produced a dissertation 

 
72 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study, 34. 
73 Ibid, 26. 
74 How do I address this analysis of professionalization amidst the current fascist attack on higher ed that has 
accelerated over the last year or so, making things so much worse/different? How do I address the increasing 
casualization of the academic labor of teaching and the upsurge of academic labor activism? How do I do that at a 
university that is committed to preventing students and faculty from recognizing ourselves as workers in an anti-
ǳƴƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΚ LΩƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎΗ IŜƭǇΗ 
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(or thesis, or habilitation, depending on oneôs insititutional location). So what do I mean when I 

say that the dissertation is a genre of knowledge? 

 Sylvia Wynter brings attention to the function of genre as a mode of being and a ñscience 

of the word,ò giving social-material form and language to the Westôs five hundred year project of 

ñ[bringing] the whole human species into its hegemonic, now purely secular (post-monotheistic, 

post-civic monohumanist, therefore, itself also transumptively liberal monohumanist model of 

being human.ò 75 Wynterôs work primes the imagination to envision other possible genres of 

being human than that singular Man1 that has been reiterating in planetary channels of human 

productivity since the onset of the enlightenment. It also begs the question: why do we need 

genre in the first place? 

 In Cruel Optimism: Lauren Berlant says, ñGenres provide an affective expectation of the 

experience of watching something unfold, whether that thing is in life or in art.ò76 Berlant 

describes an array of temporal genres of emerging eventness. In their rendering, emerging 

eventness appears in situations where action is stopped or disrupted ï the impasse, the situation 

and the interruption, to name some of Berlantôs key examples. Berlant pays attention to these 

genres of eventness for their revelation of the disorganizational force of neoliberal capitalist 

empire, as they say, ñInstead of the vision of the everyday organized by capitalism that we find 

in Lefebvre and de Certeau, among others, I am interested in the overwhelming ordinary that is 

disorganized by it.ò77  

 This specter of empireôs disorganizational rhetorical tendency appears again in Berlantôs  

concept of genre flailing: ñGenre flailing is a mode of crisis management that arises after an 

 
75 McKittrick, Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis, 21. 
76 Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 6. 
77 Ibid, 8. 
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object, or object world, becomes disturbed in a way that intrudes on oneôs confidence about how 

to move in it. We genre flail so that we donôt fall through the cracks of heightened affective 

noise into despair, suicide, or psychosis.ò78 Those of us who teach and learn in locations shaped 

by an interest in difference, such as womenôs studies, gender studies, sexuality studies, and all 

the fields and study that form in their proximities, we often inhabit positions that disturb the 

hegemonic order of the institution in both our lived embodiments and the subjects of inquiry. 

This can summon fear in multiple directions, as a genre flail ñwhen oneôs defenses are made 

manifestly insecure by an uncontrollable disturbance in the objectôs stability.ò Oriented as we are 

by defense, here in academia, the genre propensity to genre flail is inflamed. 

 We are talking and thinking and thinking about vulnerability, which can be scary! And 

very understandably so. To be vulnerable is to be able to be wounded, to be unwilling or unable 

to defend oneself against a threat or harm or breakage. We can experience vulnerability 

situationally, structurally, environmentally, intersectionally, and also in our embodied memory. 

Sometimes when we feel vulnerable, our bodies remember other times when we have felt 

vulnerable, and so the past is always mixed up in the present. Vulnerability is always relational, 

too ï it describes a relationship of potential injury and risk. Vulnerability arises when something 

or someone is at risk of doing harm and something or someone is at risk of being harmed. And 

how we respond to our own experiences of vulnerability and the experiences of those around us 

sets the foundation for how we approach or take responsibility for care. 

 Berlant identifies that genre flailing frequently expresses as an empty gesture, like the 

performance of virtue or infographic activism on social media, and warns against the problem of 

humorlessness that might come along with such outbursts:  

 
78 Berlant, άDŜƴǊŜ CƭŀƛƭƛƴƎΦέ 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?DzM4Cl
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Humorlessness wedges an encounter in order to control it, creating a buttress of 

immobility and impasse. People on the top of social hierarchies use humorless 

performativity to produce the fear that protects power; people on the bottom 

perform it to refuse to extend and legitimate the topôs self-pleasure.79 

 

Humor suggests the ability to laugh together, which relies on a shared set of references, a kind of 

mutual recognition. So in a genre flail, even though the desire is for connection, there is the 

potential to over-assume a shared point of reference, or to disorient all points of reference and 

common grounding, or to reveal a shared point of reference that is painful or upsetting, or any 

other incitements of further separation. And, as we learned from Judith Butlerôs frame of ethical 

self-departure, sometimes one must take the leap and accept the consequences as the site of 

learning. Benjamin cautions that even when a flail has the potential to be a leap, one must pay 

attention to the direction of oneôs momentum in relation to the forces of the powers that be:   

The French Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate. It evoked ancient 

Rome the way fashion evokes costumes of the past. Fashion has a flair for the 

topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tigerôs leap 

into the past. This jump, however, takes place in an arena where the ruling class 

gives the commands. The same leap in the open air of history is the dialectical 

one, which is how Marx understood the revolution.80  

 

This text is an amalgamation of pieces written and rewritten in my movement through many 

different moments and places over the last seven years, so the present tense of the text is shot 

through with many previous presents. In this, my exercise in of the dissertation genre, I heed 

feminist, queer, crip wisdom that no genre emerges unencumbered or unentangled from the 

many different stories shaping its historical situation. We are always already operating in 

multiple genres at once, with the potential to leap between, among, and beyond them. And in this 

 
79 Ibid. 

80 Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of History," Illuminations, 205-206. 
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climate, if we can, we must.  In the words of poet Layli Long Soldier, ñSometimes, when in a 

circle, if I wish to exit, I must leap.ò81 

 

AND NOW, A CHAPTER MAP  

[Image description: The outline of a Big Idea, written in red scrawling marker on a deconstructed 

brown paper bag. The bag has been opened and flattened and lies on a white shag carpet. Text is 

mostly too small and messy to be readable, includes snippets such as: MAINTENANCE PLAY, 

Feminist Dwelling, Lifeart Rubric, Meanwhile - 18 Theses on Epistemporality, Towards A 

Sensuous Materialism; NOTICE, APPRECIATE, QUESTIONS, RESONANCE] 

 

 

 

 

 
81 Soldier, "38," WHEREAS, 53. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

In this chapter, I tell the story of how I arrived at the syllabus for ñHDCC208U: Art For 

Earthly Survival,ò a practice-based art class offered in the Design Cultures & Creativity Honors 

College program (DCC) at UMD, as a way to sense this projectôs underlying geography of 

teaching and learning, and to provide insight into why and how this text has taken this particular 

shape. DCC is living learning program (LLP) in which students spend their first two years at 

UMD developing interdisciplinary capstone projects at the intersection of design, technology, 

and social/cultural life. Offered in the Fall of 2020, the course fulfilled a hands-on, scholarship-

in-practice curricular requirement, where students explore a methodology they might employ in 

their projects both practically and conceptually.  

In the planning and delivery of this section of 208, I brought together my art/performance 

background and my experience as a teaching assistant in Womenôs Studies (as it was still 

officially hailed by the institution at the time) to articulate a kind of conscious learning, anchored 

in creative process and oriented to the embodied experience of time unfolding through space. 

When I had named the class ñArt For Earthly Survivalò in February of that year, I was 

envisioning a post-studio/social practice exploration of queer, feminist, and anti-colonial artistic 

approaches for imagining other possible worlds and cultivating ecological sensibilities, looking 

to artists as teachers of unlearning, dismantling, reimagining, and creating alternatives to the 

powers that be. My aim was to lead students through a site responsive, time sensitive, embodied 

experience of creative relating with ourselves and our worlds, providing them with tools and 

strategies for bringing a deep question to life through art, and encourage them to find ways they 

enjoy documenting their creative and learning processes. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

focused the courseôs action in both anticipated and unexpected ways.   
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 This chapter serves as a sort meditation on Saba Mahmoodôs point, ñéyou ask not what a 

particular ethical theory means, but what it does.ò82 The means of production (of knowledge, but 

also of everything) is itself the structure of experience, and so in unpacking , we might start to 

develop the capacity to bring our means more closely in line with our ethical commitments, and 

even further, to develop those ethics as relational and reflexive. As both a teacher and student 

creating this course while navigating the onset of the pandemic, I tried to practice the 

revolutionary work of giving and taking care in the spirit of tikkun: love in the act of repair, 

movement from a restorative impulse, a refusal to abandon companions in the web of life.83 I 

recognized the ones who teach me to imagine with resourcefulness, care, and generosity as 

artists. I looked to artists for life-affirming ways to unlearn, dismantle, reimagine, and create 

alternatives to life-denying powers that be. I aimed to convene a collective study of how art 

entrains capacities, sensibilities, and techniques for reading and responding to power, in order to 

create more liveable worlds. Ultimately, this chapter gathers in the embrace of an art class 

because that is the learning context where I have felt most free, and I feel responsible for paying 

that gift of freedom forward. The architecture of the chapter unfolds through six compositional 

aspects which guided our learning ï process, value, relation, form, movement, and storytelling ï 

and culminates in an elaboration of process documentation as a strategy for cultivating art as a 

life practice. The full syllabus, as well as student work and reflections from the class are included 

in the Appendices. 

 

 

 

 
82 Mahmood, Politics of Piety, 27; see also: Halse and HoneyΣ ά¦ƴǊŀǾŜƭƛƴƎ 9ǘƘƛŎǎΦέ 

83 tǊŀƴƛǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ wŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ LƳǇǳƭǎŜΦέ 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Ahmed notes, ñIt matters how we arrive at the places that we do,ò84 and Robyn Wiegman 

says:  ñéwhere and how one enters a discussion will help determine the shape of the terrain one 

understands herself to be in.ò85 This chapter stages multiple entrances into a practice of feminist 

dwelling. A way to stay in the present moment of learning, an invitation to be where I am and 

notice what is here, feminist dwelling perceives the glimmer of unsettling activity. Openings in 

the ceiling, cracks in the foundations, portals to other possible worlds, entryways and thresholds 

of unknowing ð there are many paths a curious and resourceful squirrel might follow in 

elaborating a conceptual vocabulary and material practice of feminist dwelling.  

The first entry serves as a brief meditation on work involved in maintaining a commons 

and the politics of sharing space. The second entry is a story about how artist Mierle Laderman 

Ukeles responded to the material context of her life and environment with/through art to center 

maintenance as a structure of value. The third entry describes my own attempt to respond to my 

material context through art, creating a site within my workplace for thinking about survival and 

care and waste and value together. The fourth entry sketches the outline of feminist dwellingôs 

theoretical underpinnings, and the fifth offers an Adrian Piper-inspired artist post-process meta-

art analysis. Surfacing a relation to enclosure, a history of practice, an orientation toward art as a 

technique of power, a mode of study and collaboration, wisdom of tending to ñthe life principle,ò 

this chapter represents one attempt at an ñundercommon refusal of the academy of misery.ò86 

 

 
84 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 2. 
85 Wiegman, Object Lessons, 54. Feminist pedagogy and ethics of care have something important to tell us about 

hospitality ς how new interlocutors are invited into the conversation, how the environment is attended to in order 
to bring people into learning. 
86 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 118. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 In the foreword to Rehearsals for Living, Ruth Wilson Gilmore positions ñMeanwhileò as 

a way of looking at spectacles with ñlenses that sharpen focus onto small or blurry or distant 

details,ò an abolitionist tendency to seek out the stories of ñpractice making different.ò87 This 

chapter takes up this abolitionist premise of ñMeanwhile,ò offering what Wilson calls ña 

historical geography of the futureò by retelling an ancestral story with a fresh eye for what has 

been bracketed centuries of translation. A sort of methodology of narration, ñMeanwhileò uses 

storytelling to interrupt a dominant narrative and bring attention to one of the ñmany different 

ways people arrive at arranging themselves into a social force.ò88 

 With this chapter, I aim to add to a growing undercanon of anti-Zionist hermeneutics, 

inspired by the contributions Jasbir Puar, Sarah Schulman, Judith Butler, and many others have 

made to counter narrative hegemony of the Zionist project, which not only terrorizes Palestinians 

(as the apartheid state rests on the false colonial premise that, prior to their arrival, Palestine was 

ña land without a peopleò), but also harms other Jews by laying a categorical claim to Judaism 

itself (as it actively conflates in the public imagination that Zionism=Judaism=Zionism and so 

any critique of Israel is an attack on The Jews).89 I do so from my unique vantage point as a Jew 

wholly undesired by the state of Israel ï only half, and on the wrong side, and not even bat 

mitzvahed; practicing Judaism as a diasporic inheritance; committed the position that Palestinian 

liberation is necessary for the safety of Jewish people, and all people. Further, in an act of open 

villainy, Iôve chosen to do so in a traditional Jewish mode of interpretation: the midrash. A 

midrash is a retelling of a story to illuminate a certain aspect or lesson or message ï basically, 

 
87 Gilmore, "Foreword," Rehearsals for Living, 3-4. 
88 Ibid, 2. 
89 Butler, Parting Ways; Jewish Voice for Peace, On Antisemitism; Puar, The Right to Maim; Schulman, Conflict Is 
Not Abuse. 
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rabbinic fan fiction. As Walter Benjamin says, ñ[The story] is one of the oldest forms of 

communication. It does not aim at transmitting the pure in-itself of the event (as information 

does) but anchors the event in the life of the person reporting, in order to pass it on as experience 

to those listening.ò90  

 Here I retell the story of the events leading up to that very famous story of departure in 

the second book of Moses, known in English via Greek as Exodus. In Hebrew this book is titled 

Shômot, or Names, and in my retelling of the moments before the departure, I hope to bring 

attention to the layer of story carried in the names of biblical figures. For example, in the torah, 

Israel does not indicate a place but a person. As the story is told, Jacob, or Yaôakov (which in 

Hebrew means ñheel pullerò or ñgrasperò) is faced with a reckoning: his brother Esau, whom he 

cast into exile by deceiving their father, has returned and agreed to see him. It has been many 

years, and by now Yaôakov has been on the receiving end of deception and knows its sting. He 

feels great remorse for his actions and is afraid to face his brother but chooses to anyway. The 

night before their reunion, it is said that Yaôakov is visited by an angel in his tent, with whom he 

spends the whole night wrestling. In the morning, his hip has been permanently injured and he 

has been given a new name by the Divine: Israel, which can be translated as ñone who 

wrestles/struggles with God.ò Having faced his own penitence and shame, Yaôakov-now-Israel is 

able to face his brother and ask for forgiveness. In chapter 3, I follow the story embedded in the 

names of the children of Israel, as the one whose name can be translated to Drawn From The 

Water (Moses) faces the need to leave The Narrow Place (Mitzrayim, the Biblical Hebrew name 

for Egypt). 

 

 
90 .ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΣ ά«ōŜǊ ŜƛƴƛƎŜ aƻǘƛǾŜ ōŜƛ .ŀǳŘŜƭŀƛǊŜΣέ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 336. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Like all walls it was ambiguous, two-faced. What was inside it and what was 

outside it depended upon which side of it you were on.91 

 

 

Marxôs ñTheses on Feuerbachò is perhaps most widely known for its final position, thesis 

number eleven: ñThe philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, 

however, is to change it.ò92 I had been thinking about the difference between works of 

interpretation and transformation, wondering about the materiality of theory and its possibilities 

for catalysis.93 Aware of the quote but never having read the text itself, I became curious about 

the phraseôs context. I went to my worn copy of Marx & Engels: Basic Writings on Politics & 

Philosophy, given to me as a gift by a teacher who I helped pack in preparation for a move, a 

precious treasure for this book collector. As I picked it up, the binding broke in half, revealing 

the very theses I was seeking. My curiosity met by my own archive in a moment of breakage ï I 

heard echoes of tikkun olam and took it as a sign.  

Adopting the posture of the dutiful student I truly aspire to be, my intention was to read 

the full piece and finally understand what is at stake in this premise of change. But, alas, I did not 

get past the first thesis: 

The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism ï that of Feuerbach 

included ï is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form 

of the object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, 

not subjectively. Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was 

developed abstractly by idealism ï which, of course, does not know real, 

sensuous activity as such. 

Feuerbach wants sensuous objects, really distinct from the thought objects, but 

he does not conceive human activity itself as objective activity. Hence, in The 

Essence of Christianity, he regards the theoretical attitude as the only genuinely 

human attitude, while practice is conceived and fixed only in its dirty-judaical 

 
91 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, 1. 
92 Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach," Marx & Engels: Basic Writings on Politics & Philosophy, 245. 
93 Here I am iƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ !ŘǊƛŀƴ tƛǇŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ŀǎ Ŏŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ. 
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manifestation. Hence he does not grasp the significance of ñrevolutionaryò, of 

ñpractical-criticalò, activity.94 

 

What was this debate about the ñsensuous human activityò missing from Feuerbachôs materialist 

analysis? Who was this Feuerbach person and what is this ñdirty-judaical manifestationò Marx 

references? I found myself deeply entangled in more old Jewish Questions. 

 The fourth chapter of this dissertation makes an attempt at an unorthodox reading of this 

provocation by Marx in the form of process documentation. In Chapter 1, process documentation 

is introduced as a frame I use in my teaching to give students a container to observe their creative 

processes without having to fully resolve into coherent sense nor reveal all the mysteries of 

creative exploration; a formalization of the intuitive dialectic of creation and witness that I have 

learned in my art practice. Thinking with and about process permeates all aspects of this 

dissertation, and in the context of this chapter, I take it up in two senses at once. In one way, I 

offer a glimpse into the documentation I have collected (handwritten notes, different 

arrangements of books in my library, the transcript of this dissertationôs defense) evidence of the 

spaces, states of bodymind, situations and moments of presence/action through which I traveled 

in the process of creating this text. In another way, the surfacing and arrangement serves as 

means to socio-emotionally process my relationship to this text by Marx which calls me into 

myself with a focus on practice as the substrate of a materialist analysis, but which also sets me 

at a distance from myself with this invocation of the ñdirty jew.ò 

In the work by Feuerbach to which Marx is responding, Judaism figures as a doctrine of 

creation, anchored in a sensual and embodied experience: ñThe lsraeliteséopened to Nature 

only the gastric sense; their taste for Nature lay only in the palate; their consciousness of God in 

 
94 Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach," Marx & Engels, 243. 
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eating manna.ò95 Feuerbach names the Jewish focus on the power of personal experience egoism, 

dedicated to ñthe God who will not let his servants come to shame.ò Unashamed and devoted to a 

personal relationship with the Divine (which might also be understood as the force of Nature), 

Feuerbach asserts that the Jew operates through magic and miracle, 

[using] Nature only as an instrument of its own will and pleasure. Water divides 

or rolls itself together like a firm mass, dust is changed into lice, a staff into a 

serpent, rivers into blood, a rock into a fountain; in the same place it is both 

light and dark at once, the sun now stands still, now goes backward.96 

 

While Feuerbach presents this depiction of Judaism as evidence of its problems and folly, his 

description sounds pretty fun to me. In Chapter 4, I embrace my own dirty judaical nature and 

egoistically utilize the scraps and fragments for purposes of magic, mystery, and creation, as a 

way to reveal and revel in the ñsensuous human activityò involved in producing this text ï what I 

have come to call multisensory accessible praxis. 

 Emerging from my efforts to make online teaching accessible asynchronously, I have had 

to think through how to provide multiple access points for learning activities that engage 

different sensory registers through language. As you will read about in Chapter 2, I endeavor to 

craft assignments and exercises so students my try out ideas through first person experience, 

which requires sensitivity to boundaries, consent, a structure for nonjudgmental observation, and 

an attention to differential access. What one student will find accessible, another might find 

inaccessible, so (as most every teacher knows) you have to present the material in multiple ways 

for different kinds of learners. Creating accessible content for an online course requires a lot of 

 
95 Feuerbach, ά9ǎǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǘȅΦέ 
96 Ibid. 



 

 55 

different kinds of writing ï instructions for activities/experiences, transcripts of lecture videos, 

weekly announcements to guide learners through the process, etc. 

