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Introduction

rt and activism” seems to be at the tip of everyone’s tongue. Since at 
least 2014, when New York City became embroiled in the Black Lives 
Matter protests, and, by some estimations, stretching all the way back to 
1989, politically-involved artists have been creating with increased ur-

gency, developing new forms in an attempt to intervene in public life. Like all 
revolutions in form, the way forward isn’t clear and simple. Not even the ter-
minology is straightforward, and the distinctions between “active” and “po-
litical,” “individualistic” and “communitarian,” “aesthetic and ethical” bleed 
together. We’ve included the work of 6 artists, 5 writers, and 2 community or-
ganizers in this volume of the No Home Journal, people from diverse back-
grounds all chewing on the same question: What is art’s relationship to activism? 
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are densely filled with neatly lined stitches, and I learn about the 
stitch-ins hosted by Nguyen in Brooklyn and Manhattan, clin-
ics in California, Georgia, Massachusetts, and Michigan holding 
stitch-ins to support the cause, and individuals mailing person-
alized squares from all over the country. Surely with this much 
support, I imagine, we’ll reach 5.4 million soon. 
 For a radical artist whose portfolio includes weaving her 
own hair as well as others’ in a project entitled i hope to find you 
at the end of this, an emotionally charged live performance ad-
vocating for suicide prevention, Chi Nguyen looks unassuming 
enough—petite, with long, silky black hair and a sparkling smile, 
her friendliness disarms me and the others with whom she chats 
casually about the grave topic at hand. She mentions the signifi-
cance of her medium—embroidery, a craft (rather than a fine art 
form) almost exclusively associated with women. In an interview 
with Vice, Nguyen coined the term “subversive stitch,” encourag-
ing women to “reclaim their craft” by using it to fight for the “right 
to our bodies, our choices, and our destinies.” 
 I ponder the idea of “craft” vs. “art”—an inherently worth-
based and hotly debated distinction. Craft, though easy to iden-
tify, is difficult to define. Works of craft follow specific structures 
and require skills which often must be taught, and its results 
usually, though not always, have functional uses (clothing, fur-
nishings, utensils), as well as aesthetic appeal. Yet craft has long 
been deemed inferior to art—since the Renaissance, in fact. In 
her TED-ED Talk “What’s the difference between art and craft?,” 
educator Laura Morelli traces the history of the dichotomy back 
to Leonardo da Vinci, citing a book written by Giorgio Vasari, a 
contemporary of his, called Lives of the Most Excellent Painters,  
 Sculptors, and Architects, which elevated Da Vinci, among 
other master artists of the time, to “rock-star status,” leaving the 
term “artisan” for the craftsmen and tradesmen who had brilliant 
skills for creating items both exquisite and functional, yet fading 
into mundanity. However, craft maintained its status until the In-
dustrial Revolution, when it was doomed to its inferior position 
as decorative art, no longer useful enough to be necessary in the 
age of industry, but not elevated to the level of fine art. Craft found 
itself trapped in the pages of women’s magazines, as entertainment 
for idle housewives. 
 As craft became woman’s domain in the early twentieth 
century, the crafting industry exploded, with handcrafts increas-
ing wildly in popularity—a 1998 survey found a shocking 97% of a 
group of women aged 55-64 had participated in some sort of craft-
ing activity in their lifetimes. Yet it seems its designation as “wom-
an’s work” has stifled craft’s reach—craft today certainly doesn’t 
have the dignity and respect of fine art, and is often relegated to 
the roles of hobby or pastime, craftwork considered “kitsch” or 
“quirky.” Though craft requires immense patience, skill, and com-
mitment, just as art does, it remains inferior, just as women find 
their bodies, skills, and opinions less valued than those of men. 
In 5.4 Million and Counting, Nguyen emphasizes the power of 
women’s craft—the blanket produced from this project spans the 
width of the crowd of protestors, a symbol of solidarity showing 
not only the presence of this movement, but the dedication and 
time given on an individual level to create such a complex and 
massive banner. While this piece may be defined as craft, it sends 
a message no singularly-authored piece of art could—it silently 
communicates the hours spent hunched over a table, the universal 
difficulty of threading a needle, the inevitability of pin pricks—
and it spans over five countries and twenty-five states (ArtReport), 
where many different people experienced those very sensations.
 On March 2nd, the Supreme court re-assessed the constitu-
tionality of HB2, and Nguyen, along with other protesters, includ-
ing members of the Center for Reproductive Rights, conducted a 
rally with the fruit of her labors—a gigantic quilt of hundreds of 
individually stitched patches covered with tally marks (including 
one hand stitched by yours truly). At the rally, the blanket boasted 
over 300,000 stitches, covering the attendees with the contribu-
tions of over five hundred individuals and serving as a protective 
shield against the aggression of anti-choice protestors. 
 I’m sure you can imagine my surprise upon reading the 
stitch count at the rally, having expected a much higher number, 
albeit naïvely—I’m no math person. The contributions of a huge 
number of individuals didn’t even scratch the surface of millions. 
This discovery—the surprisingly low stitch count despite the size 
of the quilt—simply drives home the importance of the Supreme 
Court’s decision by demonstrating the sheer volume of people af-
fected by it. The decision won’t be revealed until June, but Nguyen 
will continue to host stitch-ins and collect swatches via mail, and 
plans to persist until she reaches 5.4 million. 
 If 300,000 stitches create a quilt this enormous, 5.4 mil-
lion stitches will reach an epic scale. It will demonstrate the pure 
injustice of giving 5.4 million women access to only ten safe abor-
tion clinics by showing how much space, time, and effort are truly 
needed to get to 5.4 million. I suddenly understand why the fabric 
swatches are so thin—otherwise the quilt would weigh a stagger-
ing amount. In choosing a giant quilt to demonstrate her message, 
Chi Nguyen puts strength in women’s hands, reminding us that 
our unique and defining quality is our ability to create, both with 
craft and with our bodies. Men have policed women’s bodies and 
choices for centuries, but with this quilt, we demonstrate our au-
tonomy, our creation, and we take the power back from the men 
trying to control our ability to choose. United, we use our craft to 
show our presence, our dedication, and our fearlessness in the face 
of the man.
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Chi Nguyen’s 5.4 Million and Counting doesn’t look like much 
at first—a diverse group of average-looking people sit around a 
long, cloth-covered table in Textile Arts Center’s Manhattan lo-
cation, chatting over various libations and stitching tally marks 
on patches of thin fabric. Their conversations range as widely as 
their age groups, from the septuagenarians sipping red wine and 
chatting about art at one end of the table to the millennials talking 
politics and laughing over cheap beers at the other. 
 Yet underneath this comfortable, laid-back atmosphere 
runs a live wire—the potential energy of activists at work. From 
my seat near the middle of the table, I see Nguyen floating seam-
lessly from one group to another, pollinating each with potent 
information regarding her cause: women’s reproductive rights in 
Texas. 
 While stitching on paper-thin fabric stretched tightly over 
a small embroidery hoop, I learn about the Supreme Court case 
brought by the Center for Reproductive Rights in an attempt to 
override Texas’s 2013 law “HB2,” which imposed strict regulations 
on the state’s forty abortion clinics, demanding, as Vice put it, the 
“hospital-like” conditions of ambulatory surgical centers as well 
as admitting privileges at a nearby hospital, both standards which 
medical institutions such as the American Medical Association and 
the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists consid-
er unnecessary for clinics providing safe and legal abortions. This 
law has already closed at least twenty-one of the state’s clinics, and 
would ultimately leave only ten available to the 5.4 million women 
of reproductive age living there. Wait times at these clinics have 
skyrocketed, and Texas residents have been forced to “take more 
days off . . . work, lose income . . . find child care, and arrange and 
pay for transportation for hundreds of miles,” as CEO of Whole 
Women’s Health Amy Hagstrom Miller stated. Worse yet, multi-
ple Texas clinics have reported increases in self-induced abortions 
since HB2 passed. 
 Back at the Textile Arts Center, the mood is light despite 
the heavy subject of the project. Each tally mark dutifully stitched 
represents one of the 5.4 million women of reproductive age in 
Texas whose rights the Center for Reproductive Rights is fight-
ing to return. The activity itself is mundane, almost Zen in its re-
petitiveness. Looking around, it seems as though 5.4 tallies might 
not be so hard to achieve—many participants’ circular frames 
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Art . . . Science . . . ACTION!
Sammy Dalati

There’s an HVAC duct that runs the length of the AC Institute, 
from the front, near the elevators and shelves with its rows of in-
house-published books and magazines, all the way to the back, 
past two bathrooms that open directly onto the gallery, disappear-
ing into a wall. It evokes the inside-out look of lofts in SoHo, the 
center of the art world just fifteen years ago, and Holly Crawford, the Insti-
tute’s director, gazes at it appreciatively. We’re two blocks from MoMA, where 
the AC Institute, after getting starved out of Chelsea last year, has relocated, 
and put on a medley of one-night shows (you don’t get much foot traffic four 
floors up), mostly performance-based. These days, when everyone 
and their mother hates the art market, performance is definitely the 
way to go; anything that can’t be commodified is, ironically, a hot com-
modity.
         Twenty minutes after six, sarah olimpia and Symbios, who make 
up two parts of the collective Borromean Resistance, were still bustling 
around, adjusting lighting and making sure that their three computer-op-
erated pieces were working. The curator and gallery staff had slipped into 
dresses, but the artists hadn’t changed out of their work clothes: olimpia 
was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans, and Symbios, who’d told Dorothy Lam; 
Zihong, the curator, beforehand, that he’d go to the opening in some-
thing “super futuristic,” a black shirt, jogger pants, and a peak-
ed cap, replete with pen holder. If the pen had been a feather, he 
might have been Robin Hood.
         As people started to trickle in, the curator and staff di-
rected them to worksheets on clipboards, which were spread on 
a table at the front, and asked them to meander through the ex-
hibition, answering the questions on the worksheets as they went. 
They were to return to the front at 8:00 for a group discussion.
         I followed a small group that went toward the back, walking past 
a fish tank full of ice water and a monitor displaying a rainbow-hued orb to 
congregate in front of what looked like a computer chip, projections of com-
puter desktops displaying an array of graphs and readouts backlight-
ing them as they turned and looked first at the computer chip then 

at the displays, and back, seemingly confused, which they were, 
because one of the guys piped up a few seconds later with “what 
is it?,” asked of no one in particular,  but luckily for him Lam was in 
the vicinity and had been eyeing the group, and by the time he had closed her 
mouth she’d glided over. “It’s a bitcoin miner,” she explained. You were supposed 
to tweet for it to continue its work or stop. “For what?” someone asked. She told 
them the stakes were high: All bitcoin proceeds were being donated 
to 350.org, the climate activism organization.
         When I asked a girl who was bustling away how she’d vot-
ed, she seemed uncomfortable. “It feels worse to vote ‘stop,’” she 
squirmed, and she’d voted “continue,” though she admitted she’d 
been unable to understand what she was voting for.
         In a room of its own, Breath Connector—a monolithic ter-
rarium reminiscent of the sinister tablet in 2001: A Space Odys-
sey—was also causing difficulties. “Maybe it’ll work if my mouth is 
on it better,” muttered a man cupping a facemask in two hands, an 
umbilical-like tube snaking down from it to the side of the terrarium. 
On the didactic—which was also on a clipboard—the directives “Breath 
regularly, clear your mind” and “breath out through the mask” were writ-
ten. If you could see the plants it meant the CO2 levels in the tank were hos-
pitable for them, and they’d be dimly illuminated by the snaking LED lights 
that crisscrossed over the dirt. The man puffed into the facemask again, 
looking aggravated. “Clear your mind,” the directions said. The person beside 
him squinted, trying to figure out whether the LEDs were getting brighter. 
“I’m going to see if it’s broken,” said Symbios, slipping past them 
and disappearing behind a stud wall. 
         Olimpia, who holds a degree in electrical engineering 
from NYU, assured me that confusion was a crucial component 
of the show. We were standing beside the tank of ice water, and one-by-one 
people were mounting a platform behind it, looking like they were climbing the 
gallows, and they’d stand for a moment on the platform, breathing 
deeply and eyeing the water, before summoning their courage and 
submerging their hands. Each time someone did it there was a cheer.

