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Jeremiah Day

A Kind of Imagination 
that has Nothing to Do with Fiction: 
Art in Public Life



Drawn from Fred Dewey�s 
elaboration upon Hannah Arendt’s 
remark: �I am convinced that 
understanding is closely related to 
that faculty of imagination that Kant 
called Einbildungskraft and which 
has nothing in common with fictional 
ability,� �Reply to Eric Voegelin� 
in �The Portable Hannah Arendt�, 
edited by Peter Baehr, Penguin 
(New York: Penguin, 2000), pg 160.  

As in Dewey’s �Partisans�, from 
�Jeremiah Day/Simone Forti�, ed. 
Jeremiah Day (Dublin: Project Press, 
2009), pg 89.  

And further in  "Editor’s Afterword: 
Simone Forti’s Non-fictional 
Imagination" in �Oh, Tongue�, by 
Simone Forti (Los Angeles: Beyond 
Baroque Books, 2010), second 
edition, edited and designed by 
Fred Dewey.

See as follows in Part 2.
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It�s one of the hardest things for me to look and say: as I write 
words - and words can be powerful - but can they be powerful 
enough that I am able to tell my story the way I feel it?  

Connected, part of, totally part of, the natural world and the 
natural world being a total part of me.  

And feeling that to the depth that when somebody does ask me 
a question, I can�t �Yes� or �No� it.  

I have to tell you a story about it.

	 � Earl Mills, Chief Flying Eagle of the Mashpee Wampanoag

Sure, it�s just pigment on canvas!  Sure, it just hangs on the wall!

But it�s not just pigment on canvas.  It doesn�t just hang on  
	 the wall.

	 � Luc Tuymans

Transcript extract of audio 
from �The Fall of the Twelve Acres 
Museum�, installation, 2008

Noted from May 2015 
private interview.

Introduction: 
Methodology I. SUMMARY INTRODUCTiON 

Is art practice capable of a role in public life?  If so, how so?  If not, 
why not?

Not private life.  And not a value, or a function. 

And the question is to be asked not (just) in words, and not as if the 
matter at hand were concepts, theories or intellectual objects.  It is not a 
philosophy project in other words, nor social science, nor critical theory, 
nor design.  

It is also not a political science or political activism project, which 
would be to reverse the terms - asking: is political activism capable of 
a role in the �eld of art?  To which we would, on the basis of recent 
experiences of protests and pseudo-parliaments assembled in museums 
and galleries, �yes, of course, politics can take a role in the art context.�  
(Because, one would have to add, �after all, anything can appear to be 
meaningful once framed as art�)

No, it is an art project, and thus inadequate, faltering, reeking of vanity, 
transparently revealing its pretensions, and more importantly, a highly 
personal affair that unfolds over time, resulting in discrete, coherent 
objects and episodes, but ultimately aiming to transcend any particular 
functionalization with the goal of pulling some kind of vocabulary to-
gether, or what some people used to call an oeuvre.  

And from that more-or-less traditional approach to art practice, could 
one�s work have a role in public life?  Again: if so, how so?  If not, why 
not?

The project has been held together with key organizing principles, to 
serve as a guideline and framework:

Theory and practice are not essential distinctions.

It is not a linear process resulting in a synthetic end product.

It is made up of PUBLIC projects (�eld work, not lab work.)

The projects are essentially PERFORMATIVE, either literally 
performances or time-based events, or fabricated as a mode of 
address.
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The projects are all COMMEMORATIONS, marking or spark-
ing or harkening to the possibility of memory.

And the project has been established with two guiding lights, two exem-
plary practitioners, one an artist concerned with the status of art in the 
world, and the other a political theorist for whom art was foundational: 
Allan Kaprow and Hannah Arendt.  Later I will elaborate how Kaprow 
dropped away as an active topic (though his work remained essential to 
the ethos), and why Hannah Arendt came, amongst all other thinkers, 
to so dominate my thinking, that at times the project has risked seeming 
evangelical in it�s convictions.

So, why a book, in the end?  How public or political is that, how artis-
tic is that?  To be fair, this book is not made up entirely of cold written 
text, nor produced in studious contemplation. With the exception of 
this introduction, almost all the words that appear in this book are tran-
scribed from public events, as live events themselves (warm, occasion-
ally excellent, sometimes weak, usually poorly attended, always public 
and thus held amongst others) constitute the main form of articulation 
of the project.  