Working on this project required me to repeatedly confront my own physical challenge of 

writing. Returning to an earlier thought: every assignment is a physical experience, whether it 

announces itself as such or not, and the dissertation assignment is no different. A finished 

dissertation is the result of many hours and months and years of ongoing ñpractical-critical,ò 

sensuous action, to call back Marxôs framing. Accepting the assignment as a vector for training 

my body in the physical practice of writing, I chose exercise in the art of image descriptions, a 

genre of writing that gains significance as our experience (and especially the experience of 

disabled people) in the pandemic years has increasingly moved online. In order to contribute to a 

digital culture of accessibility, I have students practice writing image descriptions as part of their 

assignments so they develop facility and habit in doing so, and so here I take my own advice to 

lean into kinds of knowing emerging in the interactions of image and language.97  

 The chapter unfolds in two parts, the first centering images from the rehearsal process 

through which this dissertation text took shape. As images are described in different in-text ways 

throughout the text, in this chapter, the descriptions are formatted for screen readers as embedded 

alt-text, highlighting the difference but relatedness in the experience of taking in this work 

visually and the experience of taking it in aurally. The second part presents the transcript of the 

remarks prepared in defense of this document, the ritual performance through which I am 

transformed from Candidate to Doctor. This is offered as another descriptive strategy, an action 

description, to provide a way for readers to imagine what took place in the event, with the 

 
97 Here I have been guided by Coklyat and Finnegan, Alt-Text As Poetry Workbook; Göransson, ñAlt-Textsò; Web 

Accessibility Initiative, ñAn Alt Decision Treeò; Poet Training Tool, "How to Describe Imagesò; The A11Y Project.  
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awareness that it will not be fully captured in translation. Taken together, a third sense of 

ñprocess documentationò surfaces, as this text serves as a meta-document of my PhD process. 

Recalling the provenance of the book from my teacherôs library, my own present situation is 

reflected back to me: at the time of my writing, I find myself preparing to move. And even as I 

face the daunting task of collecting, arranging, packing, and unpacking all my stuff, I am 

thinking about the practical human sensuousness required to leave home and return anew. 

Sensuousness here is not explicated or analyzed, but rather enacted as a response to the turning 

of the pages in my journals, my books, my life, evidence of a way of knowing through earthly 

activities transpiring through the medium of time in what we might call an analytic of 

epistemporeality. 
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Chapter 1: Art For Earthly Survival - An Unsettling Underpedagogy For 

Uncertain Times 
 

[Image description: A notebook page with blue handwriting over a grey dot grid. Visible text 

includes: ñETHICO-FRACTAL ART PEDAGOGY? lol; PROCESS Ą Letôs set ourselves up in 

a good way; VALUE Ą Letôs organize our energy and resources around care as a structure of 

value; RELATION Ą feedback, generosity, repair; FORM Ą an exercise in materialist 

improvisation; MOVEMENT Ą Live it [in] my body, enact it in the world around me; 

STORYTELLING Ą Show and tell, give it what you got;  

Ą Dissertation is extended process documentò] 
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I. Pre-class Exercise: Intentional Space 

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: PROCESS 

 Creativity, use of oneôs imagination, is sacred. In the same way that water is sacred; that 

is, necessary for sustaining life. Like breath, like earth. Creativity is nurtured by friendship and 

self-compassion. Do whatever is possible right now to increase capacity to imagine collective 

liberation and create a culture of care.  

 

That was the message I was receiving, anyway. It was July 2020, and like most everyone 

working in the arena of education, I was doing my best to process all the feelings in that first 

pandemic summer, meanwhile preparing to teach in the fall.  

 

 

(HOW I WAS ARRIVING) 

 Among the many emotions of the moment, I was feeling varying degrees of rage, panic, 

aggravation, and disappointment following the University of Marylandôs June 15th 

announcement of its decision to bring students back to campus and plan for in-person 

instruction.98 I was discomforted by the universityôs reliance on surveillance (especially daily 

self-reporting of biometric data) and worker adaptability (requiring instructors and staff to be 

prepared for many different possibilities without guidance, support, or sufficient advance notice) 

as primary strategies for covid mitigation. In this context, I was especially unnerved to sign my 

graduate assistantship contract, which explicitly stated that the universityôs promise of work is 

not a binding employment agreement and it can change the terms at its discretion. My continuing 

 
98 άCŀƭƭ нлнл {ŜƳŜǎǘŜǊ ¦ǇŘŀǘŜΦέ 
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access to health insurance and student loan deferment were contingent on my ability to maintain 

my student status while simultaneously fulfilling the obligations of my assistantship, which had 

already felt very hard. None of this was new ï these were already the arrangements in place. But 

the pandemic amplified the precarity of these conditions for all graduate students, and especially 

for international, undocumented, Indigenous, Black, trans, and disabled students. 

 I was particularly distressed for the undergraduate students in the Design Cultures & 

Creativity living-learning program where I was teaching, many of whom were signing housing 

contracts under what I believed to be shortsighted pretenses of care, in service of the protection 

of the universityôs assets. My confidence in the universityôs capacity to prioritize student safety 

and wellbeing was already low ð beyond its everyday unfolding in the uncaring landscape of 

neoliberal individualism, specialization, and financialization, patriarchal domination and 

hierarchy, and state-capitalist necropolitics currently shaping US higher education, this 

university in particular did not have a promising recent track record. (Recall this dissertationôs 

Acknowledgements.) The universityôs follow up announcement on August 10th detailing 

changes to the plan due to greater covid presence than originally anticipated would foreshadow 

the years of adapting to uncertainty and normalizing nonconsensual assumption of risk that have 

followed since.99 

 But I was readying myself to meet the opportunity of a graduate studentôs lifetime: for 

the first time, I would be teaching a class of my own design with a group of 12 interested and 

motivated students, based on my own research. Keenly aware of the rarity and preciousness of 

this gift, I tried to channel my feelings into crafting a learning journey for us to practice 

imagining collective liberation and creating a culture of care. Within the uncertainty, isolation, 

 
99 άLƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ /ƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Cŀƭƭ {ŜƳŜǎǘŜǊ ŀǘ aŀǊȅƭŀƴŘΦέ 



 

 60 

and dispersion of the moment, this class as a potent point of access to do something meaningful 

to connect with others. Having titled the class ñArt For Earthly Survival,ò I felt compelled to take 

responsibility for what I could to make a sturdy, generous, and supportive container for us to 

enact a kind of creative mutual aid, a way to enliven ourselves and each other through this 

difficult time. Amidst the intensification and proliferation of organized abandonment brought on 

by the pandemic,100 I wanted to create a context for nurturing deep, self-compassionate creativity 

in a way that builds consciousness of what historical forces have produced these conditions.  

  

 

(HOW I WAS PREPARING MYSELF) 

Leading up to the point where I named this learning journey ñArt For Earthly Survival,ò I 

had been receiving three messages with increasing volume and frequency: 1. Greater capacity for 

presence comes from cultivating slowness; 2. We should all be planting trees; 3. Art is necessary 

for survival. The first message I had been exploring at the level of my body and my interpersonal 

relationships. In practicing art as well as vipassana meditation and mindful self-compassion, 

katonah and other styles of yoga, and kabbalistic creative contemplation and divination, I have 

learned so much about moving into shared presence. Just prior to the pandemic, I had begun to 

respond to the second message by joining a local tree planting, care, and advocacy organization. 

I was also in the early stages of implementing a collaborative project connecting DCC and the 

campus Arboretum that I had hoped would lead to planting trees on campus that year. Although 

 
100 IŜǊŜ L ŀƳ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎƛƴƎ wǳǘƘ ²ƛƭǎƻƴ DƛƭƳƻǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 5ŀǾƛŘ IŀǊǾŜȅΩǎ ǇƘǊŀǎƛƴƎΣ describing 
άŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜǎέ ŀǎ ǎƛǘŜǎ άǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ  ǘƘŜ  ŀōŀƴŘƻƴƳŜƴǘ  ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ  ƻŦ  ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ  ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ  
and  neoliberal  state  reorganizationΣέ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀōŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƳǇŜǊƛƭŜŘ ōȅ 
their investments and disinvestments. DƛƭƳƻǊŜΣ άCƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ tƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ DǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎέ, Engaging 
Contradictions. 
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those plans were upended, I am finding new and ongoing ways to plant trees, to tend the trees 

around me, and to support those who are protecting trees here where I am and everywhere.  

The third message was one I had heard my whole life ï art has been necessary for my 

own survival from the very beginning. While I have found that the invocation of ñartò usually 

conjures visual and object-based work for most people, for me art has always been an embodied, 

social process. Whether through group singing, experimental theater, movement research, 

interactive performance, or conceptual projects, collaborative creative expression has been the 

primary way I have made friends, developed a sense of myself, processed my experiences, and 

interacted with the world for as long as I can remember. Art is a reason for my being, the 

substrate from which my liveliness emerges. Cartoonist and teacher Lynda Barry suggests that 

art is necessary for our literal physical survival: ñI believe we wouldnôt have hauled this thing we 

call the arts through all our evolutionary stages if it didnôt have some biological functionéI 

believe they are the soulôs immune system and transit system.ò101 As this occasion to bring my 

three survival urgencies ï slowing down, nurturing trees, making art ï together in a practical 15 

week experimental collaboration with a group of thoughtful and sensitive students presented 

itself, my training prompted me to meet the moment with what I have come to think of as 

visionary ease.  

White Christian cisheteropatriarchy and capitalist rationalism inundate us with the 

intertwining narratives that things have to be hard in order to be worthwhile, sacrifice is 

necessary for salvation, and enduring discomfort now will reap rewards in the future. For 

example, at the time, I saw these stories playing out in the figure of the essential worker, and 

how it came to occupy for the economy a position similar to that held by lepers for the Catholic 

 
101 Lynda Barry: Accessing The Imaginary. 



 

 62 

church ï destined to be sacrificed, saved and destroyed in their abandonment.102 Students and 

teachers, too, were being asked to take risks and make sacrifices to continue working at the 

professional standards required by the global economy. Concerns about rigor, leniency, learning 

loss, and hybridity in the educational sector were coming up against questions of health and 

safety, social justice, and collective trauma. The messages were mixed: we donôt want the 

students to miss out on the college campus classroom experience, and also be ready to go online 

whenever that stops working out; we donôt want the students to be behind or unprepared to enter 

the workforce when the pandemic is over, and also we donôt know how long any administrative 

processes will take now so expect sudden changes and delays; keep in mind that your students 

are all depressed and anxious and might be having a hard time so donôt be too hard on them, and 

also we must not let go of our quest for excellence and high standards of achievement.  

I had heard from my students the previous semester that many of their instructors had 

become even more strict and punitive in the shift to quarantine learning, and my sense was that 

in the fatigue of grief, change and uncertainty, these tendencies to defend and control would 

intensify. That would not work for the course I had in mind ï I wanted us to befriend our 

creativity, learn to read the nuances of power and value organizing our living conditions, try out 

new modes of self-expression, and share our curiosity in community. This would require 

gentleness, generosity, ease. Ease not simply as relief or accommodation, but as the foundation 

of a world not predicated on myths of scarcity and competition and hierarchy and self-denial, 

such as the one envisioned by abolitionist artist and activist Tourmaline: 

In the world that I dream of, itôs easy to move about. Itôs easy to walk home at 

night with a bag of Skittles. Itôs easy to relax in your own house. Itôs easy to 

resolve conflict. Itôs easy to hang out on the street. Itôs easy to do the work you 

want to do. Itôs easy to come together. Itôs easy to have sex, to seek pleasure 

and joy, to wear what feels right. Itôs easy to be soft. Itôs easy to remember your 

 
102 Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason. 
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power. To be in public. To use. Itôs easy to not have to work. Itôs easy to be in 

bed all day. Itôs easy to be free. Itôs easy to be alive.103 

  

I aimed to set up an experience for myself and my students where it could be easy to be present, 

easy to feel creative, easy to ask for help, easy to celebrate ourselves, easy to sense and articulate 

our needs, easy to be playful and experiment, easy to trust ourselves and each other, easy to be 

slow, easy to take care, easy to grow, easy to learn. 

 

 

(HOW I WAS PREPARING MY STUDENTS) 

After the course title, here was the first clue my students received about what our learning 

journey would entail: liberation workers across a wide range of social movements often rally 

around a shared sentiment: Another World Is Possible. Perhaps a world of sustainable 

ecological and social relations, one where living beings are free and cared for, one where 

creative and generative gifts are shared openly and abundantly. But what makes these other 

worlds possible? This class engages art as a crucial site for envisioning, incubating, and 

enacting worlds that adhere to the wildest capacities of our imagination. This was what I 

summoned when required to produce a brief description for circulation to help students choose 

which section of 208 they wanted to be in. While I did not have the specifics figured out at the 

time, I knew the animating question (what makes it possible to imagine otherwise?) was the first 

seed I wanted to plant. This class would be oriented by process and focus on conditions of 

possibility. 

For me, the first step in any process is to tend to the moment before. How are we arriving 

at the shared space of learning and creating? In the moments before the semester, students and 

 
103 ¢ƻǳǊƳŀƭƛƴŜΣ άCƛƭƳƳŀƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ !ŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ¢ƻǳǊƳŀƭƛƴŜ ƻƴ Iƻǿ ǘƻ CǊŜŜŘƻƳ 5ǊŜŀƳ μ ±ƻƎǳŜΦέ 
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teachers were receiving lots of instructions and protocols and considerations on how we would 

adapt to these new pandemic conditions. I was feeling distressed and overwhelmed and 

confused, and I imagined my students probably were too.  I wanted students to be prepared to 

cultivate a relationship with themselves and their creativity, to break down hegemonic structures 

and understand flows of power and value, to reimagine the world with care at the center. This 

requires vulnerability, generosity, trust ï no small feat in any circumstance, let alone in the 

strange alienation of Zoom University.  

In establishing a process dynamic, I like to begin with an activity that models the core 

learning, so students have an embodied point of reference for what they will be learning or 

practicing. In this case, I asked students to make an intentional space for themselves to show up 

to their inner artist, with a dual pedagogical motive. First, I wanted students have the experience 

of turning inward and relating to themselves through their senses, and then turning outwards to 

respond to their environments with creativity and care. This was one basic pattern of activity we 

would be repeating throughout the semester. Second, recognizing that the ambient climate of 

death, fear, stress, pressure, etc. would/does continually pull us away from what feels easy, 

pleasurable, unnamable, inchoate, it felt important to prime students to identify pathways to 

return to themselves and/or their creativity. I wanted them to practice pausing and tuning into 

their own needs, and then acting from that place of self-awareness. On top of all this, we were all 

navigating new arrangements of space and proximity, and I hoped this exercise might provide 

some strategies for approaching this recalibration with curiosity and sensitivity. In our first class 

meeting, I invited students give their spaces a name to make it more concrete and real for them, 

and I invited them to check in with/re-engage their intentional space throughout the semester. 
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EXCERPT FROM PRE-CLASS EXERCISE: INTENTIONAL SPACE 

 

Create an intentional space for your work as an artist this semester. This might involve re-

arranging your desk (or whatever serves that purpose), or creating a ritual, or adorning your 

zoom frame in a particular way, or wearing a special outfit, or having particular tools at hand. 

What makes you feel comfortable and creative in a space? How can you create or tap into that 

quality of space wherever you are? There is no wrong way, there is no right way. Tune into our 

first synchronous class meeting on Thursday, 9/3 from your intentional space. 

 

 

 

II. Assignment: Introduce Yourself 

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: VALUE 

I begin by taking a sensory diagnostic of my surroundings ï what are the qualities of 

light around me? What does the air smell or taste like? What is the ambient temperature? What 

can I hear, far away and right up close? I notice my points of contact with the ground or chair or 

whatever Iôm sitting on, sensing the gravity which keeps me connected to the planet. I imagine 

myself rooted like a tree. As a tree, underneath me, there are vast underground mycorrhizal 

networks connecting me through soil and fungi to other trees, to deeply buried sources of water 

and other nutrients. I imagine my root system growing both deep and broad, making solid and 

energetic contact with the foundation of my ecosystem, everything that lives underneath my 

breath and supports my ability to breathe.  

And just as my tree is deeply rooted, so does it grow up towards the sun, its source of 

energy through photosynthesis. I recall the experience of being drawn toward sunlight or 

moonlight, depending on when I am rehearsing this practice. I notice how it changes the way I 

feel in my body. As I grow above ground, I imagine that my branches and leaves can sense the 
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other trees, birds, etc. around my crown. Trees can propriocept and sense the presence of other 

trees, and itôs been shown that they make space for each other as they grow, so as I grow up and 

out, I try to maintain a sense of proximity and sensitivity to whatôs growing around me. I come 

back to my center, my trunk, noticing how I participate in a reciprocal process with other living 

beings, inhaling and exhaling. I take a moment to be grateful for the trees, exchanging oxygen 

and carbon dioxide with me, enablers of my breathing.  

I think about what is signified by the concept of value. It appears in many different 

contexts ð in economic or financial paradigms, value might refer to what something is worth in 

a given system for exchanging goods and resources. In discourses of civic responsibility, 

governance, and shared public culture, value might refer to an organizing principle of collective 

interest or wellbeing. In aesthetic and artistic realms, value can refer to the intensity of a color, 

the duration of a sound, or the quality of a tone. In mathematics, value can denote magnitude, 

quantity, or amount. How can all these possible implications of value help me understand it as a 

social relation? 

Here, I am thinking about value as a structure ð something that creates pathways, 

access points, norms, and expectations for how we move through the world. Another eruption of 

diagnostic questions breaks through: What structures of value orient my life (ones that I choose 

and ones that I do not choose)? Are these values ones that I hold for myself, or ones that I must 

resist or reject? When do I notice myself in social structures that adhere to my own sense of 

value or values, and when do I notice my in social structures that run contrary to my values? The 

box: I've been remembering that box my fourth grade teacher Mrs. Powers gave me, to keep 

under my desk and help me move and arrange myself at my own pace.  
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Ableism affects our bodies and our minds in equal measure. As both a teacher and a 

student, evidence from my own life and observations from my classroom suggest connections 

among learning difference, overall health, and capacity for presence in formal educational 

settings. Within a social paradigm organized by sameness and hierarchy, the experience of 

learning difference often reveals itself idiosyncratically through shocks to oneôs psyche; 

moments of failure, misrecognition, disappointment, exclusion, harm and and and repeat until a 

pattern can be distinguished, only understood retrospectively. Certain expectations for normative 

behavior cannot be met and frustration ensues, but it can be challenging to locate and name the 

exact source of the problem. And as unprocessed and untended distress accumulates, it can create 

other health issues, adding to the confusion. Amidst all of this, it can be very difficult to 

communicate and to learn. 

 For me, being an artist and being neurodivergent are intertwined ð out of necessity, I 

have found many creative ways to study that make sense to my so-called neurodivergent brain. I 

attribute much of my ability to do so with any degree of confidence to my art/performance 

training, which has given me access to techniques and structures where play, movement, 

collaborative imagining, and mess-making are encouraged. I am not intimidated by the 

uncertainty that necessarily accompanies a creative process, which is an invaluable tool when 

engaging theory and approaching writing, because I have rehearsed the experience of meeting 

that uncertainty innumerable times. My pedagogical project is to make these resources that have 

helped me feel free to think and express and connect in my own way and move at my own pace 

available to more people.  

 Pace and timing are access considerations, and like all access considerations, they are an 

ethical collaboration. As I was preparing to teach this class, I was thinking about how I wanted to 
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invite my students to consider with me what we can/should and cannot/should not reasonably 

expect from one another in this pandemic time. The pre-existing conditions of empire and capital 

that we already lived with daily were intensified ï undeniably, we were (are) entangled in a web 

of historical, recent, and ongoing trauma; all students, all teachers, all workers, all people and 

families and everyone. Just as before, people were experiencing these traumas and their fallout in 

different and uneven ways. The learners who would be co-creating this experience were anxious 

and depressed, some in homes where they did not feel fully comfortable being themselves, some 

living in apartments alone for the first time in their lives, all surrounded by a dense fog of grief 

and fear and uncertainty. I felt responsible for giving students something clear and specific to 

hold onto and process with in their own way. 

 I recalled an earlier time when I was a teaching assistant, a student presented me with an 

obituary notice to prove that they had missed class due to their bereavement. It horrified me that 

this student had been trained to present the classroom authority with official documentation of 

their absence due to grief and loss so they would not be penalized or lose credit. I wanted to 

make sure it was abundantly clear that at no time would students have to prove to me they were 

being affected by what was going on around them to earn accommodation or lenience, and that 

our learning would be organized neither by punishment nor quantification. Then I remembered 

advice I had received from one of my teaching mentors, Dr. Michelle Rowley: embed the values 

of the learning experience that I want to facilitate into the structure of the courseôs policies, 

assignments, and evaluations.  

 My sense was that in order to create a learning community of belonging and wellbeing, in 

order for differences to be embraced and valued, all participants must have access to choices for 

ways to engage that allow for self-determined embodied experiences of time. I aimed to structure 
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the class to encourage students to meet their spaces with curiosity, to make relationships with the 

living beings around them, to notice their experiences of time, and to practice making creative 

and self-compassionate choices, providing a wide array of options for engagement. I created a 

grading scheme that rewarded introspection, prioritizing oneôs wellbeing, asking for help, and 

finding affinities with material that feels life-giving.  