         “Hans Haacke is a huge influence,” olimpia told 
me—and though Capital Generator, the bitcoin miner 
with the Twitter poll, was inspired by Haacke’s 1970 
piece MoMA Poll, and Breath Connector by Condensation 
Cube—the real forerunner here is Natalie Jeremijenko. Jeremi-
jenko, who runs the Environmental Health Clinic (you can watch 
her 2009 TED Talk about it online), and over past few years has 
become somewhat of a celebrity in the crossover field of science 
art, is after something she calls eco-mindshift. Her goal, 
as she states at TED, is “about creating interfaces that draw peo-
ple into the environment [to] get them to reimagine collective 
action,” A key component of her work is interactive 
technology, and olimpia and Lam, who took her class 
at NYU, were struck.
         Olimpia explained that, despite the pieces’ sci-
ence-y trappings they were really just big metaphors 
for activism, which to a large degree is characterized 
by confusion and frustration, like any political work 
in the United States. The amount of effort it takes to 
get the gears of government to move is hard to predict, and 
more often than not it seems like individual contributions amount 
to nothing. The show was, then, for her at least, about reframing an 
often-disheartening line of work in such a way that its 
poetic overtones could be felt. “I want to make thera-
py for activists,” olimpia said, simply, before launching 
into a tirade against the excesses of the art world.
         A girl jerked her hands out of the tank, spray-
ing us and the carpet with water. “It’s gone,” someone 
said from the front, and I walked over to see that the ball of 
color that had been on the monitor, and which had seemed 
to bear some tangential relationship to the ice tank, and 
had been developing some swirls as more and more 
people stuck their hands in the water, had vanished.
         After the show, the bitcoin miner was revealed to have 
generated one cent for 350.org, a laughably small amount, and at 
twenty cents per kilowatt-hour this yield had actually cost mon-
ey. “If you interpret the data, it’s pretty obvious,” said 
olimpia.
         Effort Collector, too, wasn’t what it had seemed. 
A girl who had “gone rogue,” as Symbios put it, and 
had kept her hands in for an inordinately long amount 
of time had wrecked it. “Artists think they’ll make one 
piece that will change the world,” Symbios explained, 
and he’d programmed the sphere of color to disappear 
if anyone tried any heroics.   
         “I go to a lot of openings in New York,” one 
girl piped up, “and I’m sure the art is ‘conceptual’ or 
‘beautiful,’ but that doesn’t mean anything to me. I’m 
glad this show actually meant something.” Symbios 
concurred—“My hope is that people will stop making 
jerk-off abstract expressionist paintings,” he said.
         “When you’re comfortable with discomfort is 
it still uncomfortable?” the curator asked, and every-
one was quiet for a moment, processing. For me, the 
show did have the feeling of a science fair, something 
the gallery was initially worried about, and though it 
might be facile to compare performance (x+1) with di-
dactic exhibitions at museums like San Francisco’s Ex-
ploratorium and the Museum of Science and Industry 
in Chicago, why not? The only difference, of course, is 
that this is art, and what you’re actually supposed to be 
learning, if anything, is far from clear.

A

Art has always been valued for its usefulness, 
but by different groups of people for different reasons. 
For centuries it was the plaything of royalty and the ar-
istocracy, used like a sort of dazzle camouflage to draw 
attention away from their misuse of power. Following 
the Enlightenment, and overlapping with the dawn of 
the Modern Era (which I define as the past hundred 
and fifty years—post-industrialization in Europe), art 
was invoked and employed by insurgents—figures like 
Charles Fourier, Karl Marx, Rudolf Steiner, Vladimir 
Lenin, and Joseph Beuys—who saw art as a unique do-
main, a proving ground for new ideas that wasn’t con-
strained by bureaucracies or tradition, a banner un-
der which human beings could come together and 
develop novel solutions to the world’s problems, and 
also a means for the implementation of those solutions. 
 In 2016, as we witness a new flowering of political 
and social-practice art, the question of art’s utility again 
comes to the fore. But does an emphasis on “utility,” the 
domain of many things besides art, miss the point of 
art? What’s to be lost in an emphasis on utility? To an-
swer that, we need to first consider what makes art art. 
 According to Jacques Rancière, we are in the 
midst of an era that ascribes value to art according to 
aesthetic qualities. While in vernacular English the term 
“aesthetic” is closely related to the term “beauty,” it does 
in fact denote something much more specific: a unique 
sense, aisthesis, from Greek, which combines cognition 
and physical perceptions, and is a sense crucial to the 
apprehension of that ineffable something that underlies 
beauty; something known as “aesthetic quality.” While 
beauty remains indefinable, having no aspects that occur 
consistently across time and cultures, aesthetics clarifies, 
explaining what precedes the judgment that something is 
beautiful. The aesthetic regime of art, one Rancière posits 
has existed since the French Revolution, is a regime which 
privileges aesthetics over any ideology’s formulation of 
“good art,” thereby accounting for the boundless muta-
bility art’s form has evinced since the advent of the ME.
 What’s interesting about artistic discourse in 
2016 is how this dominant mode of evaluation—aesthet-
ics—is being discarded by some in favor of evaluations 
which base themselves on the conceptual paratexts of 
ethics and civic duty. This shift in the methodology of 
evaluation has two precedents in the ME, the first com-
ing during the period that followed the Russian Revolu-
tion and the second during the period following the 1968 

protests in France, two key moments of political and social 
turmoil that saw intellectuals invest as a body in popular 
utopian aspirations. Its re-emergence during the past two 
decades has been attributed by Claire Bishop to reverbera-
tions from the fall of the Soviet Union and the dive into the 
digital age, its major symptom in the art world having been, 
initially, Relational Aesthetics. It can be hypothesized that 
the backflips into social practice that arose after the Rus-
sian Revolution, after the events of 1968, and in 1989—all 
of which were accompanied by new moralistic means of 
evaluation—were practical responses by artists to situations 
simple and evocative enough to impell them to “take sides.” 
 In a climates like these, and in true Marxist fash-
ion, evaluating art according to the dictates of poorly un-
derstood aesthetic qualities becomes absurd, and recourse 
is found in the clearly delineated territory of ethics. Today’s 
phenomenon was adumbrated by theorists who preached 
Identity Politics, and who for decades demonized the aes-
thetic object for its role in perpetuating iniquity. Now, for 
social practice and political artists, a certain positivistic 
moralism that favors the communal and the collaborative 
over the individualistic takes the place of overthrown aes-
thetics, but the risk, as Bishop points out, for socially en-
gaged artists is that their works will be judged only on their 
ethical merits, and why they’re done as art or what they 
(often in more ambiguous terms) achieve as art will be ig-
nored. Ethics-minded evaluations of socially-collaborative 
work, which preempt aesthetic considerations and cleave to 
an approach that is foundationally humanistic and thus sub-
ject to the same failings and simplifications (e.g., the oft-cit-
ed “active creator/passive viewer” binary that occludes the 
viewer’s subjectivity), may ultimately hinder art’s ability to 
be impactful as art and thus destroy an essential avenue 
for the expression of radical thoughts. Despite the desire 
that critics of aesthetics have for creating a new and more 
just paradigm, discarding aesthetics as a means of evalua-
tion will most likely result in the creation of the same dull 
work that has characterized “public art” up until this point.
 The point isn’t that art and politics should ex-
ist in completely separate domains, but that the pro-
motion of ends-oriented art, especially ends-oriented 
art that’s supposed to solve contemporaneous political 
problems, is short-sighted and c a n  p r e e mp t  p i e c -
e s  f r o m  a c h i e v i n g  a r t i s t i c  f u l l n e s s ,  f r o m 
b e c o m i n g  t h e  k i n d  o f  a r t  t h a t  i s  r a r e l y,  i f 
e v e r,  p r o p e r l y  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  i t s  o wn day, but 
which is likely to bear compelling fruit down the road. 
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Death, Beauty, 
& Bling
Amy Zhang

The last time I saw such large tapestries, they were hung 
on the Vatican Museum walls in Rome (papal scenes in mut-
ed reds and browns, Italian princes in funny hats). Or, rather, 
it was in home goods stores in Brooklyn, the faux tapestries 
adorned with flowers, not unlike the carpet rolled under my 
mother’s couch, forgotten and dust-covered.
 Ebony G. Patterson makes tapestries new again in her 
first New York solo show, Ebony G. Patterson: Dead Treez. 
Pulled from their usual European and/or domestic contexts, 
the tapestries hold narratives of more political significance, 
narratives particular to Patterson’s experiences growing up 
and living in Kingston, Jamaica. 
 Walking into the third floor exhibition at the Muse-
um of Arts and Design, the first thing I notice are the spar-
kles. The bling. I have to reorient myself—most of the art-
work is laid out flat on the floor, save for Swag Swag Krew, an 
arrangement of bedazzled and patterned mannequins in the 
corner that, at first glance, reminds me of an H&M window 
display. 
 From the gallery text I learn that the bodiless, heavily 
embellished clothing sewn into the tapestries were inspired 
by images and reports of violent deaths that Patterson saw 
circulating on social media. Suddenly, their expansive flat-
ness and placement on the floor makes me uncomfortable. 
The clothes are arranged to suggest bodies shot in movement; 
legs splayed, arms spread. Walking around the tapestries I 
feel like a witness to a sinister scene but I can’t stop looking 
(Is that really a Mario Kart emblem? A flower-patterned toy 
gun?). They’re scenes of brutality that are depicted with such 
aesthetic overload, but each intricate detail denotes a deep 
consideration on the artist’s part. 
 Patterson places two pairs of shoes—men’s brown 
loafers and teal high-heels—in front of where we found 
them. It’s a smart way for Patterson to force the viewer to 
think about his or her position as witness to scenes of public 
violence. The shoes rest on top of pink crochet flowers which 
extrude from the rectangular tapestry, creating a space be-
yond the photograph-like scene. A pair of people are stand-
ing nearby, watching the scene, and a well-heeled pair at 
that. Are they complicit? 
 But the tapestries are also less literal than that. A 
piece that I keep walking around and around is wilted rosez. 
It’s only after a few minutes of staring at the sparkles, col-
ors, and objects that I begin to identify the many layers that 
Patterson pieced together: jacquard flowers, painted flowers, 
knitted flowers, yarn, sequins, glitter. Black flowers erupt 

from the tapestry like a pox, as if the whole scene has been 
taken over by a disease that is growing from the ground. I 
note, throughout the gallery, the intermingling of organ-
ic objects and man-made, consumerist objects, which are 
placed together in a web that suspends the hinted-at body. 
Paradoxically, life seems in full bloom—you would only de-
scribe the tapestries as vibrant.
 While the flamboyant and colorful clothing is bor-
rowed from Jamaican dancehall culture, (explained in the 
gallery text) it seems no accident that it’s not stated clearly 
whether the murder victims only belong in a Jamaican con-
text. The clothes evoke bodies, but they’re hollow; no body 
claims them. In root and shrubz 2014, a toy car and toy gun 
are glued onto the tapestry, and when I saw it I immediately 
thought of Tamir Rice. In where we found them, the two 
pairs of shoes made me think of the four hours that Michael 
Brown was laid out on the street after he was shot, for all eyes 
to see. Whatever Paterson’s purpose was, the tapestries cer-
tainly arrived for their American debut at a time when they 
are needed, challenging us to spend more time reimagin-
ing the murder scenes and also the lives of the victims.
 Because of what the media shows us, I realized 
that the images we get are ones of darkness. Grainy and 
hard to decipher, they contain a dreariness that makes 
us want to look away. At a glance, we see only bod-
ies. We don’t see their owners’ hobbies, family relationships, 
quirks and talents—we see only bodies in relation to vio-
lence. We see a victim, or as media sometimes narrates, a 
provoker. 
 In Politics of the Imagination, the anthropologist 
David Graeber writes that violence is essentially a form of 
stupidity that bureaucrats can wield, stupidity in the 
sense that violence does not require any empathy or 
understanding from the wielder of the gun—it is a reaction 
to a situation whereby people are transformed into objects. 
In Dead Treez, Paterson forces us to look, for a long time, 
at these victims in their lost lives’ colorful glory, at all the 
details that were stripped away. 