While not aiming for a synthesis (in which the process would disappear 
into the product), the project has to have a conclusion to be meaningful 
(it had a beginning, after all) and this conclusion must be essentially a 
kind of show-and-tell.  This is what I did, and this was the result.  Not 
just the results of a particular public effort � the exhibition of a video 
of a performance made crossing a street, for example � but rather the 
cumulative results, and the insights and sober(ing) conclusions to be 
drawn from them.

When invited by the Nova Scotia School of Art and Design to produce a 
book of her work, Simone Forti could only imagine it as a �Handbook 
in Motion� � something that goes back into the embodied world, to be 
carried along, and comes from, is concerned with that embodied world.  
About her work as a mover, in the world, condensed and then sent back 
out into the world, to be at-hand, an accompaniment for others� mov-
ings.  

At one point in this process, I started working towards editing a book 
about Hannah Arendt and culture, and an old colleague, Praneet Soi, 
said:

�Honestly, Jeremiah, I don�t need a book from you about that.  

If I want to read Hannah Arendt, I�ll just read her, really.  
And you�re no theorist, anyhow.  

What I want is to know what the hell you�ve been doing these 
years!  What you�ve been busy with and how it went.  

Did you get anywhere with it?! 

That�s a book I want to see.�

Well, this one�s for you Praneet, it should be said.  So, not a Handbook 
in Motion but rather a �eld book - documentation of experiments made 
in Western European art (and politics) in 2010-2015, undertaken by an 
expatriated American, in the capacity of Doctoral researcher - offering 
guide points in the shared landscape.
 
What follows of this introduction will serve as a key (like those symbols 
set aside in the box of the map) to these documentations, elaborating 
the essential motivation, framework, methodology, anchor and clari�ca-
tion of the system of the book itself.

II. MOTiVATiON; THE EXPERiENCE OF IRRELEVANCE

Ten or so years ago there was a truly excellent exhibition of contempo-
rary art organized around the theme of war, and not war as a trope, or 
concept, or sociological phenomenon, but as �a �rst-hand experience.� 
 
I was proud to have my work in this project, and there were fantastic 
other works in the exhibition: Anri Sala�s video in which the sounds of 
bombs is imitated awkwardly and increasingly painfully.  Renzo Mar-
ten�s early (and my favorite) work: the artist wanders the ruins of a city, 
discovers a family with a teenage girl, asks coldly through the inter-
preter: �ask her if she �nds me attractive,� and then, �ask her mother 
how she would feel if we got married.�  The mother says she would 
be happy because to marry a man from Western Europe would mean 
the daughter would get out of the endless nightmare of the bombed 
city.  That is what the word Grozny means to me � the family Martens 
encountered and their plain, �at and utterly reasonable utter despera-

�Concerning War � Soft Target. 
War as a Daily, First-Hand Reality� 
BAK, Utrecht, ��.��.���.��.���� 
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tion.  When I think today of Damascus I think of that family.  It helps 
me imagine this world, or at least I think it does.  Other great works: 
the Godard �lm in which poets wander bombed landscapes.  Later he 
shows photographs of completely devastated landscapes.  It�s a kind 
of discussion and people guess � is it Palestine?  No, Godard says, it is 
Pennsylvania from the US Civil War.  In other words, the show was, in 
my judgment, powerful, inspiring, and well done.  

Only later, did I ask myself: in 2005, in the Netherlands, did war have 
any meaning, not as a subject for intellectual debate or drama, but as 
of concrete pressing importance?  Was the Netherlands at war, or in-
volved in military activity in any consequential way?  In a democracy or 
a republic such questions ought to have importance for people in their 
capacity as citizens.  

And the answer was yes, indeed, war was an important issue in 2005.  
One of the de�ning issues of the time was the two year old invasion 
of Iraq and subsequent occupation.  A crucial issue was still whether 
or not the Netherlands was or was not part of the �coalition of the 
willing.�  Interestingly this could not be answered by a simple �yes� or 
�no,� as the political establishment had decided to somehow have it 
both ways � not fully supporting the effort but offering select tactical 
and symbolic support.  And as time went on this �having it both ways� 
because more and more scandalous, could not simply be left behind 
to fade away, and so a parliamentary investigation was held which led 
ultimately to the dissolution of a government, and launched into power 
a right-wing populist and radical free market coalition which has since 
transformed the country.  