 When I had envisioned the class prior to the pandemic, my plan was to highlight and 

emphasize collaboration, and with everyone so isolated and disoriented, I knew I had to rethink 

how that would work. In my own isolation, plants were keeping me alive day to day in many 

ways ï when I didnôt know what to do with myself, I would walk and visit all the flowering trees 

around me. I was growing food, I was tending a garden, I was starting to learn about the camas 

flower. I was so grateful to be surrounded by plant life, and appreciated getting to notice the 

passing of time from their perspective. To me, artistic collaboration is very similar to gardening 

ï you have different living beings with interrelated yet specific needs and gifts and moments of 

blossom, and the goal is to create a context where everyoneôs flower can bloom to its fullest 

sensation in its right time. I decided their first assignment would be to introduce themselves to a 

plant, one in their immediate, everyday environment, hoping might serve multiple helpful 

purposes at once.  

 First, I wanted to encourage students to find sources of life wherever possible ï if I had 

any expectation for them to create art in my class, I needed to equip them with ways to connect 

with a sense of a shared lifeforce. I also wanted to introduce students to the practice of 

investigating and acknowledging the history of the place where one is living and/or learning, a 

prerequisite for creating the kind of site-responsive work I had in mind for us. Further, I wanted 

them to think about their relationship to the living world, and what it might feel like to show up 
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to a relationship of reciprocity with respect and integrity. And I wanted them to have a personal 

and felt entry point to questions of indigenous/settler relations that would come up in materials 

throughout the semester.   

 I framed the activity around Robin Wall Kimmererôs ñHonorable Harvestò chapter in 

Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants.104 

Kimmerer describes how she approaches plants she may want to forage, consume, or use in some 

way with attention and care, and asks for their consent, beginning by introducing herself. I 

invited students to try this practice and observe how it felt. Many students were confused and 

surprised about how to ask a plant for consent to develop an intimate relationship. It was so 

much fun to hear how they approached this possibility ï they were so thoughtful and took the 

invitation to heart with care and playfulness. Many of them returned to their plants as creative 

collaborators throughout the semester. 

EXCERPT FROM ASSIGNMENT: INTRODUCTION 

 

ñI resist the urge to answer their call immediately and instead address the plants the way Iôve 

been taught: introducing myself in case theyôve forgotten, even though weôve been meeting like 

this for years, I explain why Iôve come and ask their permission to harvest, inquiring, politely, if 

they would be willing to share.ò  

ï Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass 

 

Introduce yourself to a plant with whom youôd like to cultivate a relationship of integrity, 

following Robin Wall Kimmererôs example. Maybe it is a plant you pass on a regular walk that 

youôd like to know more about, or one you are growing that youôd like to eat, or a dear 

household companion youôd like to better care for, etc.. Explain your purpose, ask for the plantôs 

permission, or willing participation, see what happens. Document the experience in whatever 

way makes most sense to you. You will be asked to share about your experience and your 

documentation. 

 

 

 

 
104 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass. 
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III. Manifestos For Liv eable Worlds 

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: RELATION 

As it is unfolding, I realize that this experience is about teaching and learning how to 

access creativity when it feels impossible. When the world feels too hard, when there is too much 

life demand on our time, attention and energetic/material resources and the story we are being 

sold is that creativity only matters insofar as it can be leveraged for profit or influence or 

technosolutionism. How do we imagine otherwise under such circumstances? I start to 

understand that the reason this art class is ñaboutò collective survival and liberation is because 

of what I have learned from my teachers. Plants are my teachers, students are my teachers, 

collaborators are my teachers, friends are my teachers. I recognize all the ones who teach me to 

imagine with resourcefulness, care, and generosity as artists. I look to artists for life-affirming 

ways to unlearn, dismantle, reimagine, and create alternatives to life-denying powers that be. I 

study how art entrains capacities, sensibilities, and techniques for reading and responding to 

power, in order to create more liveable worlds. 

A Theory of Creative Friendship ï Punks and anarchists know it. And experimental 

performance artists. And witches. Showing up and seeing where a dynamic with another creative 

being takes you; offering and receiving ancestral connections, objects of delight and care, 

pathways to intimacy, and methods for opening portals. Philia ï a virtuous love for self and 

other as friendship. Getting a band together, sharing influences, and riffing for one another; 

seeing what itôs like to play together. Perhaps an extension of the erotic, zooming in on the 

aspect of the erotic that is ñthe self-connection shared.ò Shared with consent, generosity, 

vulnerability when the institutional norm under which we operate is coercive, competitive, 
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defended. Believing in another possible world, motivated by the creative potential of loveéI am 

creating an artistôs guide for being in a place, together. 

In the transition to the hybrid experience to which the university had committed us all, 

with some students living on campus and some students living off campus, the DCC staff (Dr. 

Jason Farman, Dr. Jessica Lu, Dr. DB Bauer, and myself) were tasked with reimagining a 

cornerstone of DCCôs educational premise: the living-learning experience. High achieving 

students are recruited into the program with the promise that this arrangement will provide a 

more intimate and liberal arts-style learning environment within the larger research university, 

with students benefitting from small class sizes, access to resources, and close social 

connections. Students live together in Prince Frederick Hall, a dorm building that also holds 

classrooms, a makerspace, and the administrative offices.105 The programôs focus on making and 

creativity is incorporated into both the curriculum, as courses are designed to incorporate and 

direct students to use the tools/resources in the makerspace and the broader campus, as well as in 

the cultivation of community. As we worked with each other and our students to enact what 

version of community-based, engaged learning we could under conditions of quarantine, the 

relationships among creativity, collaboration, and survival became increasingly apparent. We 

noticed that we craved creative outlets along with our students, and turned to our creative 

passions to withstand the dismal and confusing circumstances in which we were operating. 

From the curricular perspective, the 208 requirement which my course fulfilled 

emphasizes practical/practice-based engagement, and we had to think through how to provide 

students with the material resources they would need for hands-on learning ï how would we 

 
105 The building also houses the Advanced Cybersecurity Experience for Students program, sponsored by Northrup 
Grumman. There is much more to be said about the corporate sponsorship of education than can be directly 
addressed in the scope of this dissertation. 
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facilitate access to audiovisual equipment, proprietary computer programs, and other materials 

for creative practice? In the case of my class, when I thought through what I would need to send 

my students, I realized I wanted to send them the message that they already have everything they 

need to make art. The kind of hands-on learning I wanted to invite students into was to engage 

the world around them and make creative use of whatever materials were most readily available 

ï an ethos of craftiness and resourcefulness that is an anchor for my own artistic practice. 

This ethos has emerged out of both necessity and intention. I cut my teeth in the renegade 

and no-budget landscape of experimental theater and performance, and my artistic sensibilities 

were honed in tiny, ramshackle, and far flung rehearsal spaces. I was initiated into this world of 

movement research as a performer in experimental, transdisciplinary projects that centered group 

process, collective survival, ethical inquiry, and the role that art plays in creating a shared reality. 

Such work included The Baroness is the Future, a piece exploring the life, work and death of 

dada foremother Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven through dance, text, film, sound, and sculpture, 

and CHASE: What Matters Most, a ridiculous meditation on shared dreams and everyday debility 

in the face of climate collapse, both created and performed with ANIMALS Performance Group. 

This ethos became more apparent during my time in Brooklyn Collegeôs Performance 

and Interactive Media Program, as exemplified in my MFA thesis, Thereôs Nothing to See Here, 

conceptualized and facilitated with Vanessa Gilbert and Justine Williams. This process-oriented 

performance invited groups of 30 participants to co-create real and imaginary gardens, boats, and 

other spaces for shared survival. Enlisting our audience as playmates and crew, the three lead 

artists and our team of facilitators led creative activities using things from our lives, lovingly 

tended refuse, work songs, and survival training exercises to playfully unmoor mechanisms by 

which meaning and value become embedded in spaces, objects, and stories. Tendrils of art-as-
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social-practice unfurled into projects such as Queer Scouts, an ongoing collaboration with 

Justine Williams and our troop of artist-scouts to imagine and perform rituals that recognize and 

celebrate queer moments of becoming for ourselves and each other. 

 These projects taught me about the connections between creativity and survival, not just 

in content, but in the way they emerged from my immediate lifeworld, relationships, and 

material entanglements. As I thought through how I could offer my students a kind of living-

learning experience, these were questions of hands-on practice I wanted us to explore together: 

how does art allow us to create a more liveable world for ourselves and our communities? How 

do we integrate art-making into our everyday lives, not simply as a leisure or hobby, nor as a 

professional/profitable pursuit, but as a way we keep ourselves alive? When we do not have full 

control over your space and material world (as most did/do not), how do we create a safe enough 

space to meet our own curious creative hearts? How do we practice tuning into that sense in a 

way that makes us more skillful at creating space for ourselves to be present? How do we 

cultivate a sense of being at home with ourselves as our own primary collaborators? What kind 

of living-learning experience emerges when we start with the assumption that the home we will 

forever be returning to is our own changing body? 

 This aspect of the courseôs unfolding is exemplified in the second assignment of the 

semester, ñManifestos For Liveable Worlds.ò This assignment was the culmination of a unit 

which paired Audre Lordeôs ñUses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Powerò with Mierle Laderman 

Ukelesô work on Maintenance Art (Ukelesô work will receive a more extended treatment in 

Chapter 2). I organized the readings and in-class activities to get students thinking about the 

structures of value, the mechanisms, infrastructures, and everyday operations reinforcing a set of 

material attachments that implicate and direct our movements through the world. I opened the 
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inquiry by thinking about teachers ï the people, places, experiences, companions which facilitate 

our learning, and resources ï the tools, materials, skills, networks and relationships that support 

and replenish us. We began with a consideration: how do we learn what to value, or what has 

value, and why? How do our values organize our actions, interactions, and social structures? 

How value is measured, affirmed, shared? 

We did two group exercises in preparation for the assignment. The first focused on ñUses 

of the Erotic.ò I had them find a sentence or a passage or a phrase that they really loved ï they 

did not have to know why, just something they found themselves affined or attracted to ï and re-

write that sentence/passage/phrase in their own hand and read them out loud to each other, to feel 

the text in their own bodies. Then we mapped the intersections and divergences of their erotic 

values (ones that orient their interior sensibilities) and the larger/external structures of value that 

orient the ways they move through the world/their lives. The studentsô erotic values included 

making music with others and sharing playlists, working with clay and other art-making 

materials, sharing communal space, letting themselves rest, nurturing friendships and strong 

relationships, cooking. They identified a wide range of external structures of value, to which they 

related with varying degrees of repulsion, ambivalence, and appreciation, including 

individualism and consumerist culture and internalized capitalism, societal biases, family and 

academic responsibility, expectations for achievement and not to burden others, respecting 

oneself and each other, engaging in activism  

 

 

 

 



 

 76 

 

Step 1: 

With your partner, think of and list as many things/relations/activities that you value in Lordeôs 

erotic terms. What ñjust feels right to [you],ò what ñunderlines [your] capacity for joy,ò what 

allows you to ñshare deeply with another personéò? 

Step 2:  

With your partner, think of and list structures of value that you inherit from family, school, 

society, etc. These can be big and small and everything in between. What values (material and 

social) organize your time and energy, your movement and congregation? 

Step 3: 

Where do these lists align? Where do they diverge or conflict? Are the erotic values that you 

hold at the center or the margins of the larger structures of value that you participate in? What 

obstacles do the structures of value present to your erotic values, and what affordances do they 

offer? 

 

 

The second exercise focused on Ukelesô Maintenance Art Manifesto as a way to go 

deeper into consideration of the material value of care. How do our values order our material 

world, in terms of labor, infrastructure, environmental resources, etc.? I encouraged students to 

consider that as artists, we can identify/analyze and respond to the structures of value that we see 

in the world (whether we like or want them or not) with creativity and intention. We can take up 

the concept of the ñstructure of valueò as a compositional tool and process ethic. We can affirm a 

structure of value in the relations we initiate through our work, the materials we choose to work 
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with, the places where we locate our work, etc. Ukelesô manifesto sparked from an analysis of 

the everyday activities that occupied her time and energy in the pursuit of keeping herself and 

her family alive. In the creation of their own manifestos, I invited students to focus on what was 

sustaining them and to use the assignment to call for more of that.106 Their manifestos took shape 

in text, videos, and images. Their project titles reveal what they aimed to increase in their lives 

and the world at large: ña manifesto for grieving,ò ñA manifesto on food with a focus on baking 

focaccia,ò ñExperiencing Music,ò ñMANIFESTO FOR HEALING,ò ñKeeping Connections 

Manifesto,ò ñManifesto for Detachment,ò ñManifesto For Rest,ò ñManifesto of Skincare,ò 

ñStaying Safe in 2020.ò 

 

EXCERPT FROM ASSIGNMENT: MANIFESTOS FOR LIVEABLE WORLDS 

 

ñThank you for keeping the city alive.ò 

Artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles, from the work TOUCH SANITATION  

 

A manifesto is a form of public declaration that brings a world to life. In the tradition of Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles and her Maintenance Art Manifesto, for this assignment you will create a 

manifesto that not only materializes a lively world, but centers the care it takes to sustain life 

within it.  

 

If, as the syllabus describes, we are going to imagine liveable worlds, we have to pay attention to 

what sustains life. For one week, take note of what activities, infrastructures, materials, and 

resources keep you alive, day to day. This could be the procurement and preparation of food, 

time spent with a loved one or being in contact with friends, keeping yourself and your 

environment clean, staying hydrated, exercising, resting, doing things that are purposeful, 

vitamin D, etc. Try to notice the big things and small things, alone things and collective things; 

and notice if the lines between what counts as big or small, or what feels like a solo and what 

feels like a shared pursuit, change as a result of your attention. 

 

Choose something you notice, perhaps whatever feels most central to your survival, your 

ongoing maintenance, or your own sustainability. Imagine this as the structure of value for 

your ideal world. For example, Ukelesô work reflects maintenance as a structure of value ï her 

art/world centers and celebrates the work of maintaining life, and calls attention to norms and 

 
106 aŀŎƘŀǊƛŀΣ άbƻǘ ¢ƘƛǎΦ aƻǊŜ ¢ƘŀǘΗέ 
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practices that denigrate maintenance work and maintenance workers. If I chose staying hydrated 

as the center of my survival, I might think about how water is kept drinkable and available to 

myself and others. Who is involved? What kind of work is required? What cannot be allowed? 

What are protocols for sharing or taking oneôs fill? Are there ceremonies? How does the way the 

world treats/interacts with water reflect its value as something necessary to sustain life? How do 

we know if that structure of value is being disrespected or diminished or denied? What stories do 

I know or tell about water? 

 

Create a manifesto that shares/expresses/inspires your vision of a liveable world. A manifesto is 

another exercise in world-building ï after you choose the root for your manifesto, allow the 

questions that emanate from your choice spark the composition of a world that centers something 

that you value, which keeps you alive, and which you wish for everyone else to have. 

 

 
 

IV. Field Trip!  

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: FORM 

 It is Tuesday, October 20th, 2020, and I feel unable to show up for my own zoom class. I 

am so tired and sad, and each subsequent zoom I participate in sucks a little bit more of my life 

force away. We are due to enter the compositional aspect of FORM. Readings for the week: 

Adrian Piper on meta-art and Yoko Onoôs book of instructions to the imagination, Grapefruit.  

 I decide I will  meet my own need not to be on zoom and change the form of our 

convening. This will be a fun way to illuminate form as an element of aesthetic and somatic 

experience. Plus, I have a hunch that if I am feeling this way about showing up to a zoom, my 

students are probably feeling the same or worse. I need an opportunity to tune into my sensory 

experience, bring fresh attention to my surroundings, and make a bit of a mess. It feels like a day 

in the beforetimes when I would have taken my students outside or on a field trip. Literal minutes 

before our meeting was scheduled to begin, I send my students a set of first instructions to set 

something like that in motion; I donôt know exactly what we are going to do, but I give myself 18 

minutes to figure out what would come next.  
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 I channel my inner Mx. Frizzle and live-improvise a field trip for students into their 

imaginative landscape and away from the zoom drain for a moment, simultaneously showcasing 

how time and space factor into a post-studio art practice ï how do you spend time with yourself 

in the world, and what art emerges from that time spent? What potentiality for artmaking exists 

beyond the socially prescribed places where art is usually learned and practiced? I compile the 

field trip instructions and added them to the class archive so any students who were not able to 

participate at the time could replicate the experience for themselves.  

 This experiment helped bring into focus ideas about time, access, aesthetics, and the rich 

possibilities of asynchronous instruction that have informed my teaching since. Here it is for you, 

Reader, to experience in your own way: 

FORM: a field trip/series of instructions 

 

CHANGE to zoomroom for today! 

Dear class, 

Today we will not be meeting in the zoomroom for our exploration of FORM, we are going on a 

field trip! The experience will take the full class session (an hour and 15 minutes). I will be back 

in the zoomroom afterward if anyone wants to say hello, but there is no obligation. 

You will need: access to a device for receiving instructions from me via ELMS/email and a 

device that plays music; material for writing, drawing, or notating; a beverage or snack. 

Your first instructions are: 

¶ Collect the necessary materials listed above. 

¶ Make any adjustments necessary to your surroundings to feel more relaxed and present -- 

maybe you need to go outside to your favorite tree, or lower a window shade, or set up a 

cozy nook with your favorite pillow, etc. *Keep in mind: you will change locations once 

during the experience* 
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Your next instruction will come in 18 minutes, at 3:44pm. 

Eva 

 

Second Instruction 

Take a moment to close your eyes and listen to your surroundings. Stretch your listening as far as 

you can away from you, and then bring it closer, see if you can hear your own heartbeat. Take at 

least 15 slow breaths, and focus on a sound you're hearing that you really enjoy. Notate the 

sound, and how it fits into the soundscape of your surroundings with your 

writing/drawing/notating materials. 

You will receive your next instruction at  3:59pm. 

Eva 

 

Third Instruction  

 

Change your surroundings to bring you into greater attention to your sense of touch -- this might 

involve moving to a new location, bringing out a soft blanket, brushing off a surface with your 

fingertips, etc. Once you're grounded in your new place: 

1. Explore the textures of the materials in your environment. How do things feel? Are they 

pleasant or unpleasant for you to touch? Are they knobby or scratchy or soft or sticky or bouncy 

or...What words would you use to describe the different textures you experience? 

2. Explore the weight and size of the materials in your environment. How do these factors affect 

movement? 

3. Explore the structural relationships in your environment. How are different things held up or 

supported? What kinds of things are collecting together? What things need or take up a lot of 

space? 

4. With the materials in your environment, create a sculpture or singular physical form/structure 

inspired by the word CATALYST 



 

 81 

You will receive your next instruction at 4:29pm. 

Eva 

 

Fourth Instruction  

Set a timer for 3 minutes. Spend 3 minutes going completely wild! Shake your hands really fast! 

Dance to the sound of your surroundings! Scream and yell! Scribble all over your 

writing/drawing/notating material! Smash your sculpture to bits! Whatever works for you! When 

the timer goes off, stop whatever you're doing and take five slow, deep breaths. 

You will receive your next instruction at 4:35pm. 

Eva 

 

Fifth Instruction  

Make any adjustments to your surroundings so you can start to feel more relaxed and present 

again. Have the snack or beverage you prepared and consider: 

¶ What stands out or was meaningful to you from the activities you did today? 

¶ Was there any memorable text or keyword that you connected with? 

¶ What specifically did you notice about FORM? Look back at the instructions, think back 

through your experience, you may even consider the container of our regular zoomroom 

class meetings. What draws your attention to form? What feels important or intriguing 

about the structure, material arrangement, temporal, or sensory/kinetic elements of your 

experience? Why? 

¶ What did you learn or enjoy or find interesting from the sculpture you made? 

Take a moment to write down any initial thoughts/reactions/reflections, in any way you'd like to 

document them (text, image, video, link, etc), and please send them to me in an email -- either 

through ELMS or at epeskin@umd.edu. Please also let me know if I may share your thoughts 

with the class, or if you prefer that I don't share them. 

You will receive your final instruction regarding this field trip at 4:43pm. 

Eva 
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Final Instruction  

Thus concludes our field trip! I hope you had a bit of fun and learned something, too. You may 

depart to your next destination from here, or meet me back in the zoomroom. I'll be there for the 

next 15 minutes if anyone wants to say hello, share or ask me anything. 

I will compile the instructions and send them out together, so anyone who wasn't able to 

participate today can do the field trip in your own time. In our zoom check-in on Thursday at 

3:30pm, we will discuss class materials and hold space for thoughts/questions about your 

capstones. 

Wishing you moments of ease and delight and connection this week, 

Eva 

 

 

V. Guest Artists Visit 

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: MOVEMENT 

From weekly announcement, 11/2/2020:  

This week, I invite you to explore movement in gentle ways. Notice your weight shifting 

as you stand in the kitchen or bathroom. Notice the trees swaying in the breeze or the way the 

rain falls. Notice how the tempo of your own movement changes throughout the day. Notice the 

familiar gestures of a loved one. 