By all accounts, a firm recognition and understanding of the aesthetics and socio-political implications 
of living during the Anthropocene should be evident in contemporary society. The gradual collapse and flattening of 
various systems—political, social and cultural—into the de-limiting fragility of our chaotic ecosystem is a globally recog-
nized phenomenon. Scientific and political boundaries have been drawn and are constantly being re-defined by changing 
geographical features and catastrophic meteorological events while simultaneously being countered by community-driven 
(i.e., grassroots) initiatives instigating meaningful impact against the driving forces set to gradually reveal total biological 
extinction. Emmelhainz traces the difficulty humanity has grasping the total collapse of social systems within a rapidly 
decaying biosystem, noting “neither our condition of finitude nor the world after the human has been imagined, and the 
massive human impact on the Earth, with its long-term geomorphic implications, has become unintelligible.” While on 
the macro level, ecological implications of unchecked consumerism exist only between the lines of political news head-
lines and weather channel reports, community activists continually join forces to indicate a potent need for social and 
environmental change as instrumental efforts to promote biological survival. These post-consumer (utopic?) communities 
demand more from daily interaction and labor practices 
than entrenched capitalist interpretations of the value of 
production and material goods, requiring that commu-
nity members actively engage in problem solving and 
focusing on a value-added approach. ECOAGE @THE 
KITCHEN, No Home Gallery’s current exhibition, en-
capsulates the spirit of a creative class actively grappling 
with post-consumer ethics of art-making in the Anthro-
pocene.

The collaborative efforts of artists Emmaline Payette and 
Paulapart, as ECO AGE, are well served by the ideals of 
the space which the exhibit inhabits. That space is the 
Kitchen, an incubator where creative individuals join to-
gether to create collaborative cultural impact, both com-
plementing and demanding the artistic and socially dis-
cursive methods ECO AGE employs at the site. Through 
an immersive, site-specific visual and auditory instal-
lation alongside a series of communal workshops and 
events, ECOAGE, at the Kitchen—curated by Dorothy 
Lam; ZiHong—echoes efforts at the grassroots level to 
both draw attention to the declining viability of consum-
erism and to creatively reverse the tide of the consum-
erist impulse. This is achieved by means of creative and 
artistic solutions to problems such as waste and environ-
mental destruction. ECOAGE taps into demonstrations 
of citizen participation and communal activism, which 
are fast proving the most vital ways to instigate positive 
impact on the international scene. Heterogeneous efforts 
are increasingly made to create and strengthen links be-
tween the scientific, political, and creative communities 
in order to engender constructive policy-making during 
the Anthropocene age. With regard to ECOAGE as a 
“public” work of art, that is, an artwork openly inviting 
an inclusive and diverse public to enter and experience 
the installation and related programming, it holds true 
to Doherty’s claim that “experience has taught us that the 
most powerful artworks in the public realm rarely con-
form to preconceived ideas about what scale, materials, location, or form a public artwork should take.” This surprising ar-
ray of scale and materials is apparent in the complex variety of materials found in ECOAGE. Visiting the exhibit, guests are 
greeted by multivalent sensory encounters: small post-consumer sculptures evoke natural, organic materials such as shells, 
inspiring introspective encounters with a re-constructed “nature.” The size of these structures, made from PVC piping 
among other materials, ranges from slightly larger than ordinary seashells found in nature to gigantic, suspended, three-
foot-wide works dangling above kitchen tables. These works are interspersed through a richly biodiverse environment: 
potted plants share space with synthetically created objects within a constructed architectural landscape, that is, the inner 
sanctum that is the Kitchen’s interior environment. Soft-form sculptures of rocks, born from recycled plastics, populate 
the various corners between sofas and tables in the shared communal space. Nature’s variety of textures and organic audio 
impressions (natural ambient noises are filtered through the extant shell sculptures) are carefully instilled throughout a 
lived space, both inhabiting and rehabilitating this anthropocentric commune for creative problem solving. A hand-drawn 
map of creative thought processes outlining the interstitial connections between our environment, activism, the art world, 
and means and methods of data collection stands in dialogue across the room with an ink landscape that, upon closer 
inspection, reveals itself to be composed over various paper receipts. Slow and eventual growth is privileged over fast and 
disruptive industrial methodology as a generative space is fostered in ECO AGE: a space for creative reflection and organic 
growth.

ECOAGE as an environmentally-sensitive exhibit successfully supplants consumerist imagery with co-opted imagery 
from natural structures, thus subverting the sign value in a contemporary society oversaturated with imagery and replac-
ing market signifiers with apparent pro-environmental stimuli. This co-optation of the sign value demonstratively hi-jacks 
our shared capitalistic visual vocabulary, taking on the role of what Emmelhainz describes as “sign-value [replacing] ex-
change-value mean[ing] that material things are no longer consumed directly, but [are] operat[ing] instead as cognitive 
signs embedded in and around viewers.” The hands-on access to ECOAGE’s soft-sculpture eco- “signs” present throughout 

the space—soft-sculpture “rocks” that transition from being props for iPhones and Bluetooth speakers to “rock-gardens” 
pristinely inhabiting room corners—only adds to an awareness of the simulacrum of nature unfolding in this inhabited 
urban space, and, by proxy, within the subconscious of a media-saturated society. 

Alongside this ongoing interactive environment are talks and events structured to foment civic participation and activate 
dialectical encounters. Eco Yoga and natural-dye-making classes are scheduled for an open, participatory public, as are an 
E-CO-SHARE potluck and materials collection station. These active and participatory events, existing in counterpart to 
ECOAGE as an installation work, highlight the urgencies of art processes continuing to inspire social dialogue and critical 
engagement within a rapidly deteriorating ecosystem. Our current trauma—enduring catastrophic climate change stem-
ming from ongoing effects sparked by the Industrial Revolution—is being actively battled as think tanks and influencers 
seek to reverse the rapid acceleration now taken as a matter of course in the Anthropocene age. Multiple communities are 
combining efforts to highlight ways our current society drains our capacity for natural resources, including the creative 
community. These efforts are ongoing and have roots in pre-existing activist and art movements: Thompson discusses the 
ongoing actions taken by the artistic community to divert resources to cultural agencies and movements culminating in 
his exploration of “social aesthetics,” a process begun in the mid-1990s during a time of growing recognition of human-
ity’s strained resources and negative environmental impact. Traces of ECOAGE are observed in Thompson’s description 
of “[an] art that was at once more social and interpersonal, and unafraid to be immaterial and immediate. It was an art 
of actions . . . an art that involved people . . . in essence, the activation of the social was the art.” ECOAGE as staged at the 
Kitchen necessarily precipitates social engagement and constructive creative encounters: communities are activated as 
agents for positive change for the duration of the installation and during the exhibit’s many activities. Social aesthetics as 
a participatory process, and thus necessarily an activism, is found in the key elements of ECOAGE@THE KITCHEN. In 
structuring moments of interconnected communal discourse around the role of arts in subverting climate change, ECO-
AGE works toward artist Tacita Dean’s utopic vision of a place “not bound by the rules of human time; [where] we can be 
free of a history that cannot mark a surface in constant flux like that of the sea or shifting dunes of the desert, or one brutal-
ized by weather or extremity . . . we can imagine prehistory and can see the future.” ECOAGE fosters an open and accepting 
creative process and a harmonious space of meditation, with mediation found in the crosshairs of post-industrial materials 
and natural flora which strikes at the heart of issues prevalent in the Anthropocene. Setting the stage for impactful dialogue 
within creative communities, the exhibit succeeds in forming a contemporary locus for artistic intervention and setting up 
new parameters for conversation in generating effective strategies at the intersection of art and environmental activism.
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In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. Amherst, 
NH, was founded in 1760, and in 1883 Daniel F. Secomb pub-
lished his history of the town, quoting an anonymous early 
settler, who described the conditions in New England at the 
time: “A howling wilderness it was, where no man dwelt. The 
hideous yells of wolves, the shrieks of owls, the gobblings of 
turkeys, and the barking of foxes, was all the music we heard. 
All a dreary waste and exposed to a thousand difficulties.”
         In 2015, looking at the social landscape, Nato Thomp-
son wrote things like this: “To study art and activist projects 
that have attempted to address the underlying conditions 
of social and cultural capital and the privatization 

of space is to home in on a productive lens through which 
to view models for contemporary action.”
         For readers raised on a diet of French and German 
philosophy, this sentence might not seem too far outside 
the pale, but it should—and it’s only the beginning. Though 
we’re certainly no longer a country where the farmers read 
Homer (if ever we were), Thompson’s book—Seeing Power: 
Art and Activism in the 21st Century, recently re-launched 
by Melville House—represents a new low; grammatically be-
fuddling, highly derivative, and tiringly Marxist, it provides 
sobering evidence of our intellectual, and especially of our 
lingual, bankruptcy.
         “Capital” [read “money”] is the problem, Thompson 
argues, no doubt hoping to excite the anger of 18-35-year-
olds saddled with debt, as he swings, um, languidly (this 
book is not scholarly—for a real exploration of art and ac-
tivism, see Claire Bishop: Artificial Hells) from the coattails 
of nineteenth and twentieth century intellectuals. Baudril-
lard, Adorno, Marx, Deleuze, Sontag, and someone called 
Henri Lefebvre make up his repertoire, along with dozens of 
well named but otherwise unknown artists and collectives, 
and they provide the material for fascile theories, chief among 
them (along with the revelation that money is the root of all 
evil) is the conjecture that only one distinction matters in 
art: the distinction between what’s didactic (activist art), and 
what’s ambiguous (everything else). A theory like this really 
comes as no surprise from such a harried arts administrator 
as Thompson, someone who’s expected to parse innumerable 
art objects and projects while keeping his eye on the clock 
and his hand on the pocketbook, but still, it’s a disappoint-
ment. Shouldn’t one of this country’s “leading intellectu-
als”—as he’s annointed on the dust cover—be able to offer 
more substantial fare?
         To be honest, aside from the discourses on capital 
and on ambiguous art, I couldn’t understand much from the 
book, which was so badly written that Thompson’s ideas often 
simply didn’t translate. Maybe it’s intentional. At the book launch last 
month in NYU’s Einstein Auditorium, the packed hall hung on 
his every word. Afterwards, my friend turned to me: “Did he 
give us any answers?” she asked, annoyed. As Thompson writes in 
an uncommon moment of lucidity near the end of the 
book, “none of the questions has been resolved.” Surely, 
the Amherstian would have slapped him. Why even write?
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The NHJ isn’t the only organ with con-
tinental ambitions: Serena Adlerstein 
and Anya Opshinsky are two artists and 
community organizers who are traveling 
cross-country this year, working with and 
and observing the workings of eight orga-
nizations that use the arts to foster change 
in their communities. The NHJ caught up 
with them as they were driving through 
Tornado Alley.

NHJ:  I’ve got a very simple lead-off 
question, but it’s like a “chicken or the 
egg” one, so maybe it’s less simple than 
it seems: What came first for you two, 
interest in art or interest in community 
action? How’d you decide that synthe-
sizing the two was the best way to create 
change?
 