As I write the ripples from that period, the consequences of decisions 
made in 2002-6,  seem to have grown into waves: the wide acceptance 
in the corridors of power of torture and assassination as the practices of 
statecraft, a �nancial crisis that justi�ed crippling attacks on what used 
to be called the �European social model,� and a civil war in Iraq�s neigh-
boring Syria which now sends multitudes of refugees and along with 
them a crisis in a European body politic which has never really given 
up on race-nationalism.  A contradictory situation in which charity is 
combined with racism and temporary living permits � not citizenship � 
is what greets those who have �ed what are clearly the consequences of 
�our� actions � that of the US, the NATO alliance, and Western Europe.  
In Sweden alone is the question dared to even be asked explicitly: can 
we form a multi-racial society with political equality?  Elsewhere the 
question is not even bothered to be raised (because the answer is �no�) 

and the USA, whose citizens bear so much responsibility, the refugees 
just don�t even appear, ironically.

This was all to follow but it was all in the air in 2005, not just as seeds 
of potential but again as visible ripples of global violence that even then 
one could sense would not stop, and were to only grow into waves.  
More importantly, in the preparation of the Iraq War, literally the en-
tire globe was animated in a day of shared worldwide protest, with the 
gathering of three million in Rome being the largest political gathering 
in the history of the world (see PRAVDA II for elaboration.)  In 2005, 
then, many people had been hearing about and thinking about war 
quite a great deal, and people as citizens in the Netherlands had still 
many important decisions to make and actions to take.  

So, did this exhibition have anything to contribute to these delibera-
tions, of the citizens?  Not really.  From this point of view, the show 
was basically irrelevant.  It is important to stress again: the show was 
extremely successful by all the usual standards of measure.  What was 
revealed then was a problem with the standards of measure.  A great art 
show, with an extensive program of live events, dealt movingly, inspired 
thoughts and feelings, and did so in a way that had nothing to do with 
how the matter at hand could have political relevance in any direct way.  
Following a line of Hannah Arendt, it was as if war was happening �on 
the moon,� (Proposal for a Performance in a Prison) not amongst us, 
and certainly not as the question of responsibility.  None of the artists, 
the organizers or the contributors to the live events forced the issue.  (It 
is perhaps even more revealing to look back and think: in 2005, was 
anyone of prominence in the visual arts dealing with the Iraq War or 
even �the War on Terror�?  Almost none.)

Thinking back now, I realize that the �rst time I came upon this un-
canny disconnection was teaching in an art school in Amsterdam with 
a young Nigerian artist in the class.  We were discussing political art in 
the Netherlands and the way politics appeared in Western European art, 
and I had to re�ect that it was much more common for Dutch Artists 
to deal with Argentina or another far away land than with the actions 
of Royal Dutch Shell in Nigeria.  In all my discussions of politics in the 
Netherlands, the death of Ken Saro Wiwa simply never came up, never 
ever (on the subject of being a citizen in a state that commits crimes, see 
The Frank Church � River of No Return Wilderness) 

Ken Saro Wiwa
Nigerian poet and activist, born 
���� executed ����.  The day 
before the trial against Royal Dutch 
Shell for culpability in his death and 
that of eight others was to begin, 
Shell settled out of court for ��.� 
million dollars, under the terms that 
the payment was not an admission 
of responsibility.

�Almost none.�
Paul McCarthy�s 2004 exhibition in 
London featured Bush and Bin Laden 
chasing each other around, moving 
Luc Tuymans to write a short piece 
in Flash Art, March /April 2004, 
pg 120.
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A question: 

What are these standards in which a show can deal excellently 
with a political subject in a way that has no meaning for the 
public, as citizens, in their capacities to act and responsibilities?

But this descriptive and analytic work is actually primarily important as 
a preliminary effort, setting the stage for: 

Could one come up with other practices, and other structures of 
evaluating, prioritizing and thus directing our activity?  

In this case, critical re�ection is not about critique, or the production of 
a hierarchy of taste.  �We do need history like the idlers in the garden 
of knowledge,� as Nietzsche put it, because the matter at hand is not an 
intellectual one (on the subject of how �the lay of the land looks differ-
ent when you have to chart your way through it� see Request for Pro-
posal: Vito Acconci, For Example).  Thus there is a certain myopia to 
my project, as critical re�ections are raised in relationship to a practical 
experimentation, not for their own sake.  If there is a certain responsi-
bility to the panorama of great thinkers to test one�s own thought, then 
I have failed it, and no super�cial consideration of Adorno can patch 
over that hole.  There is occasionally a circular logic to artists� discus-
sions � I do this because I think this, and I think this because of what I 
do.  This project accepts that as fair enough, in a way.  (And certainly 
part of the motivation for a collaborative, plural reading of Hannah 
Arendt�s text on culture, see as documented later, was to draw my own 
reading out into the open, if not to substantiate it academically than to 
test it publicly.)