As I said last week, this week will be difficult, no matter what transpires with our 

elections, so your only homework is to do things that nurture your spirit, your body, and your 

imagination. I will host a check in on Tuesday and Thursday during our class time, and we can 

do some creative meditations, intentionally relax our bodies and minds, connect through 

something fun and creative. There is no obligation to attend, but it is available if you find 
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yourself needing an outlet. The readings and activities this week are tools for you to process and 

channel whatever comes up, so please do what feels fun, relieving, or nurturing. If you canôt tell 

what will give you that feeling, pause and take 3 slow grounding breaths and notice your body: 

where do you feel tension and ease? Can you send your breath to the areas of tension and create 

any space for relaxation? Entertain some options you have for engagement and notice how your 

body responds. Pursue an option that brings a sense of relief. 

From weekly announcement, 11/9/2020:  

One of the places where the election last week was ñdecidedò is Detroit, where Grace 

Lee Boggs lived as she participated in just about every radical social movement in so-called 

North America of the 20th and 21st century in her 100 years on earth. Grace Lee Boggs is a 

movement elder, and a guiding star for me as I step through portals of shared crisis into the vast 

darkness of possibility. How will I be moved by this moment? What moves me to connect, act, 

and care for myself and others? How do I tap into the movements that are afoot already, dancing 

new worlds into being? When I feel stretched wide by simultaneous relief, grief, hope, fear, 

exhaustion, joy ï how do I arrive at myself, to show up and work at the frontline of my own 

being, so I may contribute generously to the world I want to live in? Grace Lee Boggs invites us 

into these lines of inquiry. 

For our meeting on Tuesday ï many of you have done this already, but if you havenôt: 

check in with your Intentional Space. Do the best you can to show up to our zoom from a place 

of presence, in an environment and mentality that supports your relaxation and focus. There are 

no gestures or adjustments too small or mundane! It may just be bringing a snack, or taking a 

deep breath, or putting on your favorite sweater before tuning in. 
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 (I am thinking about rehearsal and memory: we practice and work together to help each 

other remember our cues.) Up until this class, my teaching experience at UMD had been situated 

in the realm of the humanities, where instruction is traditionally oriented around reading and 

discussion and directed towards crafting arguments and arriving at comprehension. Although 

frames such as critical making, digital humanities, public humanities, etc. have introduced other 

possibilities to the horizon of humanities education, in my experience, classes still center reading 

as the foundation of learning. The demonstration of verbal/cognitive understanding of ideas, and 

the application of material through choices (what we might mean by aesthetics) is secondary. 

Returning to the milieu of an art class, it became clear to me that creative instruction orients 

around making choices ï aesthetic, conceptual, political, material, etc. ï and cultivates a kind of 

embodied literacy. Assignments are geared towards acting out scenarios to do something with an 

idea as a way of understanding oneself and oneôs entanglements in the world. Giving students a 

range of materials to read and engage to support their choices in the scenario, the main thing I 

wanted them to pay attention to was how they responded to their own impulses to bring greater 

intention what they create and materialize.  

My goal was to offer multiple ways into the activation of this artistic-aesthetic choice-

making aspect of being an artist, or practicing art. First, I felt it was paramount for them to meet 

working artists so they could have direct encounters and opportunity to ask questions to actual 

people. We were incredibly fortunate to have three remarkable artists visit our class. Maria del 

Carmen Montoya talked to us about her work with Ghana Think Tank, and we thought about 

translation as a way to craft connection, as well as artôs capacity to facilitate intercultural and 

intergenerational exchange. Valery Estabrook shared insights about how her multimedia practice 

ï which includes video, sculpture, performance, experimental technology, and more ï emerges 
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from her experiences of grief, friendship, gardening, and all the stuff of life. Jen Delos Reyes 

visited and led us in a series of activities to find the smallest possible gestures of our artistic 

visions applied at the scale of our everyday circumstances, and to rethink what we imagine 

qualifies as legitimate creative or artistic experience. 

Additionally, I gave students weekly creative exercises to get to know artists and sense 

what their process might feel like in their own bodies. Sometimes, these were exercises created 

by the artists themselves, such as Lynda Barryôs X-Page activity, in which she leads a 27-minute 

journey from the back of the mind to a fully written story by activating faculties of memory and 

sensation, and CA Conradôs (Soma)tic Poetry exercises, instructions to wildly rearrange one 

embodied habits in specific and contained ways to prompt poetry as an experience of vulnerable 

transformation. Sometimes I created the exercises based on an artistôs practice that I wanted 

students to try, such as Looking/Sources/Structure, inspired by Corita Kentôs material 

observations and creative teaching, Diptych Self-Portrait, inspired by Lorraine OôGradyôs work 

in photography and collage, and Situated Montages, introducing students to Arthur Jafaôs film 

work as a creative methodology for responding to Donna Harawayôs essay ñSituated 

Knowledges.ò Sometimes I drew on my own creative practice, such as in Making Contact, 

inviting students to try out a Queer Scouts practice, and Movement Zine, introducing students to 

zine culture and zine-making with an open ended prompt. There was no requirement to turn in 

anything, these were just for the studentsô own exploration. They were welcome to use or 

incorporate the materials from the weekly exercises into their creative assignments, and they 

could choose to share whatever aspects of their exercises they felt comfortable sharing as part of 

their process documentation. 
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 As a way to bridge synchronous and asynchronous learning and provide access to 

students regardless of their capacity to show up to zoom classes, I sent weekly announcements 

with a brief summary of the weekôs topic as it related to the narrative arc of the class, the creative 

exercise for the week, a recap and/or instructions for whatever in-class activities we were doing, 

business/information/reminders, and a brief introduction to a ñFeatured Artist,ò whose work 

related to the compositional aspect we were engaging. While there was no obligation to produce 

anything in relation to the Featured Artist component, I hoped that it would give students more 

ideas about what art can be to enliven their work in the class and beyond. For the unit on 

Process, our featured artists were Pauline Oliveros, Lynda Barry, and Ghana Think Tank. During 

our exploration of Value we learned about Janani Balasubramanian and Tania Bruguera. For 

consideration of Relation, we looked to Lorraine OôGrady and Elizabeth Lapensée. Our art 

guides for the unit on Form were Tehching Hsieh and Arthur Jafa. The Movement unit was 

inspired by Taylor Mac, adrienne maree brown, Jaamil Olawale Kosoko. And finally, Layli Long 

Soldier, Ana Mendieta, and ANOHNI were our featured artists for Storytelling. 

EXCERPT FROM EXERCISE: DIPTYCH SELF-PORTRAIT 

 

DIPTYCH: a work of art that juxtaposes two images side by side. Historically, the two images of 

a diptych were presented in panels connected by a hinge. Contemporary artists such as Lorraine 

OôGrady have used the diptych form to challenge binary oppositions and either/or thinking. 

¶ Create a diptych self-portrait -- two images (or forms) connected to one another, the 

juxtaposition of which creates a whole image or experience greater than the sum of its 

parts. 

Lorraine OôGrady on diptychs: 
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ñLorraine OôGrady is a conceptual artist and cultural critic whose work over four decades has 

employed the diptych, or at least the diptych idea, as its primary form. While she has consistently 

addressed issues of diaspora, hybridity and black female subjectivity and has emphasized the 

formative roles these have played in the history of modernism, OôGrady also uses the diptychôs 

óboth/and thinkingô to frame her themes as symptoms of a larger problematic, that of the divisive 

and hierarchical either/or categories underpinning Western philosophy.ò107 

 

 

EXCERPT FROM EXERCISE: MOVEMENT ZINE 

 

A zine is: a genre of process documentation; taking a thought, experience, moment, big idea 

and putting it into a booklet; easily shareable. You have been making proto-zines all semester! 

Use what you have cultivated in your Process Documents, and try out a booklet form! 

Make a zine about MOVEMENT.  

¶ Notice the qualities and nuances of movement you see in the world and experience in 

your day and feel in your body, and follow what catches your interest.  

¶ Your zine might capture the movement of trees or birds or people, it might express a 

sense of movement you experience in your own body, it might track a social movement 

that is significant to you.  

¶ Your zine might be on paper; it might incorporate collage or montage; it might be digital. 

 

 

VI. Making/Sharing  

COMPOSITIONAL ASPECT: STORYTELLING 

 I invite us to focus our attention on storytelling. What stories are we seeing in media and 

advertising, what stories are we hearing in our own homes and hearts? Which stories matter to 

 
107 ά!ōƻǳǘμ[ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜ hϥDǊŀŘȅΦέ 
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us and why? How do stories and structures of value shape one another? What forces of power 

allow some stories to proliferate, and others to be told in secret? What details of stories, told and 

re-told, which figures and events and symbols become monumental, to whom, and why? Pay 

attention to the stories you are telling yourself. Any artwork you create will likely tell them on 

your behalf. Are they ones you want to proliferate and share? A story testifies to a possible 

version of the world. What version of the world are you telling into being? What truths of the 

world do you need to speak/image/enact? 

 I ended the semester having students watch Fabrizio Terranovaôs documentary 

Storytelling for Earthly Survival, a profile of Donna Haraway (and the inspiration for the course 

title). A great teacher of how to be curious and how to follow the stories that collect in the 

pursuit of curiosity, Haraway surfaces the dominant narratives that we see repeated over and 

over again, which hold an oppressive order of power in place, and asks us to tell and re-tell other 

stories that might lead us to healing, care, liberation, repair; as she says, ñthe story of the earth is 

at stake, as we participate in it.ò At one point in the film, she holds up Navajo basket she has in 

her home and says,  

The basket is this eruption of the whole story; of dispossession, of dependent 

sovereignty of Native American peoples, the pricing apparatus for selling 

amazing Navajo rugs as if it were raw wool for decades, that kept Navajo 

weaving families in bondage to the trading stores in exchange for flour and 

sugar and...I canôt not know who I am in the American Westé108 

 

Haraway can name this ñeruptionò of stories about this basket because she feels responsible for 

researching and understanding the context of this complex object ï the illegitimacy of her 

ownership of such an item, what its provenance teaches her and compels her to do. I asked 

students to consider: Do you have or encounter any such items, that prompt an eruption of story, 

 
108 ά5ƻƴƴŀ IŀǊŀǿŀȅΥ {ǘƻǊȅ ¢ŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 9ŀǊǘƘƭȅ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦέ 
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in your own home? In your own life? What do you think she means by this? How do you 

tell/share such narrative eruptions with sensitivity, respect, and care? What stories move you to 

return, give away, or give back that which you have come to possess? 

 The final assignment was to make something and share it in our class art show & tell, 

responding to a curatorial theme set by the class. Students could draw on any of the weekly 

creative exercises, extend any of their previous assignments, or create something completely 

new. I asked them to consider their contribution as a celebration of their learning, curiosity and 

creativity in the context of the class. What was something that made them excited to try or to 

learn about? What was an idea that really sparked their interest? Was there an experience that 

opened their mind or changed their perspective? Or that was really fun? I invited them to work in 

any medium ï visual, audio, narrative, game, experience, performance, sculpture, action, etc. ï 

and I recommended using whatever tools and materials allowed them to feel most expressive 

right at the present moment. My goal was for students to synthesize what was meaningful for 

them in a final gesture of visionary ease. 

 As we decided on the theme of the show together, the story of the class came into view in 

a new way, both for the students and for me as the teacher. To arrive at a theme together, in one 

of our synchronous zoom meetings, I had students do a scavenger hunt through all the work they 

had done so far and find the following: 

¶ 3 ideas or practices they encountered in the course materials that were new to them 

¶ 4 things that were fun and/or meaningful to work with 

¶ 2 catalysts for change (did they change their mind about something? Change a habit? 

Change their materials? What prompted the change?) 

¶ 1 lingering question 
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I had them discuss their findings in pairs and share highlights with the full group, and then draw 

from this material to brainstorm possible themes that would inspire their final projects. After a 

couple rounds of voting on our favorites and synthesizing those into more precise thematic 

containers, we arrived at the title for our show: Growing Roots, Visioning Care, Dreaming 

Transformation. Projects included an interactive self-care guide made in Twine, an animated 

website charting the studentôs learning journey, an experimental film translating the artistôs diary 

entries into a visual interplay of light and environment, a choose-your-own-adventure graphic 

poem-story, an animated process zine, a retrospective of the experiences that had shaped the 

artistôs year modeled after a spotify playlist, a zine/love letter to carrots documenting their 

transformation from vegetable to cake, a multimedia collage drawing on original photography ï 

across the board, their work opened my heart and blew my mind. 

 On one hand, this was exactly where I hoped we would end up, and on the other, it felt 

like a delightful surprise when we arrived here. It had generally been a demoralizing and 

exhausting time, and yet these students had been so courageously open hearted. They had treated 

themselves and each other and me with unwavering kindness. I went into the class with the 

vision that we would learn about art as a practice of freedom, thinking about bell hooks concept 

of engaged pedagogy, which, she explains, requires the teacher to be self-actualizing along with 

your students:  

When education is the practice of freedom, students are not the only ones who 

are asked to share, to confess. Engaged pedagogy does not seek simply to 

empower students. Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will 

also be a place where teachers grow, and are empowered by the process.109 

 

I was so moved by their ability to show up to their creative spirits even amidst so much stress 

and trauma. I made an artwork for them as a gesture of reciprocity and appreciation, a piece 

 
109 hooks, Teaching To Transgress, 21. 
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fashioned after the instruction-based works of artist luminaries such as Yoko Ono and Adrian 

Piper, and all the artists we had studied together over the course of the semester. 

 

[Image description: Two symmetrical blue rectangles with white writing. On the left it says, 

ñinstructional piece: Create a Joyfield.ò On the right it says: 

ñ1. Notice when you feel joy 

2. Amplify that feeling by giving it your attention 

3. Infuse your joy with a desire for collective care, repair, and wise growth 

4. Feed desire with beauty, tenderness, ease, delight 

5. Share as much fearless joy as you can with others 

6. Relish and honor the joy others share with youò] 
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VII. Process Documentation 

 

Weekly class announcement, 11/26/2020:  

Dear Students, 

I said this in our synchronous session last week and I want to make sure it is clear for 

everyone: You are getting an A in this class. The University has enacted a policy giving students 

extra time to withdraw from classes in lieu of a Pass/Fail option like last semester. I believe this 

policy is unethical and unreasonable, and encourages students to withdraw from our education 

for fear of failure when we are not set up to succeed. This framework advantages students who 

can afford to withdraw and disadvantages students for whom that is not a viable option. It relies 

on the logic that grades accurately and neutrally reflect our learning, and that they are the keys 

to our future success. But grades are inflected by all the interlocking systems of power which 

shape the university conferring them: ableism, colonialism, capitalism, white supremacy, 

patriarchy, American Imperialism, etc. They indicate a degree to which one has or will succeed 

according to the metrics of those systems. 

Grades are punitive measures under these conditions, and should neither motivate nor 

foreclose the pursuit of education, especially when the university is not free for all students, 

especially not in the midst of this pandemic. A reminder from our course "Grading Scheme":  

The value of your work is assessed not in terms of how well youôve met my expectations, but 

rather in terms of how it has changed you. I will offer feedback to inform your process, but I am 

not the authority on your learning; you are. 

 Before coming to the University of Maryland to pursue my PhD, I worked as a media 

literacy facilitator and teaching artist, creating and implementing programs for elementary, 

middle, and high school students to engage multimedia tools with an analysis of social justice. 
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The means, scale, and goals of the program were always conditioned by the context, so I became 

accustomed to asking: Is it during school? After school? Public school? Private school? How 

many students? Did they elect to be there, do they have to be there, or were they selected for 

participation? By what criteria and whose authority? Are their regular teachers in the classroom 

during our meetings? Are all the students at a similar reading/writing level? For how many 

students is English a second language? What kinds of individualized needs do students bring 

with them, and what resources are available to meet those needs? Do students have to travel long 

distances to get to school, and how might that impact the work that can be expected of them 

outside the classroom? Are the demographics of the classroom aligned with or different from my 

identity positions and privileges? Who funded this class, and who am I responsible for reporting 

to about planning, process, and student outcomes? Each of these aspects would affect the shape 

of the learning encounter and needed to be factored into the experience. 

 Transitioning to teaching undergraduates in the context of this PhD program, I found that 

these questions resonate with the feminist attention to positionality emphasized in my Womenôs 

Studies training. Reviewing of the work of Edén E. Torres, Karen Davalos notes that radical 

pedagogical practices like Paulo Freireôs Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which insist on sharing 

power horizontally with students, are often constrained by the structural position of the 

instructor: ñAlthough Freireôs pedagogy asks us to share power with studentséfaculty of color 

do not enjoy the chance to give up authority because their majority students do not grant it to 

them. Instead faculty of color must comprehend how internalized dominance organizes the 

classroom.ò110 The programs I led as a teaching artist served primarily public schools in working 

class communities of color, thus, often I found myself on a different side of that organization of 

 
110 5ŀǾŀƭƻǎΣ ά{ƛƴ ±ŜǊƎǸŜƴȊŀΣέ мстΦ 
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ñinternalized dominanceò than my students. This required me to interrogate the limitations of 

power that I can meaningfully, not just gesturally, cede to students, without effacing the 

structural privileges of race, class, citizenship, ability, education that I carry. As AnaLouise 

Keating reflects, desires to play nicely, create connection, and foster an environment of 

democratic participation carry the potential for erasure of difference that impacts everyone in the 

classroom:  

My studentsðespecially those who by virtue of their gender, color, class, health 

status, and/or sexuality have been marginalized and occupy only partial 

versions of the normðdeeply want to create connections with others; but their 

desire overruns them, and they try to forge their connections by overlooking 

significant differences between themselves and those with whom they want to 

connect. Itôs as if theyôre afraid that by calling attention to these differences 

they will create unbridgeable rifts between themselves and others. They want 

connection!111 

 

Teaching in these contexts, I did my best to meet my responsibility as an instructor to create the 

conditions for these differences to be acknowledged and to model a kind of ñintellectual 

humility,ò allowing for connections to be made through, not in spite of, an understanding of 

differential forces in politics, power, and social structure.112 Of course my pursuit was inevitably 

imperfect, and I have tried to learn from my obvious failures and develop greater sensitivity to 

notice the more subtle ones so I may maximize connection and minimize harm in my classroom. 

 Moving from my home department (at that time still called Womenôs Studies), I brought 

with me an emphasis on self-reflexivity and positionality, as well as an awareness of the 

multidirectional implications of difference and position in classroom power dynamics. Both in 

the programôs latent focus on technology and the context of the pandemic forcing instruction 

 
111 Keating, Transformation Now!: Towards a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change, 43ς44. 
112 To actually practice the intersectional analyses in This Bridge Called My BackΣ YŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘŜǎ άƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΣέ άǇƻǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘƴŜǎǎΣέ ŀƴŘ άƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ǌŀǿ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎΤέ ǎƘŜ 
Ǉƻǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ƘǳƳƛƭƛǘȅέ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŎƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ Keating, ibid. 
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online, teaching in DCC surfaced questions of design thinking, media studies, and digital 

humanities inflecting my pedagogy. That most memorable Marshall McLuhan maxim reminds us 

that form and content are necessarily integrated in the process of making meaning. Is there 

something about ñthe digitalò that lends itself to the hands-on, the DIY, the formally innovative, 

that eludes or supersedes more traditional practices of scholarly writing? Are field norms for 

scholarship in these arenas being established that require hands-on engagement as a form of 

authenticity, authentication, or professional validation? If so, whom/what does that imperative 

favor, and whom/what might it exclude? What kinds of questions and encounters are produced as 

valuable scholarly knowledge under their scholarly rubrics? To me, these questions uncover a 

fundamental anxiety that runs through any academic or scholarly pursuit: how do we know what 

we know? Genealogical, epistemic, methodological, ontological, affectiveðthis question of how 

asks us to seriously consider the means of production of knowledge as they circumscribe the 

limits, conditions, and possibilities for that knowledge to either manifest change or reify the 

status quo. 

 Responding to the question of how across the different contexts in which I have been an 

instructor, the main lesson I have learned is to center accessibility and disability justice as 

integral to all learning environments. Whether under the auspices of art, humanities, 

digital/media studies, or design thinking, hosting diverse groups of students in inquiry into the 

structures of power that shape our everyday experiences of patriarchy, capitalism, colonialism, 

climate change, and all other manifestations of empire necessarily requires engagement with 

histories of trauma; ones that students already know intimately, and which affect all members of 

the learning community differently. The pandemic brought these challenges into even greater 

focus, and drawing on what I learned from teaching ñArt For Earthly Survival,ò now I structure 
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all my classes using protocols, practices, and culturework from disability and healing justice 

knowledge worlds, where meeting access needs and making space for difference are understood 

as a preconditions for learning.  

This approach requires trust and vulnerability, which also invites a lot of risk. I am 

always concerned that either I or a student with uninterrogated privilege and identification with 

domination will do something harmful without realizing it. I am always concerned that 

marginalized students will feel pressure to reveal themselves to peers they do not have good 

reason to trust. There is only so much control I can exert over the process without foreclosing the 

kind of learning that I want to instigate, and these things happen. I am always trying take 

responsibility for the classroom dynamic and not displace the labor of care required to facilitate 

this kind of risk-taking onto my students.  