Anya:  From as early as I can remember I 
was interested in art. Both my parents are 
actors and I was raised in a very theatrical 
household where dress-up, make believe, 
and educational screenings of Charlie 
Chaplin’s finest films were regular occur-
rences. I was also raised in a very civical-
ly-engaged and socially-minded family 
and community. My mother helped run 
a community theater and garden around 
the corner from my house where I spent 
many summer nights watching her do 
clown shows for the neighborhood kids 
while their parents looked on discussing 
city council elections and sipping lemon-
ade. As my interest in theater developed I 
maintained that it was a form of self-ex-
pression and communication that could 
and should be used to bring communities 
together. It wasn’t until I got to college 
that I truly understood how exclusive 
mainstream western theater could be and 
how unique it was that I had the luxury 
of practicing the art from such a young 
age. Since I have had that discovery, the 
connection between art and community 
action has felt very natural. Art questions 
the core pillars of American culture; it 
values beauty for the sake of beauty, not 
consumption. It causes us to ask “why” 
and think “imagine if.” Community ac-
tion calls for people to act collaboratively 
to question the status quo and create 
something different from their imagina-
tion—so does art.
 
NHJ:  Which organization have you 
liked the most so far and which do you 
think has been the most effective in its 

community and why?

Serena:  It feels wrong to choose, every 
experience has been remarkably positive 
. . . . If I must pick, I guess it would be a 
tie between Caritas Village in Memphis 
and the Union for Contemporary Art in 
Omaha.
 
Caritas is a community center/cafe/gal-
lery space/after-school program/general 
safe haven in the Binghampton neigh-
borhood of Memphis. Often times in 
the “art for social change” world, those 
in control love the industry buzzwords 
(catalyst, placemaking, social practice) 
and the clout associated with a certain 
aesthetic or conference circuit (Creative 
Time Summit, Open Engagement). Don’t 
get me wrong, I can get very into all this 
jargon myself. It makes me feel like I get 
it. Caritas doesn’t mess with any of this, 
though. They don’t need the buzzwords or 
design, they are just doing the work, and 
doing it well.
 
Onie Johns, the founder, was living in a 
wealthy white suburb of Memphis called 
Germantown when she started attending 
servant leadership classes in Binghamp-
ton, a low income, racially and ethnically 
diverse neighborhood with a high crime 
rate. After a while, she couldn’t recon-
cile living in Germantown with all she 
was learning about income disparity and 
racial inequity. So she moved. She lived in 
Binghampton for six years, got to know 
her neighbors, hosted community pot-
lucks, offered her spare bedroom to those 
in need of a place to stay. She called this 
time a “Ministry of Presence,” which for 
non-religious folk translates into serving 
a community by just being a really good 
neighbor. Then, when an old Masonic 
lodge went on the market, she wrangled 
the resources to open Caritas Village 
three blocks from her house.
 
Caritas is a true hub for the community. It 
is a cafe where anyone can eat regardless 
of their ability to pay, they feature local 
artists’ work on the walls, and they hold 
art-oriented after school programs for the 
neighborhood youth. Caritas could be a 
community center without an arts focus, 
but, as Onie puts it: “If children can think 
creatively and can think outside the box, 
they will just do better in life in general . 
. . . When art’s an everyday thing, creativ-
ity becomes a habit.” Therefore, Caritas 
makes the arts as accessible as possible. 
Caritas is also perhaps one of the most 
racially, economically, and experiential-
ly diverse places in this country. It was 
eye-opening to see what can happen when 
people have a truly safe space to convene, 
where no one feels unwelcome due to any 

identity marker. As a white woman, I for-
get how few places in the world are truly 
safe for everyone.
 
The Union for Contemporary Art was 
also a wonderful experience, mainly due 
to the fact that we were constantly sur-
rounded by people making art, which is 
incredibly invigorating. The Union has 
a super affordable co-op program where 
artists gain access to a ceramic studio, 
darkroom, and print shop for eighty 
dollars a year. Our country would feel 
so different if access to art supplies and 
space weren’t such an unattainable luxu-
ry. When artists can afford to make art, 
the conversation shifts. It’s not about the 
hustle, it’s about the work.  
 
NHJ:  Art has been used as a tool to 
empower people in communities in the 
U.S. for decades, and often it’s been so-
called “traditional” arts that have been 
used; drama, poetry, painting, sculp-
ture, etc. What do you think some of the 
limitations of the historical model are 
and what do you see creative community 
engagement looking like in the future?
 
Anya:  When I think of traditional arts—
drama, poetry, painting, and sculpture—
they are “traditional” because they are 
forms that have been explored and theo-
rized on for hundreds of years. Methods 
have been developed to instruct future 
users on how to begin and obtain the 
“best” results from each form. When it 
comes to art, rules are made to be broken, 
and traditional forms are great jumping 
off points for gaining core artistic skills. 
I suppose I think the only limitations to 
using “historical models” comes when 
traditional frameworks stifle expression 
and change rather than form a foundation 
on which to build creatively.
 
NHJ:  Serena, you wrote a play called 
These Trees Rent during your final year 
at NYU. Can you tell us a little about 
how that project came about and what 
you felt were its effects once it was per-
formed?
 
Serena: These Trees Rent was my response 
to the oft-discussed topic of gentrification 
and gentrifier guilt in New York City. I 
was a twenty-something-year-old white 
NYU student living in a predominate-
ly black and Puerto Rican community 
in Bushwick, and my peers and I were 
constantly talking about how unaffordable 
the city was and how bad we felt to be 
gentrifying communities of color. All the 
while, most of us were doing very little 
politically or even personally to change 
anything.
 

A year earlier I had started a club enti-
tled Know Your City with the hope that 
I could organize more NYU students 
to take tangible steps to keep New York 
nominally affordable, like checking their 
rent histories, showing up to protests, 
shopping locally in their neighborhoods, 
etc. As I explored ways of meaningfully 
engaging a population that didn’t seem 
to care enough to actually do anything, I 
kept thinking about the personal stories I 
was hearing as I got more deeply connect-
ed to this issue. So, similarly to many New 
York artists, I decided to record some of 
these stories in a way that was both mean-
ingful to me and that I thought might 
speak to my peers. I interviewed approx-
imately thirty people, then shaped the 
stories into a documentary theater piece 
which I co-directed with Tyler Thomas 
and presented at the Gallatin Arts Festi-
val.
 
The piece was very much geared towards 
the NYU community. I think many of the 
stories in the piece are incredibly familiar 
to the people who have lived in New York 
for their whole lives, but when I came to 
NYU I didn’t know what the word gen-
trification meant. Immediately following 
the performance, I led a resource sharing 
workshop with the hopes that providing 
tangible resources to the audience would 
create a sense of empowerment.
 
When it comes to impact, realistically I 
think the most it did was provide infor-
mation. Knowledge is of course the first 
step in any social movement, but it is 
never enough. In an ideal world, everyone 
who saw These Trees Rent would have 
rushed home and called to get their rent 
histories to see if their apartment had 
been illegally deregulated (it probably had 
been). So in that sense, the play definite-
ly didn’t accomplish everything I would 
have liked.
 
Artists dealing with pressing social issues 
must ask themselves what impact their 
work requires, and then partner with 
someone if they feel their work alone can-
not bring about the desired change. An 
amazing example of this is the Performing 
Statistics exhibition in Richmond, VA. 
Artists worked with incarcerated youth to 
share the youths’ stories and create public 
awareness of the high number of youths 

in prison in Virginia. The artists mean-
while partnered with the Legal Aid Justice 
Center in order to be able to properly ad-
vocate for these youth and impact policy 
in the state.
 
NHJ:  You’re working a total of forty 
hours a week at the communities you’re 
volunteering in. That’s a lot of work! 
When I’ve heard talks given by peo-
ple who come from organizations like 
the ones you’re visiting they’ve gushed 
about their enthusiasm for the projects, 
but they also talk about burnout. How 
sustainable would you say most of these 
organizations are, and how do you your-
selves stay motivated while making sure 
to keep your lives balanced?
 
Anya:  The organizations we’ve worked for 
are only as sustainable as their funding. 
Organizations that have an endowment, 
consistent federal funding, and internal 
profit from programming or sales are far 
more sustainable. Nonprofits that rely 
on grants and individual donor bases are 
at risk of sacrificing their mission and 
programming to chase funding, and often 
experience burnout from employees that 
are overworked and underpaid.

It is easier for me to stay motivated in an 
arts nonprofit setting when administrative 
work, grant writing, fundraising, etc., are 
balanced with creating and participating 
in art that is creatively fulfilling to both 
myself and the people I’m serving.
 
NHJ:  We hear it proclaimed every so of-
ten that “art is life and life is art.” I know 
you two are using art as a mediating 
tool in communities, but can you talk a 
little about this idea of the two being the 
same thing?
 
Anya:  Brigitte McQueen Shew, the Exec-
utive Director of The Union for Contem-
porary Art, spoke to us about how we all 
participate in art every day, whether we 
realize it or not. How we dress ourselves, 
design our homes, cook our food, express 
our ideas are all forms of artistic expres-
sion. Using art as a tool is just harnessing 
and nurturing a process that comes nat-
urally and then applying it on a broader 
scale.
 
NHJ:  Stealing something from the list 

of questions you ask people at the orga-
nizations you’ve been volunteering at, I 
want to turn the bright beam of your in-
quiry back on you and ask: “How do you 
define an artist?” and “How are artists 
important to communities?”
 
Serena:  I’d define an artist as someone 
who needs to create, someone who can 
translate their own ideas into some form/
occurrence/offering that others can ex-
perience. A good artist would also have 
a certain level of skill, I suppose. Beyond 
that, the skill and desire to create can both 
be interpreted very, very broadly.
 
As far as their use to communities, artists 
are problem solvers. They are instigators. 
They are communicators and dialogue 
starters. They provide beauty, entertain-
ment, opportunities to reflect or be sad 
or joyful. They create. Communities can’t 
stay stagnant if we ever want to live in 
a just world. It’s also important to note 
that when only one faction of people, 
historically it’s been white men, get to call 
themselves artists, we’re only receiving a 
tiny segment of  the creation and stories 
possible. It’s not that their expression isn’t 
important, but cultural equity among all 
races, genders, socioeconomic levels, eth-
nicities, languages, etc., are vital in mak-
ing way for social and economic justice.
 
NHJ:  Religion (particularly Christi-
anity) has traditionally played a big 
role in communities in the U.S. At The 
Front Porch, one of the organizations 
you volunteered with, in Austin, TX, 
you questioned the founders about what 
role religion played in their mission. I 
understand that you’re both non-prac-
ticing Jews, and as people who have 
moved away from religion in your lives 
(if this was a conscious choice), I wanted 
to ask you what kind of role you think 
religion should play in communities of 
the future.
 
Serena:  I don’t think our experience on 
this trip has qualified us to answer this 
question with any authority. I would say 
that religion provides perhaps the stron-
gest sense of community throughout 
the world, and it would be fascinating to 
study that model further. I would also 
say that this trip has made me much less 
critical of deeply religious people, which 

speaks to how important it is to spend 
time with people who have different belief 
systems from your own.
 
NHJ:  I’d never heard of “playback the-
ater,” but apparently it’s a type of im-
prov where audience members recount 
their experiences to stage members, 
who then act out those experiences on a 
stage. At the performance you went to in 
Memphis, TN, called “Memphis Mat-
ters,” you talk about how after the event 
police officers and black members of the 
community really bonded, sometimes 
even hugging onstage. Anya, you taught 
improvisational theater to high school 
students in Kalamazoo, I assume when 
you were going to college there. Can 
you talk to us about what made improv 
theater capable of breaking through to 
people?
 