Over the course of the project, there was another test applied, that will 
be the basis for the conclusion of this publication, which is not that of 
correctness or logical consistency, but rather the question raised by Pra-
neet Soi: �did you get anywhere with it?�  And Soi did not mean profes-
sionally.  So, when The Frank Church � River of No Return Wilderness 
project was made public at the Pompidou Centre and then people asked 
�how did it go?� what they really were asking was �did the museum 
buy the work,� or did more professional short-term opportunities 
come in response?  �How did it go?� most often refers to professional 
achievement in this context.  What Soi meant was something entirely 
different.  In the case of that piece shown in Paris, it would mean to ask: 
so you made a work that wrestles with the issue of the secret services 
and surveillance and showed it very publicly, was there any resonance 

with the public, in any sense at all?  And so the reckoning, the respon-
sibility to some kind of intellectual consistency is to ask those kinds of 
questions and then consider the answers, even when they are awkward, 
and even when they are inconclusive, leading only to further specula-
tions, descriptions, and another round of experimentation.

When I met Allan Kaprow in his studio in Encinitas in 1998, his walls 
were covered with paintings that looked more than a bit like Bonnard.  
Kaprow told me they were his own early work and he still liked them, 
and that Bonnard was still one of his favorite artists.  Just because he 
dedicated �fty or so years to exploring art�s capacities outside of the stu-
dio, outside of any framework you could name for that matter, it didn�t 
meant that he somehow hated that work, or wanted to prescribe people 
to avoid making it.  Similarly, the point of this project is not to dictate 
any prescriptions that all art making must be political to be relevant 
but rather to say ask if one would want to deal with art and citizenship, 
how would one do it?

Perhaps the question is better asked to curators, or Museum directors, 
�gures who do have some kind of explicit, commonly recognized civic 
role.  But that is somehow irrelevant, to me.  I �nd myself in too deep to 
jump shoes so quick.  I had to ask this in my own minor but actual role 
as a maker.

And, to go back to the example of the Iraq War, to pull on that thread a 
bit further and see what unwinds, perhaps there is good reason that the 
issue of responsibility or agency was not raised, even amidst so many 
consequential decisions.  Perhaps it is because the people themselves 
� organizers, artists, attendees, journalists alike � felt that they had no 
agency, and thus no responsibility.  After all, the government�s bizarre 
half-in, half-out strategy revealed a fundamental disconnect between 
the political system and the citizenry.  It was as if the political system 
� the party leaders, members of parliament, academics, key journalists, 
business leaders � were playing a game on the citizens, trying to mislead 
them.  In that context, the 2005 art exhibition about war takes on an-
other light and on the one had we can let everyone off the hook � after 
all, no one felt capable of changing anything anyways.  But on the other 
hand, another question is raised: what is the role of culture in the public 
of a representative democracy that, as in the case of the Netherland�s 
role in Iraq, on key issues does not represent the populace?

�as Nietzsche put it�
Nietzsche, "Use and Abuse of History 
for Life" in �Untimely Meditations�, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), translation by 
R.J. Hollingdale
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III.  FRAMEwORk �: WHY KAPROw ?

The question then is raised: how could one explore this terrain not just 
abstractly in the �eld of art or �cultural production,� but as (primarily, 
at least) a maker?  To begin with an open mind, one must not take such 
a premise for granted or lightly.  In this way, Allan Kaprow�s example is 
foundational for the effort enclosed in this publication in four ways: 

1.	 the production of a body of work alongside a body of writing 
in which neither instrumentalise nor illustrate the other but 
support and compliment each other in a two-track activity

2.	 his willingness and courage to �go public� with his concerns, 
to pull his thoughts together in order to share them with other 
people and encourage them to address the problems that he and 
others recognized.  Rather than reaching back to the model of 
the artist issuing manifestos, he rather took on the role of the 
artist as public intellectual.  It is in this spirit that the project 
took shape.

3.	 his concerns and ambitions for art never functionalized art, and 
in fact were based in a resistance to art�s reduction to a social 
function.  

4.	 Kaprow�s work was essentially an ongoing practice of testing 
art�s capacities in which the work of art, despite appearances, 
remained central and the work�s capacity for public meaning 
was a de�ning concern.