A primary way I try to protect the learning space from unintentional harm is by inviting 

students NOT to share all of their ideas, their first ideas, or what immediately strikes them. I 

create lots of delays and triangulations where they check in with themselves first, and then I ask 

them to choose wisely what they want to share with the whole class. I encourage them to 

consider that they are always learning more than what any assignment I have created will 

account for or accommodate, and so they get to exercise discernment in what aspects of their 

process they feel comfortable revealing to the group. I re-emphasize this with every assignment. 

Additionally, I train students to use the NAQR rubric that I introduced in this projectôs 

introduction with each other, to give feedback that is responsive and self-aware, not prescriptive 

or reactive, as a way to depressurize creativity as an access point of analysis. Hearkening back to 

the ethos of an honorable harvest that guided studentsô plant introductions, my aim is for students 
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to relate to their own creative output with that sense of respect, humility, generosity, and 

discernment. 

 

The thing that must survive you is not just the record of your practice, but the 

principles that are the basis of your practice. If in the future, somebody is gonna 

use that song I sang, theyôre gonna have to strip it or at least shift it. Iôm glad 

the principle is there for others to build upon.113 

I asked students to give me feedback on their experience in the class, and I feel compelled to 

give them the last words on what we learned together. I am forever grateful to all the students 

with whom I shared this learning journey, with special thanks to the students who have given me 

permission to share their reflections here. 

 

As an aspiring teacher, there are several aspects of this class I hope to implement in my own 

classroom. These include the following practices: 

ǒ building collective course goals and community agreements in the beginning of the 

semester. This practice helped me to get to know my peers and their values and gave me 

an opportunity to share my hopes and needs. 

ǒ focusing on process over product by assigning process documents. This focus on the 

process was so freeing and helped me enjoy the artistic journey so much more. 

ǒ rubrics and grading methods that acknowledge the holistic life of a student. This was 

especially needed during the pandemic, but now I realize this holistic view is always 

necessary 

ǒ giving and receiving relational feedback: this approach gave me a gracious and gentle 

framework for inviting and giving feedback 

- Joanna Hung 

 

I learned that working on fostering change in communities in meaningful ways is a form of art, 

as is the way we interact with each other. The course has made a profound impact on me beyond 

my university career, it continues to inspire me to recognize and understand humanity in myself 

and in others. To view the world beyond the scope of my personal experiences, to never stop 

learning about the years of history and context behind every single individual. Prior to the 

course, I was very disconnected from my own body. I now understand that presence and bodily 

 
113 wŜŀƎƻƴΣ ά/ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΥ ¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΦέ 
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intuition is crucial to understanding ourselves and to release trauma by noting the nuances of 

movement in my body. 

- Jessica Jiang 

 

 
 

Modern education does not teach us how to live. 

 

The things I've had drilled into my head at the ripe age of twenty-two years old by school are 

plentiful. I can ethos, pathos, and logos with the best of them; I can sing the quadratic formula to 

the tune of pop! goes the weasel; and I can recite Constitution's Preamble, even if I don't fully 

know what the words mean. 

 

But what about taxes? Meal prep? How to keep your face from crumbling when your father 

forgets, for the ninth time that week, where he left his reading glasses? 

 

In maybe too many words, this is the value I found in HDCC208U: Art for Earthly Survival. At 

my time of enrolling in the course, the students of the world had just embarked on a most 

harrowing odyssey: to survive our first fully online semester of the pandemic. I think I speak for 

many of us when I say that Eva's pedagogical approach, her authentic care, was just what we 

needed. It was a space for compassion, rest, and regaining the solidity we had lost throughout 

the week. It was obvious in the way we turned our cameras on, despite the Zoom-fatigue 

pinching the corners of our eyes: we wanted to be there. 

 

HDCC208U did not teach me how to live, not by a long shot. But it taught me, more than any 

other class in my nearly two decades of schooling, how I to want to learn. 

- Christina Yang 

 

 

 

 

A TECHNIQUE: GIVING AND RECEIVING GENEROUS, GENERATIVE, AND LIFE-

AFFIRMING FEEDBACK 

 

A brief rehearsal of the feedback practice: reflect the ideas, images, figures, or gestures that you 

notice or that stand out to you; indicate/describe things you appreciate or aspects of connection; 

illuminate what questions you hear at the center of the work, or what questions of your own you 

sense entangled in the work; and/or share any resonant works or riffs from your own collection 

that your experience of the text inspires.  
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I offer this framework as a rubric, an articulated strategy for ethical practices of self-connection 

shared, a proposal for an erotic technique of radical intellectual friendship. I am trying to craft 

it like a spell for healing and disability justice, to protect and nurture the creative spirit that 

animates a radical imagination, where awe and fear are intimately linked at the level of the 

nervous system, beholden to timelines of healing, rather than timelines of capital and empire. On 

one level, the rubric is the accommodation that the office of disability services cannot imagine 

for my officially diagnosed with ADHD brain experiencing rejection sensitive dysphoria 

conditioned by a history of convoluted attachments to institutions and traditions of study, trying 

to stay connected to my inner knowing within a process of professionalization in the midst of 

many simultaneous pandemics (ie, what it takes for me to take care of myself, my family, my 

friends, my students, my companions while writing). I have cultivated this protocol to protect my 

own vitality/capacity as I calibrate my discernment in navigating the terrain of academia, and I 

have found it useful with my students to cultivate bodymindfulness/sensitivity/sensibility in how 

we share our creativity and learning in ways that center our embodied experiences of and needs 

for care. Sometimes I think about it as an ethics of transmission and translation, a response to 

media studies. A process of tuning into the frequency of Meanwhile. 

 

TL;DR: When you feel lost in the unfolding, return to your senses: What do you notice? What do 

you appreciate? What questions are arising? What threads of your own inquiry are resonating? 
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Chapter 2: Maintenance and the Art of Feminist Dwelling 

This essay is an effort to build an ironic political myth faithful to feminism, 

socialism, and materialism. Perhaps more faithful as blasphemy is faithful, 

than as reverent worship and identification. Blasphemy has always seemed to 

require taking things very seriously.114 

Say something about the method of composition itself, how everything one is 

thinking at a specific moment in time must at all costs be incorporated into the 

project then at hand.115 

éthe subversive intellectual enjoys the ride and wants it to be faster and 

wilder; she does not want a room of his or her own, she wants to be in the 

world, in the world with others and making the world anew.116 

 

ENTRY: An Unexpected Visitation 

 

 

[Image description: A diptych of two images paired. On the left, a Google image search result for free-use image of 

a squirre. One paw touches the belly, the other reaches forward, but only just a little. The squirrel has grey and 

reddish brown fur, a plump salt-and-pepper tail, and a white downy looking belly. The squirrel looks up towards the 

camera, with an air of mixed recognition. Juxtaposed with a picture of the basket referenced in the preface of this 

dissertation, connected by the activity of collection, shared proximities to trash imaginaries, and resistance to 

normative boundaries of the academic landscape.]  

 

 
114 Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto," Manifestly Haraway, 5. 

115 Benjamin, "[On the Theory of Knowledge, Theory of Progress]," The Arcades Project, 456. 

116 IŀƭōŜǊǎǘŀƳΣ ά¢ƘŜ ²ƛƭŘ .ŜȅƻƴŘΥ ²ƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΣέΣ The Undercommons, 10. 
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Taking advantage of some rupture between the roof and ceiling, squirrels had formed a 

squat above the heads of the students and faculty of the Department of Womenôs Studies (as it 

was called at the time). Snacks in desk drawers were pilfered, mementos hung on office walls 

torn asunder, trails of dust tracked across the carpet. Scurrying footsteps overhead asserted the 

squirrelsô looming presence, constant in their unpredictability. For weeks, the universityôs 

facilities staff tried remove the squirrels and deter their return.117 Meanwhile, I found myself 

contemplating this passage from Fred Moten and Stefano Harneyôs ñThe University and the 

Undercommons:ò 

To enter this space is to inhabit the ruptural and enraptured disclosure of the 

commons that fugitive enlightenment enacts, the criminal, matricidal, queer, in 

the cistern, on the stroll of the stolen life, the life stolen by enlightenment and 

stolen back, where the commons give refuge, where the refuge gives 

commons.118 

Might we add squirrel to this litany of fugitive inhabitations? Plundering miscreants, resourceful 

foragers, persistent nuisance ï surely all names that have been levied in some fashion or another 

at feminists in the academy ï perhaps the squirrels chose to inhabit the Womenôs Studies 

Department because they felt like here they would find the maroon community, fellow denizens 

of the Undercommons. More likely, the aging infrastructure of the building we inhabit on 

campus provided an opportunity that newer buildings would foreclose.119  

Via Moten and Harneyôs figure of the Undercommons, the University is at once an 

undeniable refuge for a life of the mind and the call to study, and the site of confrontation with 

 
117 Sadly, I do not know if the squirrels survived their eviction, but I am doubtful. I imagine that they were brought 

to a park and set free to clutch acorns to their breasts in the morning, pause abruptly in the middle of the road in 
the afternoon, scurry among trash cans in the evening, chase each other through tree branches afǘŜǊ ŘƛƴƴŜǊΧ 

118 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 28. 
119 Since the initial drafting of this chapter, the department has changed both its name (now called the Harriet 
¢ǳōƳŀƴ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎΣ DŜƴŘŜǊΣ ϧ {ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 
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paradoxes of Enlightenment power. Especially here, a landgrant university, the hegemonic seat 

of public education in the United States, and thus the entry point for many a studious squirrel to 

study all sorts of radical ideas; and yet an institution beholden to enlightenment hierarchies of 

rational autonomy, as well as liberal state and neoliberal corporate interests to reproduce a 

workforce. The operations of the Universityôs self-preservation in the landscape of capital 

consistently foreclose world-changing, foundation-shaking thinking that might threaten its 

legitimacy and authority over the enterprise of education, absorbed into projects of 

professionalization or are disappeared via negligence, misrecognition, deferral, pressures to 

withdraw, and and and. Moten and Harney urge, ñIn the face of these conditions one can only 

sneak into the university and steal what one can.ò120 Who were we to deny the squirrels their 

plunder?  

Located in the aptly named Woods Hall, perhaps our offices were destined to serve as a 

dwelling place for such wild creatures as feminists and squirrels to scurry amok ï above, below, 

or in the trash cans just outside institutional corridors. What might we learn, in the recently 

renamed Harriet Tubman Department of Womenôs, Gender & Sexuality Studies, were we to 

rewild the field and take up with our rodent comrades? Could we work together in our mutual 

quests to defamiliarize and upend institutional hierarchies of knowledge, resources, and power? 

 
120 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 26. 
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[Image description: Aerial view, graphical rendering of Woods Hall (047) at University of Maryland-College Park, 

via maps.umd.edu/map - a figure of grey rectangles creating a kind of bracket shape sits among green areas, with 

paths going in and around the premises. Graphics of trees suggest that the building exists amidst foliage to the west, 

and a parking lot by the southeast corner.] 

 

 

In a different set of woods, Anna Tsingôs work with the matsutake mushroom, and the 

human communities which organize around it, offer a glimpse into what can happen when we 

humans and our wild planetary companions make a commons together. In The Mushroom at the 

End of the World, Tsing tells what she calls ña rush of storiesò about social and economic 

practices relating to the matsutake mushroom. Matsutake proliferate in ñhuman disturbedò 

landscapes ï places where human involvement has left an indelible impact on an ecosystem. 

Tsing looks at diverse and anarchically cooperative picker communities in the Pacific Northwest 

of the United States, as well as practitioners of peasant forest tending techniques in Japan and 

China. The mushrooms provide a compelling site of analysis for Tsing, as they have great 

exchange value in a number of marketplaces, and yet they elude capitalism modes of production 

and consumption. They have never been successfully grown in a lab, and even though they are 

known to grow well in former timber forests of Oregon and the satoyama woodlands in Japan, a 

plentiful harvest is never assured. To find matsutake requires patience, a keen eye, an ongoing 

relationship with the forest, and the willingness/resourcefulness to make do with what crops up. 
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In telling the stories of the matsutakeôs social and material ecologies, Tsing demonstrates the 

after-capitalist worlds that are already in practice noticing how folks are getting by without the 

guarantee of a regular portfolio of accumulating wealth. 

Subtitled, ñon the possibility of life in capitalist ruins,ò Tsingôs book suggests not that the 

ruins will or should be restored, rather, she asks: what governs the nature of collective action and 

responsibility in the absence of a desire for progress? For Tsing, narratives and myths of progress 

conduct life to the repetitive rhythms of growth, expansion and accumulation. Any tuneful 

strains suggesting possibilities for collaborative survival are drowned out by its incessant, 

pervasive, and normalized beating. Equally skeptical down in the Undercommons, Moten and 

Harney construe progress as a participant in an ñideology of uplift,ò signaling interpellation into 

the neoliberal state qua university; a tacky medium that sticks to and halts wild abolitionist 

movements.121 A hodgepodge of heterogeneous and often contradictory cultural narratives, 

values, and attachments, ñprogressò nevertheless remains a potent force in negotiations of shared 

resources and common values, ethics of encounter and notions of freedom. Without invoking 

progress, what orients our ñmoral boundariesò towards the mutual flourishing of the pickers, the 

maroons, the mushrooms, the squirrels, the feminists, the disinheritors of the wealth of the 

enlightenment?122 This is a commons problem.  

 
121 Harney and Moten, "Blackness and Governance," 49. 
122 Here, I am considering feminist questions of ethics, and what forms the container in which an ethical choice is 

made, such as in the work of Joan Tronto on feminist ethics of care: άhƴŎŜ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 
political context, we begin to recognize how boundaries shape moralities. Widely accepted social values constitute 
the context within which we interpret all moral arguments. Some ideas function as boundaries to exclude some 
ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care, 6. See also: 
Bellacasa, Matters of Care; Cohen, Jones, and Tronto, Women Transforming PoliticsΤ CǊŀǎŜǊΣ άwŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
9ǘƘƛŎǎΚέΤ DǊŀƴŘŜΣ ά/ŀǊŜέΤ DƻƭŘōŜǊƎΣ ά9ǘƘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊƻǳōƭŜŘ YƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƪŜ ƻŦ {ǘƛƭƭ-¦ƴŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊέΤ IŀƳǊŀƛŜ 
ŀƴŘ CǊƛǘǎŎƘΣ ά/ǊƛǇ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻέΤ IŜƴǊȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ŀǊŜέΤ aŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ άaŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊŜέ; 
Shotwell, Against PurityΤ ¢Ǌƻƴǘƻ ŀƴŘ CƛǎƘŜǊΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ /ŀǊƛƴƎΦέ 
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The discursive figure of the commons names a shared resource mediated through 

structures of governance and ethical negotiation. The term derives from the practice of land 

management in England in the 16th-17th centuries, the commons always travels closely with its 

shadow: the enclosure. Geographer Nicholas Blomley defines enclosure as, 

the conversion of commonable lands, whether on wastes, commons, or village 

fields, into exclusively owned parcels, and the concomitant extinction of 

common rights, of which the most important was that of pasture.123 

Erecting, enacting, and enforcing a boundary around a field to render it privately owned and 

determined, in order to make these discrete plots more productive, capable of generating more 

profit; a social practice of space, shaping the terrain in order to accumulate capital. While 

practiced in rural areas prior to this period, increasingly in the 16th-17th centuries landowners 

began to erect enclosures without the consent of tenants, displacing many people and depriving 

them of their livelihood. When legally challenged, liberal governments tended to side with 

landowners and those with already accumulated capital. Contemporaneous with the advent of 

European industrial capitalism and colonial expansion, enclosure represented one of a nexus of 

techniques for increasing governance and social control via mundane administrative structures 

and built environments organizing the everyday life. Among the many consequences of 

enclosing a commons include the normalization of "public" and "privateò by demarcating the 

two through material borders, policed by the state, in favor of capital; as Blomleyôs definition 

highlights, the loss of the right to graze; and the redistribution of labor away from subsistence 

towards wages.124 

 
123 .ƭƻƳƭŜȅΣ άaŀƪƛƴƎ tǊƛǾŀǘŜ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΥ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΣ /ƻƳƳƻƴ wƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƪ ƻŦ IŜŘƎŜǎ,έ 2. 

124 See also: EƭƛŀǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǎ Χ ŀƴŘ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ tƭŀƴŜǘŀǊƛǘȅέΤ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ [ƛƴŜōŀǳƎƘΣ Re-Enchanting the World; 

DƛŘǿŀƴƛΣ ά{ƛȄ ¢ƘŜǎŜǎ ƻƴ ²ŀǎǘŜΣ ±ŀƭǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳƻƴǎέΤ DƻƭŘǎǘŜƛƴΣ ά¢ŜǊǊŀ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀέΤ [ƛōƻƛǊƻƴΣ άwŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ 
/Ǌƛǎƛǎ ƻŦ aŜŀƴƛƴƎέΤ aƻǎǎΣ ά{Ǉŀǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǎέΤ ²ŀƭŎƻǘǘΣ On Property. 
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The Commons can be spatial, social, embodied, temporal, material, or any combination 

thereof, and thus its foils are similarly multidimensional. A deep cistern,125 ñdownlow 

lowdown,ò ñthe hole in the fence where labor entersòð Moten and Harney describe the 

Undercommons as a shared space where subversive intellectuals may ñbe in, but not ofò the 

university, navigating its many contradictions, not the least of which is the professionalization of 

the production of knowledge.126 Tsing, too, recounts the phenomenon: ñAnyone who cares about 

ideas is forced, then, to create scenes that exceed or escape óprofessionalization,ô that is, the 

surveillance techniques of privatization.ò127 Moten and Harney explain: ñThe undercommons in 

some ways tries to escape from critique and its degradation as university-consciousness and self-

consciousness about university-consciousness, retreating, as Adrian Piper says, into the external 

world.ò128 The recognition of mutual support needed to collect and make use of the scraps, the 

remains, the stuff that proliferates in the wake of capitalist destruction, that greatest ñhuman 

disturbance,ò anchor relations in the latent commons and the Undercommons alike.129  

ñI want to talk to you about freedom. About struggling to become free. And about 

necessity, which always sneaks up behind.ò130 Artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles has devoted her 

art practice to transforming one of capitalismôs most abundant proliferations: garbage. Locating 

her work in relation to the production, management, and material consequences of trash (as a 

necessary function to sustain life), Ukelesô corpus offers an embodied, emplaced critique of 

 
125 aƻǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ IŀǊƴŜȅΩǎ ƛƴǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǎǘŜǊƴ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜǊ tŀǳƭƛƴŜ hƭƛǾŜǊƻǎΩ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
compositional practice of Deep Listening. After making a recording in an abandoned cistern in California, she 
named and developed the practice of Deep Listening as a way to train a capacity to attune to the mysterious edges 
of comprehension. 

126 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 26. 

127 Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, 285. 

128 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 38. 

129 Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, 5. 

130 ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΣ άaŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ κ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ κ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŜŜŘƻƳΥ ¸ƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΦέ 
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progress, revolution, and capitalist approaches to governing a commons that echo those of Tsing 

and Moten and Harney. She enters into the discourse of the commons through an analytic of 

maintenance ï the work it takes to continually reproduce life ï connecting domestic labor and 

public sanitation. Looking at the city as a commons, Ukeles identifies the collection and 

management of waste as one of the most critical, if unsavory, features of shared social spaces: 

Sanitation, face it, is the perfect model of the inherent restrictiveness imposed 

by living inside our corporeal bodies, via material ónecessity,ô in urban 

civilization (and its discontents), in finite planetary óreality.ôébecause this is a 

thoroughly public system, Iðweðare all co-ownersðwe have a right to a say 

in all this.131 

As the Artist in Residence for New York Cityôs Department of Sanitation for over four decades, 

Ukeles has used the tools and affordances of art to unsettle ways in which meaning and value 

travel, how they collect in particular landscapes, and inform the governance of material 

necessity. Creating durational performance art, trash barge ballets, multimedia and participatory 

art installations, and earthworks with and for maintenance workers in municipal transfer stations 

and landfills, Ukelesô work centers people in particular material, social, and environmental 

confrontations with waste and the labor involved in maintaining public space.  

 

[Image description: A triptych of black and white images from Ukelesô work with sanitation departments. At left, 

Ukeles addresses packed crowd of sanitation workers in as part of Touch Sanitation, 1979-84; in the center, Ukeles 

stands with her back to the camera, lifting her arms to conduct four sweeper trucks, poised to dance as part of Seven 

Work Ballets,1983-2012; at right, the side of a garbage truck has been covered with a mirror, reflecting the image 

of a crowd assembled to watch the first annual NYC Art Parade, The Social Mirror, 1983] 

 
131 ά²I¸ {!bL¢!¢Lhb /!b .9 ¦{95 !{ ! ah59[ Chw t¦.[L/ !w¢Σ мфупέ ŦǊƻƳ άaƛŜǊƭŜ [ŀŘŜǊƳŀƴ ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΥ 

aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ !ǊǘΦέ vǳŜŜƴǎ aǳǎŜǳƳΣ нлмсΦ 
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Focusing on bodies, ongoing activities, the care required to maintain a commons, Ukelesô work 

calls for a revaluation of socially necessary labor in political and aesthetic fields of practice. 