Anya:  The guiding principle in improv 
theatre is learning how to act truthfully 
in imaginary circumstances. In order to 
learn how to act in imaginary circum-
stances we must first understand how 
we act in real life. This is done by break-
ing down our instincts and behaviors to 
understand our relationships and inter-
actions. Before one can play a character 
they must first understand the elements 
that go into how they present themselves 
to the world. They have to recognize their 
posture, pace, tension, gestures, pitch, 
volume, etc. Once they understand them-
selves they can begin to try and place 
themselves in another person’s reality. 
Once we can understand our natural and 
learnt behaviors we can question and 
alter them to explore different perspectives 
and relationships. Luckily, in improv all of this 
self-reflection and empathy training is broken 
down into small steps that usually take the 
form of fun, silly games. Each game takes 
participants a little bit further out of their 
comfort zone forcing them to be vulner-
able. This combination of vulnerability and 
fun generally creates a sense of trust among 
participants.  Where there is trust, real 
breakthroughs can happen. That is the 
power of improv.
NHJ:  In Soviet-controlled parts of 
Europe, and in Soviet Russia during the 
twentieth century, you were more likely 
to find artists attempting to express their 
individuality in opposition to govern-
ment-enforced conformity, the opposite 
of what you’d have found in Western 
Europe and North America during 

the same period, when artists who did 
“social practice” were concerned with reversing 
the atomizing of social life that capitalism was 
causing. As Jiri 
Kovanda, a Czech artist, said in regard to 
his work, “It was all individualism. In 
those days we all strived for the integrity 
of our personality, as a reaction to the 
prevailing political stagnation. The next 
generation no longer put so much emphasis, if any, 
on individuality.” I noticed in your list of 
questions that quite a few interrogate the 
idea of “The Individual” in a communi-
ty—“What do you think you can do as an 
individual to achieve your ideal commu-
nity?” “How do you think you impacted 
the changes that have happened in your 
community as an individual?” “How 
much power do you feel you have in your 
community?” We live in a society where 
individuality is sacred, as opposed to in a 
society where social cohesion is the high-
est ideal, as in communist societies. I 
want to ask you to talk about the individ-
ual’s purpose in a community—which is, 
nominally and conceptually, something 
communitarian—especially in the U.S. 
Do you think it’s something that’s differ-
ent depending on where you are in the 
U.S.?
 
Serena:  Arguably, collective action is 
often discouraged or underappreciated in 
our individualistic society. You see older 
generations or people on the right dis-
paraging current social movements like 
Black Lives Matter or the fight for Climate 
Justice because it is seemingly devoid of 
high-profile, visible, individual leaders, 
when the power of these movements is in 
their horizontal leadership and collective 
sensibility. I think the younger generation 
is seeing the faults in a truly individual-
istic, competitive society, and appreci-
ating a more communitarian approach. 
Of course, my worldview is pretty siloed 
because of  social media—we expose 
ourselves solely to those who have similar 
ideas. Social media, though, speaks to the 
communitarian shift we’re seeing. 

It’s about sharing ideas that are unoriginal 
to yourself in order to educate your social circle 
so that you’re all on the same page. You read an 
article you like, you share it. I also think there is a 
strong desire in the social practice arts world to 
move this idea of being a community-minded 
individual offline and into the physical 
world. Just last night I attended a social 
experiment/art opening at the Soap Facto-
ry in Minneapolis where artist Eric F. Avery 
facilitated meaningful social interactions 
amongst a group of strangers. One of the 
questions he wanted us to ask someone we 
didn’t know was “What are three things you both 
have in common” The more people we meet in 
our community, the more invested we will 
feel in our collective well-being.
 
I think culturally there is more of a com-
munitarian feel in the south, which prob-
ably has something to do with people’s 
strong religious ties in the region. What’s 
more interesting is how people think of 
taxes in relation to community engagement. 
Whereas my peers and family in the northeast 
feel that their taxes could be used for the 
greater good of society, the distrust in 
government present everywhere else, but 
especially in the South, makes people 
much less willing to pay into the system. 
They would rather donate directly to the institu-
tions they trust, which is oftentimes the 
church. Community engagement, there-
fore, is not necessarily civic engagement. 
Communitarian action looks very differ-
ent depending on the regional culture.  
 
NHJ:  Plans for the future?
 
Both:  Several.

You can follow Serena and Anya as they continue their trip around the U.S. at communityroutes.com.

Community Routes

Find her at facebook.com/antecedentprojects, on Instagram at autre_lambert, and on Twitter @audrangea.

ag·it·prop
ædʒᵻtprɒp/

noun
     1.  political (originally communist) propaganda, especially in art or literature.
     2   combination of “agitation” and “propaganda” (Merriam-Webster)

Agitprop! fills the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum until August 7th, 
2016, with commercial and political art from some of the major civil rights movements of the past two centuries, from 
women’s suffrage to the Chilean Revolution to the fight for racial equality. Its focus tilts toward women’s issues, inevitably, 
in a “Center for Feminist Art,” and this piqued my interest more than anything.
 Walking through the wide-open gallery space, I felt differently than I usually do in art galleries—rather than feel-
ing a sense of reverence and inspiration, a strange sensation consisting of unrest and determined conviction stirred in my 
stomach. The first thing I saw walking into this gallery was a tall wall plastered with colorful posters—on them, aggres-
sively-worded manifestos protesting oppression. The artist—Jenny Holzer, famous for her electronic sign in Times Square 
reading “Protect me from what I want”—strove to empower the oppressed, giving them potent buzzwords with which to 
approach their situation—Bravery, Creativity, Resilience, even Fear. These powerful messages set the tone for the rest of the 
exhibition, with artifacts from social movements of days past frozen in plexiglass boxes and plastered to the walls capturing a 

sense of action stuck in time. 
This landscape of social rel-
ics evokes the impulse to act 
against injustice, and this ag-
itated feeling itself serves as 
a connecting thread between 
these movements.
 As a woman, I couldn’t 
help but be drawn to the piec-
es detailing women’s issues. I 
felt a heightened awareness 
of the weight of society’s op-
pression, and marveled at 
how light this burden must 
be compared to what wom-

en endured as little as fifty years ago. Yet along with this feeling I 
noticed the dignity, even beauty of their perseverance. Illustrations 
and black and white photos depict suffragettes draped in cloth like 
Greek goddesses, embodiments of feminine strength and grace. My 
eyes brightened as I noticed my resemblance to the female idols, and 
I walked on with a lighter gait, passing a video of John Lennon and 
Yoko Ono talking about world peace in their pajamas at one of their 
“Bed-Ins,” and arriving at a giant screen playing a 1929 Soviet silent 
film entitled “Misery and Fortune of Women,” by Sergei Eisenstein.
 The film encourages the legalization of abortion because 
clinics offer dramatically safer conditions than home procedures. 
I couldn’t help but sit, transfixed by the story’s romantic set-up: A 
woman touches her belly affectionately while waving to her husband 
as he climbs up a giant crane. The man dies, supposedly necessitat-
ing the abortion. In this video, the woman is a sympathetic charac-
ter—writhing in pain during the home procedure, and sitting quiet-
ly during the clinical one. The film emphasized the male hero, who 
bravely performed a dangerous surgical procedure with precision 
and perfect hygiene. 

 I felt unsteady. Vinyl decals on the walls detailed the roles women played as propaganda artists in Soviet Russia, 
uncredited and uninvolved aside from their artistic contributions. The brightly colored posters, designed by women, de-
picted men wielding heavy hammers, hardly exemplifying women’s fight for equality, but rather documenting the minor 
efforts men in power made to include women in their communist efforts. But I moved along, still heartened by the words 
on the first posters.
 I felt the sense of “agitation” as I moved slowly down a small hallway, looking up at the ceiling hung with long ban-
ners. I entered the wrong way, and read the description on the wall before even glimpsing the fronts of the banners. The 
vinyl text informed me I was about to walk through The Dinner Party (not part of Agitprop!), a piece by Judy Chicago that 
became an icon of feminist art in the 1970s. The banners above me were embroidered in bold reds and blacks and whites, 
with the words of a poem revealed line by line on each successive banner: 

And She Gathered all Before Her

And She Made for them A Sign to See

And lo They saw a Vision

From this day forth Like to like in All things

And then all that divided them merged

And then Everywhere was Eden Once again.

 Imagining a world where everyone is truly equal and Eve is free of her original sin, no longer condemned to a world 
of oppression and inferiority, I stepped into the triangular space which houses The Dinner Party itself: a giant three-sid-
ed room with walls made of mirrors and a large three-sided table in the middle set with an array of place settings, each 
individually decorat-
ed for an important 
historical, mythical, 
or literary woman. 
Each plate is paint-
ed or sculpted with 
a flowery, vulva-like 
design particular to 
her time period or 
style. The table forms 
an outline around a 
white-tiled floor, with the names of other important women written on it in tiny gold cursive. I couldn’t help but smile as 
I walked through and saw the familiar names of women whose work or words have influenced my life and my feminism. 
The sculptures clearly and beautifully represent the female form, celebrating a body part condemned to censorship and 
shame by society at large.
 I felt empowered by this celebration of femininity and female greatness. It’s not every day you see this type of lips 
represented in a positive way—so often the words used to refer to the female genitalia also can be used as crude and even 
violent insults. Seeing the female genitalia celebrated thrilled me, and a mischievous smile spread across my face when I 
noticed the double meaning implied by the vulva-like imagery on a plate—a woman’s body ready to be “eaten,” or enjoyed 
for her pleasure. 
 Despite the sensual, direct nature of these pieces, there is no exploitation here. The woman is not being objectified 
and commodified as she usually is, for the sake of man’s pleasure. Instead, her most feminine quality is brought forward to 
receive the celebration it’s due, and for the benefit of the woman herself. 
 This exhibition found its footing in the solidarity and joy that come from uniting over a common cause. It gave 
women and marginalized people in general a place to be praised and valued for our autonomy and action. It commended 
our bravery and inspired even greater commitment to the fight. I recommend this show not only to those who need the 
encouragement and empowerment it provides, but also to those in positions of power and privilege, as an opportunity to 
see the beauty and honor of the oppressed. Maybe, for once, walking through this gallery, a straight white man will feel a 
sense of exclusion, and will wonder for the first time what it’s like to be on the short end of the stick. Maybe this exhibition 
will give him a chance to sympathize with or even try to understand the position of inferiority assigned to people not as 
lucky as he. And maybe, if it does to this man what it did to me, it will ignite in him an impulse to act against injustice.

AGITPROP!
THE IMPULSE TO ACT

Anna Lansdon



The plan is to meet Laurent Chevalier in 
Le Paris Dakar Cafe in Bed-Stuy. I’m a 
little worried I’m going to have trouble finding 
him, but then a man comes in with a camera 
around his neck (“My Leica M4-P,” he tells 
me later, “I have it with me all the time.”). As 
we wait for our food, I learn that Laurent’s life is 
about to change dramatically: his last day at his 
litigation office is on the following Friday—
he recently made the decision to pursue 
photography full time. Over tea and crepes, 
we get into a long discussion about his 
work, how he views activism and his relation 
to it, and the importance of portraiture. 

Amy: Hi Laurent. What do you do and 
why?

Laurent: I’m a photographer. I realized 
this recently: I like stories and storytelling 
in different ways. So as for the “why?” I 
tell stories and my focus within that now 
is telling more African American stories. 
The stories I love in general are about 
humanity, but right now, specifically, I’m 
loving the opportunity to tell African 
American stories, black stories. 

A: And why is photography your medium?

L: Because I can’t paint.

A: Hah.

L: I started with a History of Photography 
class I took in 2003 in college. But at the 
end, the professor wanted us to apply the 
knowledge of the history we learned and 
do a photo essay, and that’s when it turned 
more practical. It wasn’t even about 
learning how to develop, it was more like, 
“I want you to apply this history to your 
project.” I guess she saw how interested I 
was, because she let me use her camera. A 
few months after that, I bought my own 
camera, just an old film camera, and shot 
around with it. 

So why photography? It’s interesting to 
me because it gives me a chance to show 
things that are happening. I don’t have 
to create moments, just find them. I’ve 
always just loved stories, and the chance 
to tell a story in an image or a series of 
images is interesting to me. 

A: When you see something, what 
makes you decide to take the picture? 
How do you decide the story you want 
to tell?

L: It varies. In New York, there’s a lot of 
out of the ordinary things that become 
ordinary.

A: You have striking images of homeless 
people and people handing out things on 
the street, those are people who are out 
of the ordinary . . . . 

L: Right because they shouldn’t be every-
where—but they are.

A: Right. But they are.