1) Kaprow, writer and maker  

Kaprow almost �nished his PHD in art history, but gave up in the pro-
cess of �nishing the dissertation because his extreme dyslexia made 
tackling the goal of a book-length piece of writing had to be set aside.  
He told me that some of the texts of his, often only a few pages long, 
took years to produce because of this disability.  However, this perhaps 
gave those texts the incredible condensation and intensity that marks 
them, and gives them a synthetic wholeness so that each one really feels 
like �a work,� not just an aside or meditation.

Kaprow�s �rst and last major texts � The Legacy of Jackson Pollock 
from 1958 and The Real Experiment from 1983 � form bookends en-
capsulating his major concerns about art.  The �rst insists that the res-
onating meaning of Pollock�s work is that art is primarily about action, 
and that the object is secondary.  Kaprow concludes the piece with an 
incredibly prescient passage that essentially charts the next twenty years 
of development in Western art:   

Pollock, as I see him, left us at the point where we must become 
preoccupied and even dazzled by the space and objects of our 
everyday life, either our bodies, rooms, or if need be, the vast-
ness of Forty-second street.  Not satis�ed with the suggestion 
through paint of our other senses, we shall utilize the speci�c 
substances of sigh, sound, movements, people, odors, touch.  
Objects of every sort are materials for the new art: paint chairs, 
food, electric and neon lights�  a thousand other things will 
be discovered by the present generation of artists�  they will 
disclose entire unheard-of happenings and events, found in 
garbage cans, police �les, hotel lobbies�  a letter from a friend, 
or a billboard selling Drano; three taps on the front door, a 
scratch, a sigh, or a voice lecturing endlessly, a blinding staccato 
�ash, a bowler hat � all will become materials for this new con-
crete art.

Young artists of today need no longer say, �I am a painter� or 
�a poet� or �a dancer.�  They are simple �artists.�  All of life 
will be open to them. �  People will be delighted or horri�ed, 
critics will be confused or amused, but these, I am certain will 
be the alchemies of the 1960�s.

In this tumble we can hear Jack Kerouac � the spontaneity, the con-
creteness, the intoxication with description, but most importantly the 
inspiration that is itself inspiring.  It was Kerouac who had gone to the 
mountain in Dharma Bums where a spirit told him he was �empowered 
to remind people that they are utterly free� and this embrace of expan-
sive possibility remained central to Kaprow�s ethos, writing, oeuvre.  
Perhaps he should be known as more of �gure of the Beats than of the 
world of Meyer Schapiro and �performance art�: part of broader cul-
tural project with political and social implications, not just punctuating 
the hierarchy of art history.

What is crucial here, and why the text deserves such extensive quota-
tion, is that Kaprow here is certainly not �interpreting� Pollack�s work 

�utterly free�
Jack Kerouac, �Dharma Bums�; 
Penguin Modern Classics Edition 
(Penguin, New York); pg. 239. 
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nor �explaining� his own, though the text of course helps us understand 
both.  Writing as a form of fabrication here has a place alongside other 
modes of fabrication, essentially equally, or even ignoring the distinc-
tion.  For my project, which requires sharing some re�ections in words 
(besides the reliance upon words to compose art), Kaprow then was 
crucial.  Unlike Robert Smithson, for whom writing seems to have at 
times been more important and his sculptures requiring those writings 
to unfurl their potential signi�cance, or, for example Gerhard Rich-
ter, whose writings are essentially footnotes to his studio practice, in 
Kaprow we �nd that making �pieces� and writing texts proceed in par-
allel, somehow independent but complimentary parts of a whole effort.  
This need to �nd an appropriate place for words is of course motivated 
by the insistence that art, in order to be effective, cannot resort too 
much to explanation which at a certain robs the work of any powers to 
convince us at all.  �Show, don�t tell,� was Hemingway�s prescription.  
For Kerouac, when one got stuck one should not look for words but 
�try to see the picture better.�  Or as the �lmmaker Stanley Kubrick 
once praised the collaborations of Krystof Kieslowski and his writing 
partner Krzysztof Piesiewicz:

they have the very rare ability to dramatize their ideas rather 
than just talking about them. By making their points through 
the dramatic action of the story they gain the added power of 
allowing the audience to discover what�s really going on rather 
than being told. They do this with such dazzling skill, you never 
see the ideas coming and don�t realize until much later how 
profoundly they have reached your heart.  