Ukeles adds to the commons conversation: what is the function of art in and for a public? How 

could the work of art, as both a ñsensuous activityò and as a contemplative object, free 

individuals and collectivities from alienation? 

ENTRY: Maintenance Art 

 

[Image description: Close up view of the triptych title of Mierle Laderman Ukeles' 1969 maintenance art manifesto 

"MAINTENANCE ART -- Proposal for an Exhibition" has been typed onto the page with a typewriter. 

"MANIFESTO!" has been written in all-caps above the type in black ink. ""CARE" copyright 1969 Mierle Laderman 

Ukeles" is written in blue. Indicating a history of renaming, multiple ways to describe a project, an ethics and 

aesthetics of drafting.]  

 

 

Say something about entryways, encounters, moments of arrival, and context response, 

and Mierle Laderman Ukeles as a case study in Feminist Dwelling. Talk about her aptitude for 

making proposals that create openings for transformation, and how her ongoing, long-term 

dedication to that practice, almost 50 years of making Maintenance Art, has literally transformed 

the landscape of New York City, and of public art practice. Do it in a storytelling way that brings 

Tsing and Ukeles into relationðTsing as an expert in noticing the stories taking shape in and 

traveling around mushroomy forests, and Ukeles in her Talmudic propensity to describe the 
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unfolding/significance of her projects as parable-like stories, both invested in rehearsing the 

stories that give everyday life and quotidian encounters profound meaning. Describe the 

doorway, the passage, the entry, that weôre about to pass through: imagine a foyer with three 

doors, recalling the workôs three names, each opens onto scenes of MLUôs feminist dwelling in 

practice: MANIFESTO!, Maintenance Art ï Proposal for an Exhibition, and ñCAREò É1969 

Mierle Laderman Ukeles. 

 

MANIFESTO! 

 
 

[Image description: The four pages of Ukelesô Manifesto for Maintenance Art displayed in a black frame on a white 

background.] 

 

Written in 1969, Ukeles manifesto consists of two parts, ñIdeasò and ñProposal for an 

exhibition óCARE.ôò ñIdeasò takes on the interrelations of the institutions of patriarchy, 

capitalism, and art, especially as they mutually reinforce the non-recognition and devaluation of 

the work it takes to keep clean, take care, stay alive, repeat, repeat. ñProposaléò outlines her 

plan for creating potentially transformative art work, implying that art might exempt or relieve 
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her from the alienating effects capitalist patriarchy by keeping the art-worker in touch with 

temporal, contextual, and sensuous qualities of labor.132 

 Ukeles often describes her experience of being an artist as ñbeing the boss of her own 

freedom.ò133 She indexes a construction of freedom where one does not have to sell oneôs labor 

power in order to live, thus one is not identified by/with oneôs job, the potential for a social order 

where one does not have to work in order to live.134 For Ukeles, in the creation of an art work, 

the process of laboring is equally important to the product of that labor, the beneficiaries of the 

work are the non-alienated the art-worker herself, resonating with Adrian Piperôs perspective on 

the possibilities that arise from the integration of life and art:  

some events and happenings share the same spatial and temporal 

characteristics of other discrete forms and therefore thave the same problems; 

that unobtrusively insinuating art into a nonart situation really interests me; 

and doin this in such a way that people react to an obvious but uninterpreted 

(as art) presence, rather than such a well-defined artificial environmnent or 

theathrical action. I like the idea of doing away with all discrete forms and 

letting art lurk in the midst of things.135 

In tune with her time, Ukelesô manifesto sounds off on feminist critiques of 

work/labor/value emerging in diverse locations throughout the 1970s and 1980s, such as the 

International Wages for Housework Campaign, sociological work on emotional labor, and in 

other artworks such as Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiroôs Womanhouse. But Ukelesô 

approach to the issue aligns more with Angela Davisô critique of the Wages for Housework 

campaign. Davis illuminates the white middle class worldview around which it was organized, 

the erasure of domestic workers and the historical link between slavery and domestic work. As 

 
132 {ŜŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ п ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǎŜƴǎǳƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ Ǿƛǎ ŀ Ǿƛǎ aŀǊȄΩǎ ά¢ƘŜǎŜǎ ƻƴ CŜǳŜǊōŀŎƘέΤ Ϧ¦ǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Erotic: The Erotic as Power," Lorde, Sister Outsider. 

133 ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΣ άaŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ κ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ κ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŜŜŘƻƳΥ ¸ƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΦέ 

134 Weeks, The Problem with Work. 
135 Piper, "Talking to Myself: The Ongoing Autobiography of an Art Object," Out of Order, Out of Sight, 37. 
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Jackson notes, Ukeles focuses on the drudgery of maintenance work ñnot to argue her way out of 

doing it (as a certain class-unconscious liberal feminist position might have done) but to expose 

the pervasive necessity of such labor, even in both revolutionary and artistic contexts that would 

rather consider themselves free and independent of such needs.ò136 Ukelesô indictment of 

ñdevelopmentò as driven by a death instinct, including the avant-garde, progress orientation, and 

individual creativity/innovation. 

Overthrowing, replacing, or burning down the system without an alternative that is 

actually predicated on a different set of values in relation to work, its divisions and its 

valorization, will only result in a replica of the operating logics already in place. As Ukeles 

writes in the manifesto, ñThe sourball of every revolution: after the revolution, whoôs going to 

pick up the garbage on Monday morning?ò137 Unless there is an active re-training of behaviors, 

expectations, and values around the distribution of labor and attention paid to maintenance, 

systems undo themselves only to rebrand the same relations under new terms. Ukelesô proposed 

exhibition in the manifesto explores the work of care in terms of the personal/domestic, the 

social, and the environmental relation. The subtext of her proposal asks: how do we take care of 

ourselves, each other, and the planet? What if the apparatuses of valorization centered the work 

not of generating profit but of taking care? 

 

 

 

 
136 Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics, 87. 
137 Ukeles, Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969! 
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MANIFESTO! 

 

[Image description: Architectural rendering of OVERLOOK ï two sloping, perpendicular walkways made of 

concrete and metal mesh and glass siding intersect to create a lookout over a field of tall grasses in gold, rust, and 

green. A person in the foreground gazes ahead, while a person in the background faces the side turning a viewing 

device towards a flock of birds.] 

  

Two paths that intersect at an architecturally sophisticated/stylish lookout point. One path 

looks out on all the machinery that itôs taking to transform this land into what it is now from the 

landfill it had been. And the travels along restored marshland (a facsimile of what the site would 

have looked like prior to colonial/industrial contact). The intersection of these two paths 

constitutes one component of Mierle Laderman Ukelesô proposed artwork for Freshkills Park, 

titled ñOverlook.ò Together with landscaping features ñEarth Benchò and ñEarth Triangle,ò these 

formations constitute the project, LANDING which will be the first permanent art work at 

Freshkills, when the South Park is ready for construction. 

 ñOverlookò evokes two possible, contradictory meanings at once. The first being, 

overlook, a noun, a physical structure to look out upon a vista or whatever. The other meaning 
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being overlook, the verb form, meaning to not pay attention to something. Ukeles has imagined 

how to create a space ï both as a physical, material space as well as a conceptual, embodied 

experience ï for a visitor to consider what is under the surface of the park. In the title we can 

read a little bit of needling, or not resolving into a satisfying synthesis nor a straightforward story 

of overcoming. ñOverlookò points us to the fact that thereôs still all this stuff under the surface of 

the beautiful, glorious park that not only went overlooked, but was produced by potential value 

being overlooked. Following the analytic of Maintenance Art, waste becomes a crisis when 

maintenance goes undervalued and/or overlooked. ñOverlookò constitutes a spatial, intellectual, 

embodied site to pause and encounter all these deep questions. To not overlook these many 

layers of complexity, to look out on the landscape and notice all the different and overlapping 

stories being woven together at once. 

The artwork ï as in the work that the art is doing in the world as well as the thing itself, 

the crafted offering ï manifests at the level of the proposal. In imagining and proposing this 

prospective visitor experience, Ukeles creates a way for anyone who learns of the piece to be on 

the journey with her, to stand at the precipice of these two paths, lookout, and ask this gnarl of 

questions with her. Even before the piece has been brought into material form, here I am, on that 

precipice, stopped in my tracks by these questions, lingering on them right here right now in this 

very essay! Now: Thatôs What I Call Conceptual Art, staging a pause for questioning and 

reflecting on the landscape from directly within it. Like the ñProposal for an Exhibitionò 

articulated in her manifesto, LANDING is realized and unrealized at the same time, existing in 

the present as a record of Ukelesô inquiry. 
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Maintenance Art ï Proposal for an Exhibition  

 

[Image description: Four still images from Ukelesô process-based public artwork Touch Sanitation, 1979-1980. 

Clad in a variation of electric green and orange with a puffer vest in each photo, the bottom left shows Ukeles 

reaching up to shake the hand of a garbage truck driver. In the bottom right, Ukeles dances behind a sanitation 

worker picking up a garbage bin, the worker is turning to smile at her. The top right image shows Ukeles and a 

sanitation worker deep in conversation, leaning against a garbage truck covered in graffiti. At top left, Ukeles 

shakes the hand of another worker, who is facing the camera with a smile. They are standing on a rubbish pile, 

another garbage truck visible in the background mid-dump.] 

 

The photos above show Ukeles chatting, joking, and shaking hands with the sanitation 

workers of New York City as part of her artwork, ñTouch Sanitation,ò but the project vastly 

exceeds what the images can capture. Ukeles embedded herself in the Department of Sanitation 

in NYC starting in 1976. After about two years of talking with folks throughout the department 

and researching its operation, Ukeles created a performance ritual: she would travel along every 

garbage collection route in all five boroughs to meet all 8,500 sanitation workers. She carried out 

this plan over the course of 11 months, working 8 hour or 16 hour performance art shifts to 

match the sanitation workersô schedules. Every morning, she would send a message out to 

announce where she would be that day, she would show up to their pre-shift meeting and explain 

her purpose: ñIôm not here to watch you, to study you, to judge you. Iôm here to be with you. All 
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the shifts, all the seasons, to walk out the whole city with you. To thank you.ò138 Then she would 

travel with them on their routes, share meals with them on their breaks, hang out with them in 

their section offices, and shake their hands and tell each of them: ñThank you for keeping this 

city alive.ò139 

Ukeles names this practice Maintenance Art. In her formal training as an artist, she 

developed the notion that art was a way to be free. She often names her main influences and 

what she learns from them about the relationship between art and freedom: Marcel Duchamp 

(freedom to name art as such), Jackson Pollock (freedom to declare the physical process of 

making the art the art itself), and Mark Rothko (freedom to abstract and transcend). These fine 

gentlemen all approached their art practice as a way of living and being in the world, and Ukeles 

wanted to make art in that way, too. 

Then she had a baby and became a mother. She spent about a year trying to split herself 

and her time between these two kinds of workðart work and mother workðcontinually 

reflecting on the fact that her art heroes, whose art and lives were intertwined, probably never 

had to change diapers. She found that people presumed she no longer did any work (art or 

otherwise). Taking care of her baby, most of her working was done in private and out of view. 

She could not escape the mutual realities that the work of keeping herself and her child alive was 

both incredibly tedious and incredibly important. This was her work, this was her life. Claiming 

the inheritance of her art patriarchs, she named her working and living as art itself. As she wrote 

in her 1969 manifesto, ñEverything I say is Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art.ò 

 
138 άaƛŜǊƭŜ [ŀŘŜǊƳŀƴ ¦ƪŜƭŜǎ Keynote - aŀȅ муΣ нлмпΦέ 

139 ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΣ άaŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ κ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ κ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŜŜŘƻƳΥ ¸ƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΦέ 
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Feminist critics and scholars such as Shannon Jackson and Helen Molesworth and Lucy 

Lippard have noted that the politics of Ukeles naming the sensuous activities of her livelihood as 

art are not the same as for Jackson Pollock.140 Rather than produce more objects to circulate, 

Ukeles frames the means of production of the work of art as the work of art, with an appreciation 

for the ongoingness and mortality/vulnerability manifest in labor, as well as a rejection of growth 

and progress as universally good, and a skepticism about the transformative efficacy of any 

revolution which does not recognize/value the maintenance and care work required for life to 

unfold, to flourish. Ukeles strives for Rothko-esque transcendence not by visual abstraction, but 

rather by foregrounding the labor involved in maintaining the institutions that facilitate those 

transcendent art experiences for various publics. Duchamp is credited with revealing/exploiting 

the alchemical power of naming as a means of transforming value through context with the 

ñreadymadeòðan everyday object becomes a work of art because the artist names it as such. In 

applying this concept, Duchamp rendered an ordinary porcelain urinal into a work of artða twist 

on the modernist cube, but still another object for viewers to orbit in a gallery and which 

circulates in the hyper-commodified art market. Ukeles uses her art-power to describe and enact 

a world governed by anti-capitalist relations, where taking care is the primary metric of value, as 

well as the only guarantor of both individual and collective freedom. 

[Image description: Close up of the typed line from Ukelesô manifesto, ñMy working will be the work.ò] 

 
140 Jackson, Social WorksΤ aƻƭŜǎǿƻǊǘƘΣ ά²ƻǊƪ !ǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜέΤ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ Mierle Laderman Ukeles. 
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Ukelesô photography and performances in the early 1970s examine her personal 

maintenance laborðtaking care of house, self, and children. Having gained supporters in the 

feminist art scene when her manifesto was published, she was invited to make work for art 

shows around the U.S. Ukeles produced works like Dressing to Go Out / Undressing to Come In, 

documenting in great detail the labor involved in preparing her children to leave the house in 

winter:  

 

[Image description: A square of 64 images showing in meticulous detail Ukeles putting on her childrenôs shoes and 

coats to go outside and then taking them off again, Dressing to Go Out / Undressing to Come In, 1973.] 

 

She came to create these works as a move to resist isolation and alienation, but then 

found that the images of her labor were traveling while she remained at home. She began to 

accompany her visual pieces with performancesðinstead of just documenting what happens in 

the home and sending it out into the world, she would perform her private, domestic maintenance 
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labor in public, troubling the hard boundary between the two spheres. Sometimes these 

performances involved the maintenance workers, curators, and other museum/gallery workers, 

highlighting the labor involved in maintaining art spaces for the public. 

 

[Image description: Ukeles hunches over a pile of rags, mid scrub as part of her performance Washing Tracks at the 

A.I.R. Gallery in New York City, June 13, 1974. Three adults and two children look on from the left. At right, three 

people sit on one of those things that covers the cellar entrance, two are engaged with each other and not paying 

attention to the performance, one looks toward the camera.] 

 

One of Ukelesô performances involved washing the steps or walkway leading to the 

gallery or museumðthe bridge between everyday life and the sacred work of artðfor hours at a 

time in full view of and close proximity to both intentional audience members and passersby. In 

one iteration, washing a particularly dirty patch of sidewalk in front of the A.I.R. Gallery in New 

York City, Ukeles quickly began to use up all her cleaning supplies. The superintendent of a 

neighboring building took notice and brought her an armful of more rags. She describes that 



 

 119 

exchange, his gift of these rags, as a moment of recognitionðshe could and should be working 

in coalition with other maintenance workers.141 

This revelation led her to ñI Do Maintenance Work One Hour Every Day,ò wherein 

Ukeles attempted to share/redistribute a resource of her own: that art-power of naming. Invited to 

make a piece for a group show at the Whitney Museumôs former location in a big downtown 

office building, Ukeles took the opportunity to design a sort of art-work-as-social-experiment. 

The Whitney wanted to encourage the people who worked in the office building to come to the 

art space more casually and regularly. Ukeles noticed that because the galleryôs operating hours 

were during the day and most of the maintenance staff worked at night, after everyone else left, 

they were excluded from the Whitneyôs initiative to stimulate everyday art interactions. Ukeles 

asked all of the maintenance workers to consider for one hour each shift that they were doing art 

work, rather than maintenance work, and throughout the duration of the show, Ukeles would 

wander the halls of the building, mostly at night, seeking out encounters with the maintenance 

staff. When she ran into them, she would ask if they were doing art or maintenance in that 

moment, and if they consented, she would take a picture and label it with their designation. Like 

Duchamp, Ukeles capitalized on the strange economy of art, but to create a reciprocal 

readymade. 

 

 
141 Ukeles, "Maintenance / Survival / and its wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŜŜŘƻƳΥ ¸ƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΦέ 
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[Image description: Two panels covered in neatly placed polaroid photos with colored dot stickers on a white wall. 

The left panel is narrow and off white with a yellow sun hovering over the photos. The right panel is at least twice as 

wide and dark blue with a crescent moon and four stars dancing above the photos. The pieceôs title is written across 

the top ï I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day, 1976.]    

  

 

[Image description: Close up of I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day process documentation ï photos with 

red, green, or yellow dots in their top right corners depict Ukelesô encounters with the maintenance workers of the 

building housing the show.] 
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Ukeles invited the people whose worker status was not considered valuable enough to 

solicit as patrons for the art venue but whose labor is required to maintain the venue itself to 

share the power of art to challenge and reconfigure what is considered meaningful and valuable. 

Naming their own activities as art-or-work, the maintenance workers and Ukeles highlight the 

strange nature of value in the art market, but also then illuminates the values surrounding 

maintenance work more broadly, and the misalignments of capital, socially necessary labor, and 

actual workers. 

At this moment, New York City was in a crisis around this exact nexus of valueðby 

1976, a confluence of rapacious development, white flight, divestment of wide-ranging welfare 

programs, and the migration of manufacturing jobs to suburbs and exurbs led the city to the bring 

of declaring bankruptcy.142 Giving truth to the wisdom that infrastructure is most visible when it 

stops working, the under-resourcing of the cityôs Department of Sanitation was patent to the 

inhabitants of the city, as they imposed a hiring freeze and trash piled up in the street. One 

review of the show suggested that Ukeles could do an economically precarious city a favor by 

getting some money from the National Endowment of the Arts and directing it to the beleaguered 

sanitation department. As an expert practitioner in the art of context response, Ukeles did just 

thatðin 1976, she asked the Commissioner of the department if she could make art with/for the 

cityôs maintenance workers, and she has been working with them ever since. 

 

 

 
142 ά¢ƘŜ Cŀƭƭ ƻŦ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ-/ƭŀǎǎ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪέΤ bǳǎǎōŀǳƳΣ ά¢ƘŜ bƛƎƘǘ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ {ŀǾŜŘ LǘǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ .ŀƴƪǊǳǇǘŎȅΦέ 
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ENTRY: Stupid Art Garbage 

To call something ógarbageô means stripping the materials of their inherent 

characteristics. So that even though differences are obvious, hard becomes the 

same as soft, wet as dry, heavy as light, moldy old sour cream as a shoe, wet 

leaves as old barbellsðthey become the same things. The entire culture colludes 

in this un-naming. Then we can call it all ógarbageôðof no value whatsoever. 

To put it away, actually paying to put it away, as soon as possible. Thus 

forgotten. And then paying tremendously to remediate its effects on the land. 

So thatôs why, in this 50-year-old social sculpture we have all produced, of four 

mountains made from 150 million cubic yards of the un-differentiated, un-

named, no-value garbage, whose every iota of material identity has been 

banished, the memorial, graveyardðor whatever it isðneeds to be created out 

of an utterly opposite kind of social contract.143 

 

[Image description: A receptacle made of trash stands against a white wall on generic institutional carpeting with a 

squiggly design. The top of the sculpture is made from a repurposed fire extinguisher cabinet, which has been 

turned on its side and divided into three compartments, labeled ñSacrifice,ò ñArchive,ò and ñRelish.ò The outside 

of the receptacle is adorned with bubble wrap and fringe made from brown paper grocery bags. Three boxes 

covered in old maps form external compartments. The wall behind the receptacle has signage and curatorial 

placards indicating that this is an art installation, titled Transfer Station, 2018] 

 
143 ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΣ ά[ŜŦǘƻǾŜǊǎ κ LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ¢ƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ CǊŜǎƘ YƛƭƭǎΦέ 
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Remember those squirrels, and their ambivalent conquest? They arrived in a moment 

when I, too, was making a move to introduce a new genre of being into the department. I had 

decided to install an interactive art exhibit, fashioned after Ukelesô work, in the back corner of 

the office, next to a disused table and the intern computer stations. For 6 weeks, Transfer Station 

ï a conceptual art provocation on ñwaste managementò ï would take the place of the trashcans 

that usually made that nook their home, inviting the gathered public and day to day visitors of the 

deep recesses of the womenôs studies offices to dilate their awareness of the performativity of 

disposal. Instead of sorting unwanted/unneeded items into the familiar bins of 

trash/recycling/compost, Transfer Station asked users to select ñsacrificeò, ñarchive,ò or ñrelishò 

as their discardôs afterlife. 