L: That’s what I like about it. There’s some-
thing interesting in the ordinary because 
that’s what we’re all in, you know? I like to 
be able to put out moments about com-
pletely regular people . . . something I see 
that I’m like, “oh that’s interesting, some 
people may have seen it but not have real-
ly looked at it.”

A: And why do you think people should 
look at it longer, in a photograph?

L: You can learn a lot from looking. You 
look at how someone’s face is, watching 
two people hug in the street . . . you can 
sometimes see something interesting, 
like . . . oh man . . . a sadness in the face 
or little emotions or moments that will 
make you realize that most of the people 
around you are a lot like you even if you 
don’t normally associate with them. I 
think that’s often one of the overarching 
things: you kind of forget that everybody 

is a person. We get so caught 
up on how things are different, 
identity-wise. We put a lot of 
identity on ourselves, but it’s 
interesting to see moments 
where you’re like, “oh man 
that’s something I would do. 
That’s something I’ve seen, but 
I didn’t realize I was always 
seeing it.”

On photography and 
activism

A: I’ve heard Ta-Nehisi Coates talk about 
how people label him so easily as an 
activist when he doesn’t identify with 
that. He’s a writer. Do you have similar 
feelings as a photographer? What is your 
relation to activism, if any?

L: I can’t call myself an activist. I know 
people who are doing the real day in, day 
out grinding work for quantifiable change.

A: You mean like lawyers?

L: Everybody from lawyers to people who 
organize protests . . . people who are writ-
ing their legislature, proposing bills, or 
creating community organizations. I can’t 
call myself an activist. I support activism 
in the way I aspire to it with my art, but 
I feel similarly to Ta-Nehisi in that I’m 
more of a commentator and a displayer of 
things. 

A: Do you think art can be activism?

L: Yeah. I think it all fits together, but it 
depends how you define activism. I am 
active, haha. I would say it’s definitely 
more than just presenting and trying 
to make people think about things. But 
some people might say that’s exactly what 
activism is.

Sometimes your subject matter may push 
people to want to identify with you one 
specific way. Like “oh, he writes about 
black things, he must be an activist. He 
takes pictures of black families and tries 
to show beauty, he must be an activist.” 
And if that’s how you define it, yeah, but I 
guess it also depends on how the creator 
defines it. If I was only taking pictures of 
Russell Simmons and Lebron James peo-
ple would say “Oh that’s a black celebrity 
photographer.” But if you take photos of 
people who work at the bank down the 
street or the security guy, people think 
you’re an activist. If you want everyone to 
be afforded the same respect in an image 
no matter your position or place, if that’s 
activism, I mean hey, I guess I’m doing it.

A: Since you do a lot of street photogra-
phy, do you feel like you can maneuver 
situations in a way that doesn’t set off 
any alarms because you’re black and you 
can perhaps be seen as part of the com-
munity?

L: Yeah I think that helps a lot of the time. 
I think especially if people can recog-
nize that I’m not a person coming from 
somewhere else, like ooh I’m going to take 
pictures of the hood! You know what I 
mean? But then sometimes the flip side is 
that if I’m somewhere and I’m not known 
by anybody, it’s almost more scrutiny 
because they’re like, “who’s this brother 
coming in here that we don’t know?”

A: What do you mean? 

L: When I lived around here, people 
would recognize me as a familiar face. 
But if I’m in a new neighborhood, there’s 
scrutiny because in the way that America 
is set up, there’s a hypervigilance between 
black men and other black men. Who’s 
that? What’s going on? Why’s he here tak-
ing pictures? It definitely helps when I’m 
like “Hey, what’s up brother?” And we’ll 
chat it out and it’s fine. But sometimes 
there can be more scrutiny for me cause 
it’s like, “alright it’s the white folks taking 
pictures, they do what they do” . . . but 
then it’s like, “yo what’s this brother doing 
over where?” So it depends, it varies. 

A: There’s been a lot of shitty stuff going 
on in these last 4 years. Has the police 
brutality and the rising Black Lives 
Matter movement affected your photog-
raphy? 

L: I think it actually probably has. I’ve 

always been interested in street photog-
raphy, just taking random pictures. I do 
think that recent times have galvanized 
my realization of what I want to do with 
my photography. A lot of the issues we 
have come down to representation, either 
of ourselves or ourselves within power 
structures. In that respect, it helped gal-
vanize me to think this is what I can do. I 
can contribute something towards changing 
that. 

A: Sounds like you’re an activist to me!

L: Haha.

On nobility and black portraiture 

A: On your website, in addition to all the 
great street photography, you have a se-
ries of self-portraits and portraits. Could 
you talk about them?

L: One, I want to show people I can, in 
general, create a beautiful image of a 
person. Also, if I’m capturing someone, I 
want to show a sense of reality and nobil-
ity, particularly in black subjects. Because 
there’s plenty of options to see otherwise 
so that is important.

A: What do you mean by nobility? In the 
European sense of the word? 

L: That’s part of it. Somehow we associate 
nobility with the old European patriar-
chal word, so the fact that that’s the first 
thought is interesting to me. There are 
noble people everywhere. To be noble is 
to comport oneself with a sense of con-
fidence, care, and intentionality. And I 
don’t want people to have to go straight 
to, “oh this looks like such and such 
European painter.” Instead, to just be like 
“wow, that is great.” I want the picture to 
be able to stand on its own, and be beau-
tiful in itself—to not have to be attributed 
to a European style.

You can literally have no connection to 
1700s Europe or the people who founded 
this country, and still be tremendously 
noble. And look tremendously noble. 
Look proud and strong and impressive. 
And have that be independent of the 
value system that’s often derived from 
another system. 

A: What do you want people to see in 
your book of photography that is coming 
out next year?

L: The humanity of people you’re around 
or maybe you’re not around, that you 
might not see everyday. Recognizing that 
everyone has a life that has its struggles, 
dreams, joys, despairs— just like anyone 
else. In general, I want to show beauty in 
the everyday aspects of that. Show more 
of a beauty in that. Black excellence is 
not limited to the the Ebony magazine or 
other power player lists. 

A: Right, like you don’t have to be in a 
corporate suit to be powerful and noble.

L: Right, and to be seen as a respected 
and noteworthy person, to be looked at 
and not be passed by. Especially in New 
York, you see so many things, you tune 
out and you have your own moments that 
you’re worried about. Using the book to 
show that about black lives is important 
because I don’t want it to be fetishized 
into . . . a weird combination of desire and 
vilification of black lives. Everything black 
is cool! But also at the same time, every-
thing black is not. Paul Mooney really 
said it best: “Everybody want to be a nigga 
but nobody want to be a nigga.” That’s 
pretty much it. To see the humanity of 
people behind these things is important. 

That’s what I love about photography, ev-
eryone being able to pull out stuff. I hope 
that makes people realize what you do 
apply, without realizing, if you slow down 
for a moment. And then hopefully you 
start looking at people who aren’t frozen 
in a photo that way, too. 

NHJ: Adamah is 
the Hebrew word 
for “Adam,” and it 
also means Earth. 
If you read Genesis, 
it’s very Earth-cen-
tric—there’s a 
garden, trees of 
knowledge and 
eternal life, talking 
animals—and yet 
ever since Adam 
and Eve ate the 
apple the emphasis 
of Judeo-Christian 
doctrine has been 

on the spiritual world, not on nature. 
How do you square your faith (if you 
practice Judaism) with your desire to see 
that this world is taken care of? Is the 
Earth sacred or is it profane?   

N: I don’t have an absolute answer on this 
one! I believe that we should all do the 
most good that we can do in this world, 
and whether it is in service of God, Jesus, 
the unknown, agnosticism, etc.—it is 
all okay. As long as we are not harming 
ourselves or others, and are making this 
world a better place, I think the Earth can 
be sacred or profane and it’s up to each 
person to decide. For me, I connect to 
the Earth in both a sacred and a profane 
way. Through Judaism, I experience a 
profound spiritual connection that mixes 
with a more secular connection that I also 
have. Each individual can connect with 
the Earth in their own way, as long as it is 
leading them to a respectful, compassion-
ate, and meaningful existence. 

NHJ: In your statement about Meat 
Me, you say “dancers, grocery bags, and 
cooking sounds . . . pose questions about 
animal agriculture and greed,” and your 
use of the word “greed” sticks out to me 
since it’s sort of a classic vice, and yet 
something less often invoked in societal 
discourse today than it was in the past, 
when religion played a more prominent 
role in these conversations. It seems that 
there’s an implicit morality that under-
pins your work and your personal phi-
losophy, that you believe there’s some-
thing wrong about eating meat. I wonder 
what you think about the idea of virtue, 

Naomi Davis is a dancer, choreographer, 
and activist who lives in Berkeley Califor-
nia, where she is a farming apprentice at 
Urban Adamah, a residential leadership 
program that focuses on Jewish life and 
environmental stewardship. She submit-
ted Meat Me, a dance she conceived and 
choreographed, for inclusion in this month’s 
Journal. 

No Home Journal: As you know, the No 
Home Journal’s issue this month is Art & 
Activism, a subject near and dear to your 
heart. Meat Me is an older piece—as I 
understand it, you made it in 2014, two 
years ago. What have you been doing 
since then?      

Naomi: This past May, I graduated from 
NYU and decided to embark on an 
adventure! I co-created a project called 
“Trash Freeway,” in which I biked across 
America with my best friend, Jaime 
Mishkin, from Virginia Beach, VA, to 
Santa Monica, CA, to learn about trash 
and food waste. In December, I moved to 
Berkeley, CA, to farm at a nonprofit urban 
farm, Urban Adamah, that grows free 
food for local residents who are in high 
need. I am also in the process of getting 
my two-hundred-hour Yoga Teacher 
certification with YogaWorks, and doing 
animal rights activism.

and what role it should play in society.        

N: The concept of virtue is fairly complex, 
however, it is something we must talk 
about in order to live the best lives that 
we can and do the most good that we can 
in this world. I believe that morality is a 
concept that we as humans have created, 
a set of principles that help us to live and 
function well together and guide us to 
act in the most ethical way possible. It is 
an important tool that can challenge us 
to take a step back from our instincts or 
potentially problematic thoughts, a set of 
guidelines to follow that will create the 
best possible outcomes. For example, re-
gardless of whether or not killing is abso-
lutely wrong in every scenario, it is a help-
ful rule to say that killing is wrong and we 
shouldn’t do it. We also say it is wrong to 
steal, to be oppressive, to exploit others, 
to use others, and to cause unnecessary 
suffering. This is exactly what we do to 
non-human animals when we eat them, 
and while morality can be very compli-
cated and confusing, and we can always 
find exceptions to the rule and question 
the true meaning of right and wrong, we 
generally think that oppressive behaviors 
don’t lead us to live the best lives possible, 
both for ourselves and for others. 

NHJ: “Meat Me” is a play on words and 
I think the implication is that humans 
don’t meet animals, these “others,” in a 
spiritual sense, but just see them as mat-
ter, things to be used and discarded. To 
what extent do you think it’s possible to 
meet animals and other creatures in the 
world, and how do you navigate between 
the empathy you feel—which intrinsical-
ly anthropomorphizes—towards [some] 
creatures and a fatalistic acceptance of 
the circle of life?                                                                                             

N: To meet another individual really 
evokes the concept of mutuality. Meeting 
is a coming together of sorts, and often-
times our relationships with non-human 
animals are anthropocentric relationships, 
ones in which we bring these individuals 
into existence only for human pleasure. 
We have dug ourselves into quite a deep 
hole in this sense. Humans genetically 
create billions of animals that function 
to satiate our cravings rather than having 

more consensual, compassionate, and 
respectful relationships that benefit both 
the human and the non-human. The idea 
of accepting the circle of life brings up the 
idea of inevitability. However, eating ani-
mals is not inevitable, especially for peo-
ple in developed countries. It is a choice. 
Intentionally taking away an individual’s 
life is different from an individual dying. 
Eating animals in this day and age is un-
necessary and not part of a natural circle 
of life, but rather a completely unnatural, 
intentional, and often industrial causing 
of death and suffering.