Perhaps this should be followed by Matisse�s rumored suggestion to his 
students that they should pretend to have cut out their tongues.  Some-
how Kaprow found a way to write alongside art that neither deprived 
his artworks of their capacity to move, nor serve as mere afterthoughts.  
As in this passage of �The Legacy of Jackson Pollock,� Kaprow found 
writing to be a kind of parallel activity of thinking about art, one that 
shared his sense of the landscape and thus illuminated both it and the 
underlying preoccupations of his work

2) Kaprow as public intellectual  

Kaprow did not hesitate to take a stand.  The title of the 1983 essay 
�The Real Experiment� of course implies that they are less valid modes 
of experimentation, and indeed Kaprow made clear distinctions and 

hierarchies, on the basis of his own taste and interests (not on any claim 
to be right or for the �greater good�), but hierarchies none the less.  
And the clarity and rigor of his thinking was persuasive to many, grant-
ing him a kind of real authority.  

I had seen Kaprow on a panel speaking, but that was not preparation 
for his evening lecture at the UCLA Graduate Studios in 1996 or 97, 
when we arrived to �nd no screen or slide projector but the chairs 
gathered in a circle and Kaprow seated patiently waiting for people to 
arrive.  He had taken his power to violate and interrupt the standard 
format, and indeed it was disruptive.  But what he had used his hier-
archical position to do then de-hierarchized the set-up for the evening, 
taking us out of the role of empty vessel students and into equals, at 
least in the organization of the room.  

This promise of liberation, amongst other things, occasionally gave 
Kaprow the quality of a guru, and this was distasteful and problematic 
for many people.  It went along with Kaprow�s increasing interest in 
sharing participation with the public.  As Benjamin Buchloh saw it, the 
�major� �misconception� in Kaprow�s text on Pollock (though it is fair 
to extend it to his whole oeuvre) was his focus on 

�ritualistic dimension of aesthetic experience (what Walter 
Benjamin had called the �parasitical dependence of art upon 
the magic ritual�) as a stable and transhistorical, universally 
accessible condition that could be reconstituted at all times by 
merely altering the exhausted stylistic means and obsolete artis-
tic procedures, by innovating � modes of production.�

This fragment comes from Buchloh�s major text on Andy Warhol, and 
his extended comparison between Kaprow and �Andy,� narrating the 
two artists as rival positions in a shared territory, is itself revealing.  
Warhol after all, represents one dramatic model for the artist�s role in 
society, and pairing him with Kaprow shows by contrast the nature of 
Kaprow�s own public role: that he took a stand about what art should 
be, elaborated it�s meaning in his writing and demonstrated it�s potential 
in his work.  

�collaborations of Krystof 
Kieslowski and his writing partner 
Krzysztof Piesiewicz� 
The foreword to Kieslowski & 
Piesiewicz, Decalogue: 
The Ten Commandments, 
London: Faber & Faber, 1991

Benjamin Buchloh
�Andy Warhol�s One Dimensional Art 
1956 � 1966�; as reprinted in 
�October Files: Andy Warhol�; 
Annette Michelson, editor; MIT Press 
(Cambridge, 2001); pg. 12.
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3) Kaprow�s resistance to the frame 
but insistence on the artwork  

The frame marking inside and outside of the work, the border of be-
ginning and ending in time, the division between maker and receiver, 
the limit of the work itself and it�s own context: all and each of these 
were subject to a methodical interrogation and disruption by Kaprow 
in which he was perfectly willing to give up any claims to be an artist or 
for his activity to be art.  In fact, as time went on Kaprow began to ar-
gue for the role of the �un-artist� who keeps the question of �is it art?� 
deliberately unresolved as a way of producing meaning.  

And yet, almost always the works have very clear titles and dates and 
more importantly structures, internal compositional principles that give 
each Happening (and later Doing) a coherence and integrity.  Kaprow�s 
method was to produce works that were not dependent upon any of 
those socially constructed frames of art, but still here indeed works, 
pieces, things.  Underlying this strategy we have to consider the gener-
alized distaste for instrumentalisation amongst American artists in this 
period.  Michael Asher�s brutal critique of the �light and space� move-
ment as mere decoration; Robert Smithson�s withdrawal from Docu-
menta with the comment that it was �better to disclose the con�nement 
rather than make illusions of freedom,� and Lucy Lippard�s insistence 
(in words and actions) that the de-materialization of art was essentially 
against the reduction of art to economic functions � all of these and 
more are manifestations of the same basic instinct, to preserve what 
Donald Judd called the �openness� of art, or the non-instrumentalisa-
tion of the artwork.

In this way, Kaprow�s critique of the art �eld as an extended social 
habit, one so repetitive that it not only lost its meaning but robbed the 
works within it of the capacity for meaningfulness, and then his desire 
to test what �real experiment[ation]� would be like form a kind of 
model for my own effort in this project.  