The project came into being because I had received a small grant to produce something 

ñcreativeò for a digital humanities symposium on the theme of ñtechnique.ò Asked to consider 

the range of techniques associated with technology from a user end, I proposed making Transfer 

Station as an investigation into the technology of the trash can and a re-orientation of everyday 

techniques of disposal. As Ukeles describes in the epigraph to this section, garbage is produced 

in the moment of discard. This moment of transformation (from something particular to 

unnamed, undesired, undifferentiated garbage)  Rather than throwing things ñawayò, never to be 

thought of again, ñTransfer Stationò was an effort to make space for a more considerate and 

involved ritual for creating and processing garbage, imagining the infrastructure that would 

result from the ñutterly opposite kind of social contractò that Ukeles invokes. 

If the social contract governing the resourcing and design of waste management 

infrastructure were organized by a feminist ethic of care, what kinds of repositories might it 

produce or require? What maintenance work would it involve? What daily rituals and practices 
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might it engender? What qualities of time, materiality, value, embodiment, and relationality 

might circulate at its core? Considering the act of throwing something away as a performance 

event, I tried to imagine how performance could intervene in and productively denaturalize 

logics of disposability and reorganize infrastructure around the labor of taking care. Where 

Ukelesô work goes to the places where trash collects to do stage performance interventions, 

Transfer Station aimed to stage a performance intervention in the place where trash becomes 

trash ï when it leaves your hand and goes in the bin. Following Ukeles, Transfer Station aimed 

to use performance as an analytic for understanding the operating logic that produces waste qua 

waste and a strategy for crafting different operations for managing that waste.  

The project did not work. In the six weeks that it lived in the departmentôs offices, only 

two items were deposited into it by anyone besides me. The problem of participation in 

participatory art ï does it work if no one participates? Lack of engagement with Transfer Station 

was thrown into relief by the collective investment in and calamity around the presence of the 

squirrels. Unlike the squirrels, my art caused no disruption in the day to day unfolding of 

departmental affairs and demanded no urgent responses from the facilities staff. 

Perhaps I could have been bolder ï instead of replacing only one set of trash cans, what if 

I had replaced all of them? What if I had come around daily and performed an elaborate ritual of 

collection? What if I broadcast a live feed of Transfer Station so the moment of discard could be 

witnessed as a performance at the very least by that great mysterious audience ñonlineò? What if 

I held orientation sessions, training colleagues in how to use this new technology? What if I 

staffed Transfer Station with an attendant to assist with user interaction and processing? Could I 

find room in my project budget of $150 to pay an attendant, or would this have to be an ñunpaid 

opportunity,ò something I could convince an undergrad might look good on a CV line?  



 

 125 

These ideas were all entertained at various points throughout the project, but they were 

ultimately squelched by nagging (but conceptually resonant) questions: was this all a waste of 

time, energy, and resources? Who cares if it succeeds or fails to elicit participation? Does its 

mere existence, its presence in the institution enact some kind of subversive something? Does it 

work as a philosophical/rhetorical object? Is that enough? Following the squirrels back to the 

Undercommons, I recalled the chapterôs epigraph from Jacques Ranci¯re: 

Philosophy thus traditionally practices a critique of knowledge which is 

simultaneously a denegation of knowledge (i.e., of the class struggle). Its 

position can be described as an iron of the class struggle). Its position can be 

described as an irony with regard to knowledge, which it puts into question 

without ever touching its foundations.144 

 

I renamed the project Stupid Art Garbage, wanting to say something about the 

paradoxical tension between maintenance and transformation, echoing Marxôs well known 

conclusion to ñTheses on Feuerbach,ò ñThe philosophers have only interpreted the world, in 

various ways; the point is to change it.ò  My basement apartment kept flooding and I had to 

move. My advisor announced she was leaving. Stupid Art Garbage spent the summer in a 

storage unit. It haunted me. I worried that I was enacting the same politics of waste that I was 

trying to actively critique. I resented it for not living up to my expectations, for requiring so 

much care and attention and maintenance. It became, itself, just another piece of trash that I 

wanted to throw away but didnôt know how. I gave it a funeral. Still, it haunts me. 

 There is some narrative potential connecting the squirrels to the trash can, art to womenôs 

studies, womenôs studies to the Universityðlingering in/occupying space within a larger context 

that is variously hostile towards, indifferent to, or only invested in instrumentalizing oneôs 

 
144 Rancière, quoted in Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 25. 
 



 

 126 

purpose. Stupid Art Garbage didnôt work, and perhaps that was its right! The right to not work. 

Nay, its freedom! 

 

[Image description: A squirrel emerges from a trash can.] 

 

 

 

 

[an opening in the hedges: ambivalent salvage] 

 

[I mage description: Bushy green hedges form a maze.] 

 

 I have been dwelling on those squirrels. (Or, dwelling with them? among? over?) Their 

disorienting visitation to the offices of the Womenôs Studies Department pulled the curtain back 

on our plot within the academy, our place in its narrative landscape. As Roderick Ferguson 
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details in The Reorder of Things, womenôs studies (and related minoritarian frames of study) 

entered the academy as a result of student-led activism in the 1960s and 1970s, and seemed to 

signal a lowering of the gates of the ivory tower to give entry and validation to a whole new 

range of subjectivities. Envisioned by many in the 1970s as the academic companion to the 

womenôs liberation movement,145 womenôs studies has been in ongoing friction with both of 

those premises/promises. Institutionalizing a critical stance against the very institution that 

authorizes its ongoing existence has produced departments maintained for their value to the 

institution (as diversity workers, as neoliberal-progressive bona fides, etc.) while depleted of 

resources and denied any real investments in their values-added.146 I am reminded of this passage 

in Audre Lordeôs ñUses of the Erotic,ò 

As women, we have come to distrust that power which rises from our deepest 

and nonrational knowledge. We have been warned against it all our lives by 

the male world, which values this depth of feeling long enough to keep women 

around in order to exercise it in the service of men, but which fears this same 

depth too much to examine the possibilities of it within themselves. So women 

are maintained at a distant/inferior position to be psychically milked, much the 

same way ants maintain colonies of aphids to provide a life-giving substance 

for their masters.147 

The proliferation of techniques for creative practice in non-art academic locations such as 

critical making, design thinking, iterative prototyping, speculative design, etc. draw on and 

extend into new contexts all the vital things one might gain from pursuing an interest in artð

learning through process discovery, relating an idea through a material process to a public, trying 

 
145 .ƻȄŜǊΣ άCƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ²ƻƳŜƴέΤ .ǊŀƛǘƘǿŀƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ IŜŀƭŘΣ ¢ǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΤ .ǊƻǿƴΣ 9ŘƎŜǿƻǊƪΤ /ƻƻƪ 

ŀƴŘ CƻƴƻǿΣ ά.ŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜΥ ! [ƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ŀǾŜ ƻŦ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ 9ǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΦέ 

146 Ahmed, On Being LƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΦ!ƭƭŜƴΣ ά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ IŀǊŘ ¢ƛƳŜǎέΤ .ƘŀǘǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ǳǘǘŜǊŦƭȅ 9ŦŦŜŎǘ 

ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎέΤ 5ǳƎƎŀƴΣ ¢ƘŜ ¢ǿƛƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ 9ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΚΤ YƛǘŎƘΣ άtƘΦ5Φ tǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ aƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎέΤ wƻŦŜƭΣ ά! ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ŦŀǊ ŀƴŘ bŜŀǊέΤ {ŀǊŀǎǿŀǘƛΣ άtŜƻǇƭŜΣ 
tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ tǊƻƳƛǎŜǎέΤ wƻǘƘǎŎƘƛƭŘΣ ά5ŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎέΤ {ŀǊŀǎǿŀǘƛΣ 
άtŜƻǇƭŜΣ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ tǊƻƳƛǎŜǎέΤ ²ƛŜƎƳŀƴΣ ά{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦέ 

147 Lorde, Sister Outsider, 54. 
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to bring the impossible into form. Governing bodies and corporate entities assess artôs 

functionality and efficacy and seem to agree that art education supports the production of a 

skillful, job-ready populace. 

Recall Moten and Harneyôs indictment of the professional: ñNever having to confront the 

foundation, never having to confront antifoundation out of faith in the confrontable foundation, 

critical intellectuals can float in the middle range.ò148 Anna Tsing calls professionalization, ñthe 

surveillance techniques of privatization.ò149 Atomizing, quantifying, making discrete, data-fying 

artôs benefit to society vis a vis workforce development and behavior modification does not solve 

the problem the cultural devaluation of art any more than an argument for interdisciplinarity 

absolves an academic field of intellectual enclosure or wages for housework eliminates the 

unfreedom of working to live/living to work. 

Perhaps those darn squirrels had arrived to remind us in the Womenôs Studies department 

of our precarious contract with the logic of enclosure that organizes the university and our place 

among its relations. The university is comprised of many enclosures of knowledge and 

knowledge-making practices.150 (If you want to know about history, or if you want to produce 

historical knowledge, go to the history department, etc.) To participate in the contemporary 

knowledge economy of the university, even in a field like Womenôs Studies (which has a very 

different history of enclosure than say, cultural studies or physics) boundaries are erected, 

policed, and renegotiated to determine and cultivate work that is of value to the enterprise.  

 
148 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 34. 

149 Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World, 286. 

150 One wonders, then, why the squirrels did not annex the English Department or the Math Department, or any 

number of more secure and resourced locations on campus, surely with more plentiful snacks to plunder. If they 
had just held out for another year or so, they could have had their run of the brand new, $33 million dollar 
Brendan Iribe Center for Computer Science and Engineering. https://iribe.umd.edu/ 
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 Haraway and Ahmed insist on looking at what particular words as structuring metaphors 

actually doðhow the many layers of meaning they carry, the gestures and embodiments they 

suggest, their history of use and association, manifest in the knowledge worlds they gather. 

Ahmedôs tracking of words like happiness, complaint, use; Harawayôs string figures. They both 

take up words and rhetorical frames as simultaneously projects, methods, and analytics.  

For the purpose of this project, let us look more in depth at our structuring metaphor: the word 

dwell. Dwell, at once a site, a process, and an orientation. Dwelling might signify an ongoing 

presence (perhaps related to ñhaunting,ò ñtrace,ò ñholdò),151 or a zone of activity (a cousin of the 

impasse, the undercommonsða place of residence, occupied territory).152 It connects the 

activities of lingering, staying past an expected or normal duration, and inhabiting, to occupy or 

abide and also to channel a certain character or to be possessed by a spiritual presence. 

Etymologically, the original 9th century meaning of dwell was ñto lead into error, mislead, 

delude; to stun, stupefy;ò in the 13th century it took on the meaning ñto tarry, delay, desist from 

action;ò in the 15th century it was primarily used to mean ñto spend time upon or linger over (a 

thing) in action or thought; to remain with the attention fixed on; now, esp. to treat at length or 

with insistence, in speech or writing.ò153  

A foolôs errand, a hitch in the plans, a nagging thoughtéwith this orientation, dwell has 

kinship and resonance with Sara Ahmedôs figure of the killjoy, Mierle Laderman Ukelesô 

sourball, Moten and Harneyôs maroon community, even Tsingôs unpredictable but resilient 

matsutake mushroomsðit bespeaks an ethic and an attitude; what one does in/with a 

 
151 Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination; Derrida, Of Grammatology; Sharpe, In the 

Wake: On Blackness and Being. 

152 Berlant, Cruel Optimism; Harney and Moten, The Undercommons. 

153 ά5ǿŜƭƭΣ ǾΦέΤ ά5ǿŜƭƭϦ hƴƭƛƴŜ 9ǘȅƳƻƭƻƎȅ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦ  
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circumstance where you have to make do with what you have, knowing that what you have is not 

ideal, and/or is the product of a violent/destructive history, and/or is organized against your 

goals/dreams/ethics. To be at once ambivalent and resistant and subversive and complicit and 

entangled while inside processes of professionalization and institutionalization. The barely 

perceptible drag of oneôs feet crossing the workroomðan embodied political-affective 

orientation towards oneôs method. A manner of doing and being in context that misfits154 with a 

logic of productivity, claims to property, discrete metrics of progress. 

Oh, to lay myself to waste on the foundations of this uncanny, ambivalent edifice.155 I 

tarry across this rich theoretical landscape and among these different but related rhetorical 

forms/writerly modes because they seem to be teaching me something about the political work of 

dwelling, its particularly feminist natures, what it describes, what it might do. Because I needed a 

name, a thing that fits the thing Iôm trying to bring into language: the experience of being trained 

within a scholarly tradition, in a neoliberal academy, according to feminist epistemologies. 

Professional training as an embodied encounter with the logic of enclosureðbeing disciplined 

(or interdisciplined) and made professional within a field, occupying space in a public institution 

of learning (ambivalently, subversively, compliantly).  

 

ENTRY: Feminist Dwelling 

How do we craft a practice for imagining and living a future that does not 

simply replicate and intensify the present?156 

 
154 Garland-¢ƘƻƳǎƻƴΣ άaƛǎŦƛǘǎΦέ 

155 ά¢ƘŜ ǳƴŎŀƴƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀōƻǾŜ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎŀƴƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǇƘŜŎȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀŘŜƴŎŜΧ¢ƘŜ ǳƴŎŀƴƴȅ 
feeling we are left with is that somethƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΦέ IŀǊƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ aƻǘŜƴΣ ¢ƘŜ 
Undercommons, 42ς43. 

156 Shotwell, Against Purity, 165. 
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Thinking back to Ukeles, the Virgil to my Dante, the one who guided me to this art 

exploration of waste and care and value in the first place: ñMy working will be the work.ò 

ñEverything I say is Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art.ò Could these be survival techniques, 

habits, practices, rituals, social forms, for the ironic underneath? Etymologically, ñartò indicates 

ñskill as a result of learningò157 ï building a habit of critical expressive practice. Feminist 

dwelling names that habit justice, equity, mutual flourishing, an ethic of care. A conceptual and 

practical framework for coming into contact with the soft, open wildness that is needed to 

imagine how things could be different ï a critical skill for bringing into life new forms of being, 

and also for taking apart/working against systems of oppressionðthat centers the work it takes to 

keep taking care of ourselves, each other, and our worlds. 

Feminist dwelling is an exercise in art-as-prefigurative politics, an intimate practice 

which adheres to metrics of art process and erotic knowledge and forever exceeds institutional 

disciplining/enclosure. As Adrian Piper says, ñno art object, no matter how well enclosed in an 

art context it is, can be only what it purports to be.ò158  And feminist dwelling sounds strangely 

familiarðone more in a proliferation of ways to name real-adjacent forces directing social 

relations and material being, it is also given unto the waves of PhD benchmarks in the ocean of 

professional progress. An art orientation to the site of my intellectual labor highlights form, 

medium, and process as central to the meaning and significance of work, understanding work as 

both an activity and as an outcome. Attunement to aesthetic, performative, narrative registers can 

help figure things out. Put another way, like its comparators within and around the academy, 

 
157 ά!Ǌǘ μ {ŜŀǊŎƘ hƴƭƛƴŜ 9ǘȅƳƻƭƻƎȅ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦέ 

158 Piper, Out of Order, Out of Sight, 42. 
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feminist dwelling is a strategy for bringing other possible worlds closer, and to inhabit their 

possibilities of being in the present. 

Feminist dwelling is both a craft and an art. It is a craft in that it trains and refines the 

critical imagination through social and material processes, developing/deploying practical skills, 

while challenging metrics of utility. It is an art in that it does not have to be anything, but it can 

be Everything. It does not have to do anything, but it can effect material, social, personal, 

political transformation.159 Whether scholars, researchers, craftspersons, artists, etc., initiates into 

the cult of feminist dwelling make/take spaces with care and intention to reshape social context, 

engaging deep relations of thought, care, appreciation, craft, and resourcefulness. Feminist 

dwelling is a response to the questions: what is everyday life like in the undercommons? How 

does it feel? If it is a place to stay, in the meanwhile, as the foundations of the Universitas 

crumble, who tends to the space? How is it made livable? What wild, uncanny practices 

[BLANK]  another world into being?  

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

are moving across the landscapes, 

over the prairies and the deep trees,  

the mountains and the rivers.160 

  

 
159 ¦ƪŜƭŜǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘist in residence for the department of sanitation has 

opened up new pathways and paradigms of public art in New York City on a really practical as well as a dreamy 
conceptual level. 

160 Oliver, "Wild Geese," Dream Work, 25-26. 
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Chapter 3: Meanwhile (an interruption) 

[éDanger affects both the content of the tradition and its receivers. The same 

threat hangs over both: that of becoming a tool of the ruling classes. In every 

era the attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism 

that is about to overpower it.161 

 

But the dream of Exodus still lives in those of us not satisfied with the world as 

we know it. It is not the only dream. There is yet another radical tradition that 

insists that we can all live together in peace and harmony, but only if we 

transform society together.162 

 

In so many dreams, we keep trying to get somewhere. Sometimes weôre trying to 

catch a plane and have too much baggage, or donôt have a ticket. Sometimes we 

keep changing trains, or searching through a house for a person or a room. 

Where are we trying to go? What are we trying to accomplish?...We might say 

that we are searching for the entrance to the Place: the ground of being, the 

sacred cosmos of which we are always subconsciously aware.163 
 

_______________________________________________________________  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

An incursion of life disrupts the dissertation progres s 
 

YOU! HEY YOU THERE!  
 

The power is out and thou needst to feed thine dog.  
And check on Valerie.  

And thou wilst finish this dissertation  
. 

.  

.  

.  

.  

RIGHT NOW.  
 
You will have matzo ball soup for breakfast and watch the trees dancing in the rain 

while Rue rests and digests beside you.  

 
161 .ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΣ ά¢ƘŜǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣέ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 335. 
162 Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination, 35. 
163 Hammer, Undertorah: An Earth-Based Kabbalah of Dreams, 39. 
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As the wind picks up  

 
All messages must be delivered in person  

 
You start boiling a big pot of water, check the time, check the time again  

 
You remember New York, ho me to the champagne of tap water, mayyim hayim, 

that which makes the bagels taste so good  
 

Is this moment over? Is another one just now beginning?  
 

(pause)  
 

Now you are eating soup. You keep arriving back to the soup until you are so 
caught up in soup dialectics that words fall away into their simplest forms, until 

they disappear entirely into a felt sense of being with  
 

Thou wilst remember to eat soup. And listen to Yoko Ono. And check on Valerie in 
15 minutes.  
 

 
You fill three vessels with water  

Note all seven steps between the sink and the chair.  
You and Rue go check on Valerie and  

. 

.  

The power comes back on  
Down, up, turn, paw, what a good dog, have a treat  

. 

.  

And still you feel the storm behind you, the frictive electricity collecting in your 
wing s 

 
 

ALWAYS REMEMBER, THOU ART AN ANGEL OF HISTORY  
 

Looking back on the catastrophes of creation that have brought you here  
And trembling with both fear and awe  

And allowing yourself to be humbled by the possibility of music, the pleasure of 
singing  

And telling a story you have heard many times, to seek what else can be learned  

And wondering what mysteries the wind pursues as it moves through the branches 
of  

The trees outside your window  
 

***  
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You take a deep breath and notice the flowers. As blossoms burst forth from the 

seeds in which they incubated, spring smells like a time to remember. This moment 

on the clock of the world compels you to tell a story you learned from your 

grandmother:  

It starts with the moment before.  

 

 

The Eleventh Son of The One Who Wrestled With The Name came to live in The 

Narrow Place.  

 

He had been favored by his father, the great Name Wrestler. His brothers banished 

him to The Narr ow Place a fter he shared a dream where they  came to him for 

nourishment. The memory of this cruelty gave The Eleventh Son a powerful urge to 

cry.  

 

Perhaps to protect himself, to quell his crying, T.E.S. became very useful to the 

King of The Narrow Place as  an interpreter of dreams. He foresaw a coming drought 

and advised the King of the Narrow Place to stockpile grain. When the drought 

came, the King appointed T.E.S. landlord and agricultural manager, and everyone 

except the ruling class of The Narrow Place  had to sell their land and buy back seed 

from T.E.S., as the Kingôs official purveyor. The people of The Narrow Place also 

had to give the King one fifth of their harvest , because they now tilled the Kingôs 

land.  



 

 136 

Famine brought TESôs brothers to The Narrow Place . Confrontation and 

reconciliation with his family allowed him to cry out in the way his heart was always 

longing . TES secured them a spot in The Narrow Place to continue their tradition of 

herding and living with the land. Even though the Elite of The Narrow Place thought 

TESôs family of dreamy shepherds were strange and refused to break bread with 

them, TESôs importance to  the King required their tolerance .  