NHJ: A taxonomical question: Would 
you consider yourself an activist artist or 
a political artist? What’s the difference to 
you?                                                                                               

N: I am an activist artist. First and fore-
most, I am motivated by the concept of 
“act.” Do, move, change, speak up, create, 
act. To me, a political artist is someone 
whose art has a political connotation or 
message in it. Their art is a political state-
ment. Art for me, rather, comes as a result 
of change making rather than creating art 
to fit my activism. I am an activist, a doer, 
and a mover who uses art as a means of 
expression. 

NHJ: We live in “Spectacular Society,” 
where many aspects of our lives reflect 
reflections of reflections of reflections. 
This is a world in which the image is 
king. I understand that part of the rea-
son you do art is to get people to think 
about things that you yourself struggle 
with, and even, sometimes, to convince 
them that some political stance you’ve 
taken is the right one. What appeals to 
you about using art as a vehicle for your 
ideas? Does it—as Symbios of Borro-
mean Resistance said—provide a con-
venient channel by which ideas can be 
transmitted since people are responsive 
to beauty? Is it, in this way, like rhetoric? 
Or is it something else?                                                                                          

N: Art is something we can all relate 
to. Maybe art makes us laugh, cry, feel 
confused, angry, hopeful or even ambiv-
alent. Art challenges us, makes us feel, or 
makes us wonder. Art is a language we 
can all speak, a language that only needs 

a willingness to share from the artist and 
a receptivity to understanding from the 
viewer. If you don’t understand what 
you see, you can still have an emotional 
reaction, discover new questions, or find 
something interesting to you that maybe 
even recalls a memory. Art allows me to 
put strong ideas on the table, while still 
allowing each person to take something 
unique from it. When people watch my 
work, they can draw their own conclu-
sions and have their own understanding, 
rather than me telling them what to do or 
think; it is a collaboration between creator 
and receiver. 

NHJ: Do you see art more as exploration 
or as exposition? Do you think there’s 
room for art to be exoteric, or should it 
be esoteric? If esoteric, how are outsiders 
supposed to interact with it?                                                                                           

N: I think a lot of esoteric art becomes 
inaccessible to the general public. How-
ever, I don’t think that art being esoteric 
or exoteric has to be mutually exclusive. 
One can make accessible art that can be 
experienced in different ways by different 
categories of viewers. I do think however, 
that once we begin separating our audi-
ence and classifying them as “outsiders” 
and “insiders” we are not only limiting 
our ability to interact and share our work 
with a wider audience, but we are also 
excluding and isolating people from expe-
riencing art. Especially if you are trying to 
spread a message or idea with your work, 
having it be more accessible to the wider 
public will be much more effective.

NHJ: I seem to remember that you grew 
up in natural surroundings . . . in upstate 
New York? I was wondering what you 
think your upbringing in natural sur-

A
rtists

My Devil Advocates
Saleem Gondal

So you’re going to be speaking out 
against Islamophobia?

Yes. 

What can you tell us about Islamopho-
bia? What does it mean?

I think it’s a word that means dif-
ferent things to everyone. To me, 
it’s the belief that a country should 
crack down on any brown person 
whose clothes or behavior fit the 
stereotype of a Muslim.

And you speak from experience? 

I get selected for random screening 
at the airport. When I was twelve, I 
had to wait an hour to check-in for 
my flight because my name was on 
a no-fly list. I missed that flight. 

Did you get interrogated? Harassed 
when you waited in line? 

They asked for my information, 
but it wasn’t interrogation or ha-
rassment per se. 

So the worst that Islamophobia has 
done to you is made you miss a flight 
once?

It’s more than that. In a public set-
ting, I have to be mindful of how 
I act, I don’t want to accidentally 
say a wrong word that could make 
a stranger suspect me. I’m not say-
ing that I’m a victim, but—

You’re not a practicing Muslim, right? 

Right, but— 

And you don’t belong to any Mus-
lim-American relations group, cor-
rect?

No, but do I have to before I’m 
allowed to take a stand against 
Islamophobia? It doesn’t matter 
how connected you are to the Is-
lamic community, having Islamic 
heritage is enough to make Islam-
ophobia shape your life. It’s not 
just Donald Trump’s shutdown of 
Muslim immigrants, it’s the people 
voting for it. It’s the violence, the 
witch hunt, the harassment Mus-
lims and Sikhs have faced in this 
country since 9/11.  

Your concerns are valid, but are you re-
ally qualified to say anything? Do you 
know anyone who’s suffered from dis-
crimination? 

No . . . but it’s not something peo-
ple like to speak about. Would you 
bring up that time you were called 
“Osama” over chai? The time 
someone told you your hijab made 
you look oppressed? The time 
your friend was stabbed for having 
a turban on? Why would you casu-
ally bring up that time you brought 
out the demon in someone? 

Forgive me for being candid, but 
here’s what I see: You grew up in an 
upper-class neighborhood in Long Is-
land. You’re a cisgender male, have an 
American accent, have an undergrad-
uate degree from an elite university, 
and live in a nice Brooklyn neighbor-
hood you’ve helped gentrify. You have 

spent the last ten years avoiding your 
Muslim background. For some reason, 
now you want to get on a soapbox 
and speak about Islamophobia and 
oppression. What do you know about 
the oppression the Muslims are facing 
in the West?  Is it your place to say any-
thing? 

I never said anything about a soap-
box. I have an opinion about Is-
lamophobia and I would like to ex-
press it. My opinion does not come 
out of a vacuum. I come from a 
privileged background and I’ll car-
ry around that privilege my whole 
life, but my opinion comes out of 
my own experience. Nobody has 
to treat my opinion like gospel, I 
just want to speak it for myself. 

Well I have to say, I don’t think your 
opinion holds up very well—

You haven’t heard my opinion. 

Yes I have. We’ve been talking. 

I’ve been trying to talk, you’ve 
been shutting me down. You want 
to shit on me. Let me say what I 
have to say first!

Fine. What do you want to say? 

I feel like people justify their fear 
of Muslims by pointing out the vi-
olent acts by ISIS or the Taliban or 
the people in San Bernardino. But 
that puts anyone who happened to 
be born to Muslims in league with 
terrorists. And when you treat an 
innocent person that way, it ce-
ments the doubt they have about 
receiving justice from you. They 
know when shit hits the fan, they’ll 
be thrown into the fire. 

And you feel this doubt yourself? 

Yes, but I’m very wary of that 
feeling. Because thinking Western 
xenophobes are the enemy is ex-
actly what groups like ISIS want 
me to do. They want people like 
me to either join them to save our-
selves from the Islamophobia that 
their attacks foment in the West, or 
reveal ourselves as apostates who 
deserve to be taken out in the next 
terrorist attack. 

So I have to keep perspective in 
my response to Western coun-
tries building walls to keep out the 
brown. If I give in to my doubts, 
I’ll shut the door on the idea that 
Muslim people can coexist with 
Western people.

So do you think Western people need 
to change? 

I think we all need to change. In 
terms of the consequences of big-
otry, I do believe Western people 
have a lot of power. 

And when I say “Western,” I really 
mean the people who benefit from 
the status quo.  Those people’s 
judgments can get a “Muslim” in 
a lot of trouble, and if you want to 
truly live with your neighbor, no 
matter where they came from, you 
need to trust your ability to listen 
before you trust your instinct to 
fear.

If you are going to fear me be-
cause of my Muslim heritage, then 
I’m going to keep you away with 
a stick. I think it’s really up to all 
people to have the patience and 
confidence to listen to each other 
so we can see each other as human 
beings without our demons getting 
in the way. 

What about the fact that you’re not a 
Muslim anymore? That doesn’t come 
from you having a problem with Is-
lam?

It’s a problem with religion. It’d be 
the same if I was born a Christian 
or Hindu. 

Would it? Even when Christians and 
Hindus can drink, have boyfriends 
and girlfriends, don’t have to fast for a 
whole month? 

Yes, when I stopped practicing Is-
lam, those were some of the things 
I was thinking about. But I don’t 
see how that’s relevant. 

You said Islamophobia is the suspicion 
of anyone who appears remotely Mus-
lim. How can you speak against that 
suspicion when your current religious 
beliefs, or lack thereof, are based on a 
rejection of the traditions of Islam? 

Rejecting the traditions of Islam 
is not the same thing as calling 
for surveillance of all Muslims. 
I didn’t become atheist because I 
thought being Muslim meant being 
a suicide bomber. I just didn’t be-
lieve in it. The Islamic State isn’t 
dangerous because it’s Islamic. 
It’s dangerous because it’s a State. 
A State that kills innocent people 
to win a war and enforces a legal 
system that allows it to consolidate 
power. 

But you just said it. ISIS, as well as sever-
al Muslim majority countries, use sha
ria law to consolidate power. Is sharia 
not an Islamic tradition? 

I’m not trying to defend anyone’s 

right to behead somebody or tell 
women how to act. But that aspect 
of Islam doesn’t define the 

religion. There’s a lot written in the 
Quran that has nothing to do with 
sharia, and most of the passages 
ISIS and those Muslim majority 
countries use to support their laws 
is based on subjective translation. 
Same way hating gays doesn’t 
define a Christian or untouchable 
castes don’t define a Hindu, reduc-
ing a person’s Islamic faith to a 
prejudice in the tradition obscures 
the full picture of who that person 
is. 

That’s what Islamophobia is—fear 
of people with certain religious 
beliefs, without knowing anything 
about them or what that person 
actually believes. Maybe he prays 
five times a day but doesn’t re-
cite the Arabic verses. Maybe she 
only eats halal but drinks whatever 
she wants. Maybe to him God is a 
woman. Maybe she draws pictures 
of the Prophet Muhammad in her 
spare time. Who knows! If you re-
duce a group of people to your pre-
conceived notions of them, you’re 
going to miss the humanity around 
you. 

So your message is “Be a humanist, 
stop Islamophobia?” Cute. 

Yep. Got any other questions, you 
piece of shit? 

Hey, that’s my line. 

Hating can go both ways, asshole. 

Okay. Well, I think we’re done here. 

You don’t have any more shade to 
throw me?

My questions have been answered, for 
now. But I’ll be back. 

You always are.

I feel a deep connection to nature and I nurture this connection 
through my choreography. I merge my love of wanting to better the 
earth with my artistic process. My choreography implants seeds of 
thought and moves the audience to join the dancers in harvesting 
new understandings and perspectives. My pieces are informed and 
formed by the ever changing and evolving questions, approaches, 
and processes of the world around us. My most recent creations 
represent a temporal view of this dynamic: Meat Me takes a much 
more activist approach, as dancers, grocery bags, and cooking 
sounds serve to pose questions about animal agriculture and hu-
man greed. During this creation, I collaborated with a composer, 
Kyle Olson, who developed the music. I thought deeply about the 
reasons why we have a property paradigm onanimals and how this 
is evident in our kitchens. I asked Olson to relay this through mu-
sic. Olson composed the soundscape and beats using the noises 
of cooking meat, and I choreographed the dancers to express this 
issue in a variety of images and movements. I see and use the art 
of movement as both a reflection of and a tool of personal and 
communal activism. My dance movements in the studio and on 
stage and my involvement in social justice movements echo my 
questions about the world and my role in it. It is my nature.

Meat Me
Naomi Davis

Fig. 1. Start at the end
Fig. 2. Feel for another
Fig. 3. Anonymity

Fig. 4. Production
Fig. 5. Bodies & consequences
Fig. 6. Line up
Fig. 7. Stripped of...
Fig. 8. Perpetual rhythm
Fig. 9. Feeling full

Fig. 10. Hanging on
Fig. 11. Demands of  morality?

Fig. 12. Stop before we start
Fig. 13. Tomorrow
Fig. 14. Choice

You can follow Saleem @gondalafilms on Twitter and Instagram, and check out his website at themellowdramatist.wordpress.com.

You can follow learn more about Naomi’s cross-country bike trip at trashfreeway.com and follow her on Twitter @naomializadavis.

roundings has brought to your life, and 
what you think it can bring to others. To 
quote Shakespeare, “one touch of nature 
makes the whole world kin.”                  