And not coincidentally Kaprow�s critique of the art �eld �not a political 
critique of the art institutions connection to the public realm, nor an 
economic critique of the structure of the art market � is a critique of the 
social instrumentalisation of art, precisely what Hannah Arendt focused 
on.

4) Kaprow as public artist

What was at stake in Kaprow�s experimental probing, his pushing of art 
past any social function, was an insistence upon the work�s ability to 
achieve meaning outside of the institution coding or framing, and often 
outside of any institution altogether.  In this way, Kaprow was pursuing 
the capacity for public meaning.  Though his fundamentally abstract 
vocabulary is very different from my own, my project is clearly another 
version of this pursuit.    

IV. FRAMEwORk �: WHY HANNAH ARENDT ?

The work of Arendt and my approach to it through the work of Fred 
Dewey form the basis for an entire chapter, but for now rather than 
to dive deeply, it is crucial to sketch the broad contours.  Almost all 
of what follows dealing with Arendt is an elaboration upon Dewey’s 
unique vision of her body of writings and her human example, crucially, 
as he taught me, in a kind of scholarship of enactment.  The goal was 
not expert knowledge but embodiment and practice in public life.  In 
this sense Arendt, as Dewey introduced me to her, exists as a poetic 
and political �gure more than a theoretical one, and what partly dis-
tinguishes this project from a theoretical Doctoral effort is that such a 
scholarship is one of human working relationships, and oral exchange 
in the midst of that work - Dewey’s reading groups, collaboration and 
friendship most of all - a highly sophisticated and productive re�ection, 
even if not oriented towards the production of academic knowledge.

So, if not always the engine of the train of the project, than Arendt�s 
work (as revealed through working with Dewey) has been perhaps the 
tracks and even the compass used to lay them down.  

Arendt’s example, as I came to consider it with Dewey, forms the intel-
lectual framework for the project because:

	 1) Arendt offers an ultimately af�rmative understanding of 
	 and argument for political life

	 2) Arendt positions art, in the broadest sense, at the center 
	 of the human world, not at the periphery

Michael Asher, et al.  
This is my reading of Asher�s 
contribution to the 1976 Venice 
Biennial, documented in 
Michael Asher, �Writings 1973 � 1983 
On Works 1969 � 1979�; 
Nova Scotia Press (Nova Scotia, 1983); 
pgs 138 � 145.  Smithson quote from 
�Cultural Confinement�; originally 
published in the Documenta 
catalogue as his contribution to the 
exhibition, re-printed in October 
1972 Artforum and �Robert Smithson, 
the Collected Writings� edited by 
Jack Flam; University of California 
Press (Berkely, 1996); pg. 155.  
Lippard argues throughout �Six Years: 
The dematerialization of the art 
object from 1966 to 1972: a. 
Cross-reference book of...� edited 
and and annotated by Lucy R. Lippard. 
UNIVERSITY OF California (Berkeley, 
1997), and Judd makes this point 
repeatedly in his reviews, see Donald 
Judd: Complete Writings 1959 � 1975, 
Judd Foundation (New York 2016).

Fred Dewey first emerged in the  
New York scene around Semiotext(e), 
and after working in Hollywood, 
worked directly at the intersection of 
culture and public life through his 
tenure as director Beyond Baroque 
Literary / Arts Center (1995 � 2010), 
where I was artist in residence 
1998 � 1999, attending his Arendt 
reading group, working together on 
programming and co-initiating an 
interdisciplinary art �working group.�  

Dewey�s work on Arendt has recently 
begun to come to more attention.  
See for example the 2016 piece by 
Barry Schwabsky on �Fred Dewey�s 
�from an apparent contradiction in 
Arendt�� (in Hyperallergic, online 
publication, posted September 4, 
2016) and the review of Dewey�s 
2014 book �The School of Public 
Life� in Bomb Magazine (issue 134, 
Winter 2016).  "The School of Public 
Life� details Dewey�s successful 
effort to establish Neighborhood 
Councils in Los Angeles city law 
(a clear development from his work 
on Arendt�s writings on council 
politics). Ammiel Alcalay�s review 
explores how theoretical work 
on Arendt leads to practical political 
work, and then vice-versa, 
back again.
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	 3) Arendt�s own work itself has an artistic aspect which I have 
	 then appropriated