 

But the famine was very severe, and just like all people in The Narrow Place, the 

shepherds, too, were forced to sell back the land they had been given and buy seed 

from the kingôs purveyor (Tes, their own kin), in order to survive. The dream Tesôs 

brothers feared, the impetus for his exile, had come to be. Though Tes was glad his 

famil y survived the famine, he could not help but see how much they suffered 

under the Kingôs rule. Tes promised the children of the Ones Who Wrestle With The 

Name who came to live in The Narrow Place: you will know how to recognize the 

Question when it appears  to you, and the Question will lead you home.  And here is 

where the story begins.  

***  

After the time of the famine, Tesôs kin had become numerous in The Narrow Place. 

A New king rose to power who did not remember Tes, and who feared The Children 

of the On e Who Wrestled With The Name, those who had been  maintained as 

strangers within his kingdom of debtors. The New K ing spread his fear: he said to 

his entourage, ñThere are too many of these Name Wrestlers. They are strange and 

canôt be trusted. Let us increase their misfortune, and diminish their lifeforce . What 
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if we are threatened and they side with the enemy? Or what if they take up arms 

against us?ò 

 

And so The Kingôs Entourage took it upon themselves to manage the situation: they 

created Bosses . The Ent ourage put The  Bosses in charge of building two fortified 

cities to increase The Narrow Placeôs stores of provisions. If the Bosses of The 

Narrow Place had ever been friends with a child of Ones Who Wrestle, they were no 

longer. They internalized the kingôs fear and tried to suppress the Name Wrestlers 

with great afflictions of labor and servitude, separation and confinement. But it 

seemed the more challenging the situation became, the more Name Wrestling 

spread. It was quickly becoming unmanageable.  

 

The King had an idea: he summoned the midwives who served the Name Wrestlers 

and ordered them to kill all their sons and only let their daughters live. Maybe The 

King assumed that they feared him with the same force that he held his own fear in 

his heart, but h e was wrong. The midwives did not carry out his orders and instead 

confirmed their devotion to bringing more life into the world. When The King asked 

why he had been defied, they told him that the Name Wrestlers were strange, not 

of The Narrow Place ï thei r instincts were strong and they were in tune with the 

power of their own bodies. They gave birth in their own time and not just because 

The Kingôs will ordered it so. The midwives were  treasured and revered by Ones 

Who Wrestle everywhere, and their ways s tudied. As more and more people 

learned the ways of bringing life into the world with safety and care, Name 

Wrestl ing  increased in force  and vitality.  
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The King was so vexed by his plan backfiring so completely, his fear increased 

beyond his ability to tolerate it. The uncertainty of difference, strangeness, was too 

threatening to his self -concept. He could not contain this terrible feeling of fear 

within his own bodymind, it needed somewhere else to go. He ordered all people 

living in The Narrow Place to throw all newborn sons into the river. All condemned 

by  the fear of annihilation and the threat of strangeness that The King enshrined in 

his own heart. Yet a gain, the Ones Who Wrestle With The Name and Greet Life With 

Love found ways to defy him. This is a story of the Ones Who Left Fearôs Empire. 

***  

A Name Wrestler known to her family as Love Is Beautiful had two children, one 

called Of The Mountain and the other called Fierce Star Of The Sea. Of The 

Mountain was gifted with a clear, powerful voice and was preternaturally adept at 

knowing when to use it. A dancer and circlemaker beloved by her community, 

Fierce Star Of The Sea had a cultivated a knack for finding water when it is most 

needed . When The King decreed that all the people of The Narrow Place cast their 

sons into the river, Love Is Beautiful  had just given birth to a third child. She knew 

from the feeling she got when she looked at this childôs face that love for life is 

more powerful than the fear of The King could ever be.  

 

It was not easy to maintain, but the family did their best to hide  the child for three 

months through the miracles of their circumstances. Her husband was called A 

Friend by people who remembered their ancestor Tes  ï a proximity to power which 

gifted them with precious time not afforded to many others trying to help thei r 

families survive The Narrow Place. But the pressure from The King, his Entourage, 
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the Bosses, and all those who identified with the great fear they had unleashed in  

The Narrow Place was too much. Love Is Beautiful saw a rainbow and remembered 

a story of her ancestors, how they  had preserved life amidst a great flood by 

building an ark strong enough for all the plants, animals, birds, and every living 

thing to flourish together. When finally they could no longer keep the child safe in 

their home, she made a sturdy baske t, another kind of ark to preserve this new life 

navigating the river of experience, and called all resources available to her to 

protect the childôs way. She gave this precious gift to the river, wishing for her 

childôs protection.  

 

Fierce Star Of The Sea was sent to follow the child along the river, and create 

favorable conditions as her gifts permitted. The water brought the child  (warm and 

dry inside the ark built by Love Is Beautiful )  to the place where The Daughter of 

The King had come to bathe. The cry of the child interrupted her routine. She 

noticed the basket amidst the reeds and sent her Entourage to bring it to her. 

When she looked, she saw the child inside the ark and felt something like what 

Love Is Beautiful must ha ve felt. She knew she could not look upon this life and 

consign it to death, but her position in Fearôs Empire created a conflict. She said, 

ñWith such a will to cry from the loneliness of separation, this must be a child of 

Name Wrestlers. I do not know h ow to care for you, child. I do not wish for you to 

die, but your difference is too much for me to manage.ò Aha! The childôs sister and 

protector found her moment.  
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Fierce Star Of The Sea appeared as member of the Entourage and created a circle 

around The Kingôs Daughter. ñShall I go find a nurse who knows the ways of the 

Name Wrestlers? She will know how to care for the child. You  will carry  

responsibility  neither for life nor death.ò The Kingôs Daughter agreed this was a 

good idea and put Fierce Star Of T he Sea in charge of the initiative. As luck would 

have it , The Kingôs Daughter did not pay much attention to the everyday details 

that maintained her house . And so Fierce Star Of The Sea hired  Love Is Beautiful to 

care for the child on behalf of the throne .  

 

The child grew into independence and was given to serve the Daughter of the 

Empire of Fear under the name Drawn From The Water. Here was a child borne of 

living waters, raised by the care of those who Wrestle With A Name For Love, 

surrounded by a cultu re determined by The Kingôs Fear Of Death. The Daughter of 

Empire took pride in having spared this child from the shame of mortality ï that 

unfortunate, embarrassing byproduct of being alive, as she saw it ï when so many 

others succumbed to the weakness of  their earthly bodies.  

 

Throughout their early life, Drawn From The Waterôs strangeness was made self-

evident, as obvious as the obligation to obey the will of The King of The Narrow 

Place. To welcome the strange to your table was to upend The Narrow Plac eôs 

order, with e xceptions for  acts of charity, such as Drawn From The Water, which 

seemed to affirm  the magnanimity of the Throne for the Fear Of Death while 

reinforcing its security. To defy the order of the Throne  was to be punished by 
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death, or worse, made to live in fear. Drawn From The Water wondered, w ho would 

knowingly face such a wretched fate?  

 

Curious about this shadow of difference that haunted their every move among the 

servants of The Narrow Place, Drawn From The Water set out to see how the N ame 

Wrestlers lived . I mmediately, they were confronted by  the harsh  conditions of their 

labor:  a Boss was beating a Name Wrestler, one who was marked for punishment 

by the same strangeness that Drawn From The Water carried. Drawn From The 

Water waited to s ee if anyone would protect the Name Wrestlerôs life. When no one 

intervened, Drawn From The Water acted in the way they had been trained in The 

Narrow Place to respond to fear: by turning it into death. Drawn From The Water 

killed the Boss who was beating the Name Wrestler.  

 

Having never killed before, Drawn From  The Water didnôt know what to do with the 

Bossôs body, and tried to hide the death in the desertôs sands. Returning  to the 

workplace of the Name Wrestlers , they encountered  a pair of quarrelers . Drawn 

From The Water ask ed, ñWhy are you fighting against  yo ur own  companion?ò 

 

The quarrelers stopped and sp oke  back the name given by the Throne of The 

Narrow Place. ñDrawn From The Water,ò one says, ñyou are known to the Daughter 

of The King as a Name Wrestler. Now a  Name Wrestler has upset the orders of The 

King. And no matter how you  specifically fare as the target of The Kingôs wrath, all 

Name Wrestlers will be punished for this humiliation. Your name may protect you, 

but not for long.ò The other quarreler chimed in: ñYou are not used to the labor of 
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Wrestling  With The Names Of Things. You would do well to go get some practice. 

Your recklessness could bring the Fear Of Death upon us all.ò Drawn From The 

Water knew they were right. And when the king found out what they had done, 

they ordered Drawn From The Water  to be killed , as  the Fear Of Death beg ets  more 

death.  

 

Drawn From The Water fled, their only conceivable choice. Fierce Star Of The Sea 

guided them  to a place with a well  where the Name Wrestlersô ancestor Tes, the 

first child of the One Who Wrestled Wit h The Name to arrive in The Narrow Place, 

had once made a home. Arriving at the same time were t he Daughters of the 

Temple Of The Old Way, who had come to slake their thirst with all the animals of 

their Elderôs house. Seven in all, they met Drawn From The Water at the well kept 

by their sister, Fierce Star Of The Sea.  

 

A group of Wrestlers arrived and demanded the daughters of the The Old Way defer 

to their superior claim to the well ï the Fear Of Death was indeed coming for the 

Question Of The Name. Draw n From The Water spoke to the Wrestlers of life :  

ñThere are a s many possible names for life as are gathered around this well, and 

more. We will never run out of ways to speak the names of life if we listen to the 

love that makes life possible.ò And in that  moment, Drawn From The Water  

remembered their family, risking so much protect them, and cried out in 

simultaneous gratitude, shame and longing.  
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The Daughters of the Temple Of The Old Way, Upheld By The Struggle Of The 

Fourth Child returned to their Elder  who wanted to know: what had eased their 

labor such that they were home so soon? The Daughters told Their Elder of the 

strange person with the bearing of The Narrow Place, but speaking the language of 

the Ones Who Wrestle With The Name. They recounted how  Drawn From The Water 

asked the Wrestlers to listen for the love that makes life possible. This rem inded 

Their Elder of  an important lesson that had been held in secret for too long: life 

flourishes when the stranger is welcomed. They bid Drawn From The Wa ter break 

bread at their table, and share the work of The Old Way.  Sharing meals and 

tending to life in The Old Way, Drawn From The Water grew in love with a daughter 

of the temple known as Birdsong, and Their Elder blessed the union. Birdsong and 

Drawn F rom The Water brought into the world a child they called Beloved Stranger.  

 

Meanwhile, the heart of The King of The Narrow Place was fully consumed with the 

Fear Of  Death, which he increasingly called Hatred Of The Stranger, casting out all 

possibility for connecting to life. His fear tore through the Ones Who Wrestled like a 

wild flame, and they released a cry so powerful, it awoke the Question Of The Name  

that had visited their ancestors when life itself was at stake.  

***  

The Question  appeared to Drawn From The Water while they were at the edge of 

the desert, keeping Their Elder ôs flock grazing at a distance from the Enforcers of 

The Narrow Place. As the company arrived at the foot of a mountain, Drawn From 

The Water noticed something they had never seen before ï the image of a flame, 

emanating from a thornbush. Drawn From The Water turned to fa ce the tree on 
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fire, heart filled with awe in the presence of something they had never seen before, 

and uttered, ñHere I am, grateful to greet what I do not yet know.ò 

 

The thornbush says, ñI Noticed You, You Noticed Me, and now we are together in 

mutual r ecognition of our sacred differences. Take me in from a distance and 

remove your shoes ï it might be easier to listen with your toes in the soil. I am 

indeed The Question Of The Name that your ancestor Tes heard in dreams. Tes, the 

eleventh child of the on e who wrestled with me through the night, when he still 

went by the name Leg Puller, attached to his fatherôs legacy as One Who Laughs In 

The Face Of Fear. That fear, given to him by his own fatherôs dangerous tendency 

to take things a little to literally and throw the baby out with the bathwater ï I feel 

it running like a poison through this land. Who here speaks for Love?ò 

 

Drawn From The Water felt a wave of shame, suddenly aware of the awkward 

distance between them and their motherôs family, cast in  the  shadow of the 

empireôs protections. They turn away from The Flaming Thornbush. 

 

The Thornbush says, ñI see the circumstances of war that surround you. I see how 

hard it is to live in The Narrow Place. I see how you are besieged by the Fear Of 

Death, the o rder of the king, at every moment. I feel the pain that lies like a heavy 

cloak on the hearts of all those Asking Questions within the fortified walls of The 

Kingôs terror. And still I hear you finding ways to speak to each other of Love ï this 

is a miracl e. You have called my true name, and so I must respond. I am ready to 

lead all those asking questions in the name of Love somewhere they can call Home, 



 

 145 

that expanse that is beyond The Narrow Place, where every flower meeting a bee 

tells the life stories of  your ancestors. Turn and face me, and I will tell you how to 

bring an end to your peopleôs confinement and oppression under The Kingôs rule.ò 

 

Me? Who am I when I turn toward the unknown? Drawn From The Water hesitated, 

and then s aid  softly, ñI am for peace, but when I speak, they are at war.ò 

 

Flaming Thornbush says, ñThe Fear Of Death shouts constantly of war, it can be so 

hard to hear a call for peace. I will be with you when you speak to the people. You 

will soften their hearts so they will be ready to  come here and learn my name for 

themselves. You will know me as the rainbow after a storm, the memory of the ark 

created by Love Is Beautiful to protect your life, and the sight of a mountain 

reflected in water. When you trust yourself enough to speak fro m the love in your 

heart, we are one voice.ò 

 

ñBut what if no one believes me? How will they know Iôm telling the truth? I need to 

give them a name to wrestle with.ò 

 

ñI Am What I Am. Any time you utter the name I Am What I Am, know that I will 

always gree t you with love.ò 

 

 

 

JUST THEN, ANOTHER INTERRUPTION  
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Chapter 4:  Dirty Judaical Sensuousness; or, How I Used Art to Shield 

Myself From Academic Professionalism and Failed Repeatedly 

Abolition is presence, which means abolition is life in rehearsal, not a 

recitation of rules, much less a relentless lament.164 

 

One of the key contributions made by Womenôs Studies, Gender Studies, Sexuality 

Studies is to start with the body as the site of study, remembering that all knowledge, all 

knowing, all theorizing, all language comes from the experience of being in a body, and how our 

bodies interact with dynamics of power in relation to our material and social worlds. And this 

being a dissertation shaped within a department of Women, Gender and Sexuality Studies, the 

power dynamic at the center of our inquiry is patriarchy. Fundamentally, patriarchy is a power 

dynamic about hierarchy, relying on common sense beliefs that reinforce hierarchical thinking as 

a way to maintain social order. Of course, patriarchy does not exist in a vacuum ï other 

structures of domination and oppression such as ableism, racism, classism, colonialism, etc. all 

rely on and feed into the naturalization of social hierarchies in similar ways and unique ways. 

Patriarchy in particular enshrines three main things, I think: submission to authority, preservation 

of sameness, and reproductive functionalism as necessary for the dominant structure to survive. 

This creates an environment in which surviving patriarchy requires one to accept its terms of 

expression, adhering to a doctrine of sameness, easy categorization within a scheme of catholic 

totality.  

This project is premised on traditions of knowledge and learning that contend with this 

power structure and these deeply embedded cultural ideologies by paying attention to difference. 

 
164 Abolition on Stolen Land. 
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When the dominant social order requires one to know their place in the hierarchy and perform 

according to patriarchal expectations, identifying and amplifying what is different about oneôs 

own experience highlights the seams of the social constructs holding it all in place. At the same 

time, noticing or appreciating or amplifying or speaking out on those differences creates 

vulnerability, especially for those considered least valuable within the hierarchy. Approaching an 

understanding of difference is necessarily dialogic and conversational, resisting resolution into a 

unified image, which involves risk, intimacy, vulnerability, and coming up to the limit of 

comprehensibility. 

What follows is a vulnerable revelation of my own process of arriving at the positions I 

have taken up in this text. As is shown over and over again through feminist, queer, crip, anti-

colonial, and anti-racist attention to position ï this idea that we are each embedded in a particular 

place in space, time, and within a set of social relations ï reflection on the contexts in which our 

thoughts are formed can help reveal how difference is socially and historically constructed. For 

example, I am writing this dissertation in English because of a history of power; it is not pre-

destined that I would only ever be writing in English, but that fact results from a set of historical 

moments and decisions that have created my position in an English speaking world. 

As you follow me into the language of process, I share the questions animating this 

inquiry for me, in case they are helpful to you to make sense of the fragmented image of what 

happened before the writing coalesced into a professional document: How does my particular 

position in the world ï where I am geographically located, the cultural trainings and connections 

I bring with me and that I am surrounded by, the historical and the present circumstances that 

create my everyday reality ïshape my perspective? What can I see and understand from my 

unique position in the world, that others in another position might not? And then the flip side of 
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that, what are the limitations of my individual perspective ï what do I not notice or not have to 

pay attention to? Or what conversations do I not have access to? And what happens if I accept 

those limitations and embrace the particularity of my vision, or my awareness? How can my 

particular perspective feed into or support the collective/social visions that matter to me? And 

how can an appreciation for difference, or a softness around difference, or an interest in 

difference, alert me to these things I do and do not know as a way to connect, rather than as a 

way to separate? 

In the interaction of reading and writing that this document stages, we are all learning in 

different ways, in different contexts, with different capacities. So I make these offerings as 

conduits for you to return to your own curiosity. Including this behind-the-scenes look into the 

process through which the writing was rehearsed into form, I embrace my own unavoidable 

resistance to illusions of completeness. Palestinian-American feminist anthropologist Lila Abu-

Lughod suggests  ñ[using] resistance as a diagnostic of power.ò Diagnosis involves asking 

questions to understand what is underneath an emergent situation. Some diagnostic questions this 

work asks include: What do you notice about relationships between resistance and power? What 

do you think they can teach us about how power works, how itôs wielded and how it transforms? 

When is resistance supportive, as the seed requires a bit of resistance in order to burst through, 

and when is resistance constricting? If resistance involves some kind of pressure, who or what is 

applying pressure, and on/to whom is pressure applied? The strategy here is to practice coming 

into presence with our current location ï in embodied and creative ways as well as reflective and 

analytical ways ï so we can see more clearly the flows of history that have constructed this 

edifice for learning in which we find ourselves together, and how those flows simultaneously 

particularize our experience here and connect us to all other elsewheres. 
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Rehearsal Manifesto  

 

Places! Places everyone!  

The actors are summoned to meet the moment before the play begins; a spatiotemporal 

register of experience that has been called anticipatory, prophetic, queer; a turn toward the 

horizon of possibility. We heretical fools have trained for this moment: surrendering to our 

preparation and trusting the familiarity we have cultivated with our craft, we move together into 

the radical, transformative now of The Show.  

Capacity to respond to a call to places indicates a history of rehearsal ï an ethics and 

aesthetics of process, the cultivation of shared ritual intelligence, an embodied memory of power 

played out in particular contexts of space and time. Rehearsal involves tuning into self, 

ensemble, and audience with all our instruments of interpretation ready to be inspired. In 

rehearsal, a text (a question, a problem, an image, a dream, a world) is approached as a site of 

collective inquiry, a place to find the nuances of its enactments and the contours of its 

emergence; to activate its potential to enliven a shared practice of transformation; and to 

celebrate our work with our friends. I, the writer, invite You, the reader, to join me as we prepare 

for the arrival of the unknowable present together with a rehearsal orientation, creating safety 

through interdependent creative practice. May we respond to the geography of the moment with 

care, animated by a spirit of play. 
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First, A Process Psalm
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25 Kislev 5783  

(After The Wreck)  

 

plant a seed of gratitude  

 

My past arrives to remind me: people 

need more help. More care. Easier 

access to life -sustaining resources. 

More time for the slow process of 

creating with relat ional integrity. I 

have the most to learn from my 

failures.  

 

I notice how my dog is an embodied 

reflection of the quality of time we 

spend together. I feel a swell of 

gratitude for Rue and all my teachers 

of friendship, the art of being in a 

place, togeth er  

 

Then I remember to look for my 

notebook ðmy favorite writing utensil 

is waiting for me inside. I gaze 

lovingly at the pencil I purchased at 

the Yoko Ono retrospective at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery earlier this 

year. 165  ñIMAGINE,ò it reads in blue, 

the mes sage revealed as I turn the 

instrument between my fingers. And  

 

 

 
165 which is to say, there is more to the story 

I am grateful to the lifeartists who 

have taught me to arrive at the 

eruption of necessary expression  

prepared  

to wage peace and love upon myself 

first  

so I may meet the page with the 

wisdom of softness  

and precision in my vision  

of careôs revolutionary potential.  

 

I am reenacting for You the prophetic 

moment of sensing a poem happening 

and having the tools to receive it, 

because I believe in poetry as an  

effective technique for making contact 

with  

other possible worlds  

 

(And I can only tell You what itôs like 

for Me)  

 

I want to know, what is Your favorite 

writing utensil? What do You use when 

You need to bring a felt experience 

into language? Where in You r body do 

You feel the need to write something 

down?  
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