N: I was born in Colorado, but I actu-
ally grew up my whole life in Miami 
Beach—very different worlds! Growing 
up, however, I spent most of my summers 
in the mountains hiking with my family. 
I have many memories of finding colorful 
wildflowers along the trails, making mud 
cupcakes and running through countless 
waterfalls and creeks. Having a personal 
experience with the natural world has 
definitely impacted my life in many ways. 
There is so much mystery and magnifi-
cence in nature that is easy to forget about 
in our chaotic city lives. It has allowed me 
to put things in perspective, to humble 
myself to the unknown, and to ask many 
questions that don’t always have answers.  

NHJ: Thanks for talking to us, Naomi! 
One last question: What’s next for you?                                                                                

N: I am trying to stay present with what 
I am doing as much as possible! This 
summer I plan on traveling (plans still in 
progress—stay tuned!) and continuing 
to navigate this complex world, try new 
things, and find my authentic, artistic 
voice.

Keep up with Laurent @chevalierlb, thebottomlesseye.tumblr.com, and chevaliercreative.com.



Momentary Migrations: Paris
Laurent Chevalier

 The constant intensity is what makes 
New York the exciting place it is. However, if 
only for a moment, stepping out of that tension 
felt freeing. Considerations of police presence 
aside, a deeper source of that sense of freedom 
is tied into my personal and historical connec-
tions to each city. In the U.S., the concept of race 
is omnipresent, making a constant impression 
on me as a black man. Part of the reason for my 
sense of ease in Paris was the result of finally be-
ing on the outside of the racialized system I’ve 
spent my life navigating. There is something to 
be said about being in a land that I know my di-
rect ancestors were not slaves in. A land where 
no one has burned a cross in my yard. A place 
where the American Civil War was watched 
from afar. Though I was only there for a few 
days, I understood to a greater degree the draw 
to Paris that great writers have felt, writers like 
Ta-Nehisi Coates today, and James Baldwin be-
fore him. The  sense of freedom that descended 
upon me was unsettling in its unfamiliarity.

Paris is a beautiful city. We’ve all heard the stories 
and seen the images glide across our televisions: 
The accordion hums gently in the background as a 
bespectacled man takes a slow drag on a cigarette, 
his lover adjusting her scarf, and you can almost 
smell the croissants coming out of the oven, fresh 
and light, waiting to help you start your day. I was 
really in Paris this time, and not watching a rep-
resentation of it on an LCD screen. Being present 
in Paris made me discover a beauty that went be-
yond croissants and love songs. 
 Mere days after the peace of the city had 
been shattered, I still felt relatively at ease there. I 
discovered in Paris an ability for the city to regain 
its stride after tragedy. I still saw old men reading 
newspapers over coffee, and children playing soc-
cer in the park. And I was still enamored with Par-
is, even though Parisians lamented that I hadn’t 
gotten to experience the city prior to the attacks. 
Now, they said, the police presence was extreme-
ly intense and the city felt crazy. But I came from 
New York City, and they say “if you can make it 
there you can make it anywhere”. 

 That is not to say that New York is some sort of proving ground dispensing un-
conquerable people, but more that nothing seems crazy after life in New York. Because 
I arrived in New York after its own tragedy on 9/11, a regular Tuesday morning involves 
swiping my MetroCard after opening the contents of my bag to an assault-rifle-toting of-
ficer. And if that MetroCard swipe takes me into the caverns of Penn Station, it feels as if 
I have suddenly been placed inside the jurisdiction of every law enforcement group ever. 
NYPD officers walk by New York County sheriff ’s deputies, who in turn tip their wide-
brimmed hats to the National Guard soldiers in full fatigues. If the zombie apocalypse 
goes down, my first stop is Penn Station, because that place is practically an armory.

“ . . . if  only for a moment, stepping out of  that tension felt freeing.”

 It’s not like Paris is 
some utopia. If you are black in 
France, then generally you’re of 
African descent, as is often the 
case in the States. A difference 
is that the history of blacks in 
France is generally much less 
muddy than it is for blacks in 
the States. Thank slavery for 
that. But even in Paris, no mat-
ter how much a black person 
knows about his lineage, to be 
the darker brother is still to be 
subject to the negative percep-
tions of others. The question is, 
what prejudices will take prece-
dence? As a Black American in 
Paris, I felt that the questioning 
looks seemed related to curios-
ity about my faith first, rather 
than my Blackness. Bald head. 
Full beard. Brown skin. “Is he 
Muslim?” their faces seemed 
to ask, a hint of fear pass-
ing through their eyes. Sadly, 
this trepidation concerning a 
brown person’s faith is a rapid-
ly growing problem. Sikhs are 
being barred from flights to 
New York for wearing turbans, 
and a GOP presidential candi-
date is running with the idea of 
registering Muslim people into 
a “Muslim database.” The scary 
thing is that he’s winning. 
 Pain and ignorance 
often beget fear. Pain from an 
attack leads to fear of a faith. 
Ignorance of humanity leads to 
fear of a race. American fears 
shape my U.S. experiences, 
but it is amazing how I found 
it beautiful to step out of that 
environment, even if stepping 
into Paris also meant stepping 
into a new fear. 
 Paris is still a beautiful 
city. It just turns out, for me, 
that the reasons for its beauty 
are rather complicated.

Fig. 7. Untitled
Fig. 8. Ocean Hill, BK
Fig. 9. Untitled
Fig. 10. Untitled
Fig. 11. Untitled

Fig. 3. Self  Portrait, Paris
Fig. 4. NYPD Watching Over Protest
Fig. 5. Bataclan Attack Memorial
Fig. 6. Untitled

Fig. 1. Untitled
Fig. 2. Untitled

RE-IMAGINE NOW
Dorothy Lam; ZiHong

On Effort Collection
Borromean Resistance

      When we started No Home Gallery almost two 
years ago, we were motivated by the desire to build connections within the art world. 
What better tool than art to spark dialogue and initiate the sharing of interests 
and ideas? And since that beginning, no two projects have been the same. We have 
worked with a wide range of media, personalities, spaces and conceptual themes but 
every project has had one thing in common: collaboration. We have pushed our col-
laborators to connect with each other and give rise to environments in which gallery 
goers can do the same. As No Home Gallery continues to grow, I hope that our com-
munity grows with it. We can empower ourselves and increase the impact of the art 
we create by adding context, dialogue, and learning to the practice of making and 
exhibiting, and the No Home Journal is a venture we hope will bring this dialogue to 
a broader range of media, persons, and spaces. 

With each artist, curator, and host we encounter, there is a story to be told, and the 
No Home Journal will be a place for us to highlight a broad range of opinions, ex-
periences, and observations. This month’s issue, our first, will have a focus on Art & 
Activism. Its release coincides with ECOAGE, No Home Gallery’s fifteenth produc-
tion. We hope that the voices collected in this issue will compliment your experience 
with ECOAGE. There is much to be said on the topic, and we invite you to join us in 
the conversation. 

No Home Gallery is a nomadic artist space that organizes experiences, exhibitions, 
and happenings in various spaces in New York City with teams of artists, curators, 
and hosts. If you are interested in getting involved, please check out our website: 
nohomegallery.com. We want to hear from you. 

-Victoria Manganiello, Founding Director, No Home Gallery

Wind in the Wordless Grove
Zach Wellstood

Some claim that there is a linguistic element 
in industrialized man’s attitude towards Our 
Earth & Nature, that the way we talk about 
these topics & the issues connected to them is 
representative of how we perceive them. For 
instance, in Religion and Environment, Vinay 
Kumar Srivastava calls attention to how we of-
ten talk about Nature: “Man tames, enslaves, 
or humbles nature; he conquers its forces; he 
emerges victorious in this war—or deal—with 
nature.” (Srivastava, 2006, 23:250) 
 If you stay your tongue and perk your 
ears long enough, you will gradually find that 
Srivastava’s observations are not false. How 
much time people spend conquering their 
lawns! And it is borne out in popular culture. 
In a recent film—The Witch—these motifs are 
explored extensively; in one scene, the Puri-
tan father gazes on from the fringes of a virgin 
woodland and proclaims, “We will conquer 
this wilderness. It will not consume us.” 
 So, if our attitude towards Our Earth, 
Nature, ecology, etc., is really reflected in the 
way we talk about those things, then what can 
be done? One solution, albeit one that’s un-
suitable for most people and woefully obscure, 
is to circumvent the language altogether—to 
create a new language. Constructing languag-
es (“conlanging”) has recently enjoyed a surge 
of interest prompted by pop culture conlangs 
like Na’vi (Avatar) and Dothraki (Game of 
Thrones). As it happens, conlangs exist in 
abundance and for reasons far more numerous 
than than might be expected. 
 Relevant to trees and the environment 
is a conlang called łaá siri [Fig. 1], which has 

been created to complement its creator’s neo-
pagan spirituality and worldview. If linguistic 
expressions truly do give form to their speak-
ers’ internal perceptions of the world, then we 
can understand why in łaá siri the phrase for 
“to die” (yasaá’ ‘iłaa [Fig. 2]) translates literally 
as “to become a tree.” There is another com-
mon phrase in this conlang used when asking 
for advice from others,  literally, “what should 
I do?,” and it’s “yasaa’łá laara’isii?,” the translit-
eration of which is “what do the trees say?” 
 As English speakers, let us imagine 
for a moment that our language had simi-
lar phrases. What if, when our mothers die, 
we chose to say, “My mother became a tree”? 
What implicit connection would we have to 
the trees all around us? English does not en-
tirely ignore trees—there are “tree diagrams” 
in the disciplines of linguistics and taxonomy, 
we do say “knock on wood,” and we have “tree-
huggers”—but English speakers apparently do 
not feel a spiritual connection to trees that 
must be expressed in words or phrases, despite 
the fact that English was originally spoken by 
Germanic pagans who considered trees sacro-
sanct. 
 By making łaá siri, the creator is not 
trying to prove that English is incapable of 
giving form to such sentiments or that English 
speakers should adopt łaá siri as a means of 
evocative expression. Rather, he is trying to 
codify his own perspective of Our Earth in 
a way by which special attention is given to 
Nature and the sanctity of the environment. 
There is one phrase I like in particular, yasaá’ 
tłila, which the creator defines as “to aspire to 

lead a free, fair, and peaceful life (usually in 
harmony with nature).” This phrase literally 
means “to aspire to be treelike”; the first word 
in the phrase is yasaá’ [Fig. 3], which means 
“tree,” and the second word is tłila, which is 
defined as “to follow in the footsteps of some-
one whom one holds in high esteem, to live by 
someone’s example, to aspire to be like some-
one or something whom one admires.” So in 
some sense, the phrase designates trees as a 
moral example which humans may hope to 
emulate.
 America is already seeing an increase 
in the number of adults unaffiliated with re-
ligion or affiliated with a non-Christian re-
ligion. Thus is it our generation’s task to es-
tablish methods of propagating moral values 
which are common to most, or, hopefully, to 
all of us. This is why the phrase “to aspire to 
be treelike” is important—Nature is common 
to all and a morality couched in nature would 
transcend religious and cultural boundaries. 
And so, I wonder: what would it look like for 
people to aspire to be treelike? This is definite-
ly a nonviolent aspiration. And, since we are 
increasingly moved to take action to preserve 
Our Earth, it makes sense for trees to be the 
moral exemplars of how to do so. As was stat-
ed earlier, trees outnumber humans 422 to 1, 
yet an excess of trees is rather unlike an excess 
of humans.

Fig. 1. łaá siri Fig. 2. Yasaa’łáa Fig. 1. yasaá’

Check out Zach’s website at zwelldesigns.com and learn more than you ever wanted to know about lhaa siri at lhaasiri.com. 

Sketch after Robert Adams.

(Mind map for her 2014 show RE-IMAGINE NOW at the Mess, her artist’s space in Bushwick)

For a full account of Dorothy’s work, check out her website dorothylamzihong.com.