	 4) there has been relatively little work done on the intersection 	
	 between Arendt and contemporary art, and so taking this as a 
 	 point of departure has in practice meant a wide �eld in which 	
	 to maneuver

1) Arendt�s a�rmation of politics 
has several dimensions: 

Not-Marxist
As a preliminary, to frame the importance and unique advantages 
Arendt offers, one has to recall the way in which the work of Karl Marx 
still undergirds so much of the discourse around culture and politics, 
even the term �critical theory� is itself historically linked to a project 
of Marxism.  And this is important because for Marx, class struggle is 
always the �prime mover� or most important causal force for all human 
affairs.  The consequence is that even conversationally, amongst the 
most non-ideological minds, there is a tendency to see political events as 
merely a manifestation of underlying economic forces.  Elections, par-
ties, constitutions and even wars are understood in this framework as 
functions of capitalist development.  

Arendt disagrees, and the consequence of her disagreement is to open 
the door to a vast potential of possible re-imaginings, understandings 
and even actions.  This is precisely what �rst struck me and led me to 
invest in a study of her work � coming from the radical pessimism of 
the French thinkers who had become fashionable in the US twenty years 
ago � Arendt�s fundamental axiom that political events had meaning in 
and of themselves, not as part of a process of development, was revela-
tory and made possible a whole reconsideration of current affairs, site, 
and memory.  At the risk of sounding resentful, one only has to look to 
the dominant intellectual organs of the visual arts like October and Text 
zur Kunst and ask how much priority to they give to actual political 
events like the war in Iraq, or the con�ict between Greece and Germany 
in recent years?  Let alone elections or what the Germans-left used to 
call �extra-parliamentary� politics like the spontaneous campaigns of 
civil disobedience in the US in recent years?  (This contrast also is a 
good way to frame my project, as concrete political events form the en-
tire texture of it.)

Further, at the risk of oversimpli�cation, this distinction between 
Arendt�s approach and the Marxist framework can be compared to 
Nietzsche�s distinction between passive and active nihilism.  The passive 
nihilist had an endless critical apparatus to dissect the world in front 
of him or her, the active nihilist comes up with new approaches, values, 
capacities for action.  In the absence of concrete links to the project of 
�the emancipation of the proletariat,� Marxist thought has become 
largely disconnected from activity and thus any cultural or artistic work 
structured by it is almost by de�nition, like fruit from the tree, always 
distanced from the concrete and lived, and thus artistically stunted.

Citizenship
This word is actually not key for Arendt, but has become a shorthand I 
use to refer to that whole range of activities and capacities that go with 
our formal belonging to a body politic, and even further � Arendt fol-
lowed Jaspers and Kant in asserting a kind of world citizenship based 
on human solidarity not just national constructions.  

In practice this means that the public and private are bound together, 
not as in �the personal is the political� in US Feminist discourse, but 
rather that in taking the democracy and republicanism seriously the 
scale of individual citizens is foundational.  The implication of this is an 
elevation of questions of conscience and ethics � because they are linked 
with events and action, not just philosophizing � and second of all a 
�ood of poetic potential that breaks open once the small scale experi-
ences of politics are linked to capital lettered World History.  

Last, it also takes it for granted that one�s own capacity to act is mean-
ingful, even (as is often the case) in the experience of being thwarted.  
This essential meaningfulness � apart from any means/ends relationship 
or focus on results � then also effectively validates and invigorates small 
scale politics, in terms of what we normally call �activism,� but also 
our participation in the structures we occupy all the time � work place, 
institutions, neighborhoods, communities.  For reasons too myriad to 
explore here, we all have had experiences of bad-faith, corruption and 
futility that motivates any sensible person to withdraw into private af-
fairs, but Arendt not only encourages us to re-explore our capacities in 
the public world, her focus of the meaningfulness of action helps reveal 
the drama and intensity of being defeated and vanquished from the �eld 
of public affairs.  From her text on Brecht to her re�ections on student 
activists on the 1960�s, Arendt not only theoretically validates political 
action, she practices that validation by ennobling the actors with serious 
consideration, giving meaning to their efforts, regardless of outcome.
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Artist-Citizen
In this way, Arendt also opens the door to a model of the artist-citi-
zen.  This model is different from that wherein the artist engages in the 
public realm directly, but in a way that is totally distinct from his or 
her artistic practice.  The efforts of Barnett Newman, Norman Mailer 
in New York, or even more recently the singer-songwriter Rodriguez in 
Detroit to run for Mayor of their cities is the best demonstration of this 
model.  All three of course had political aspects to their artistic work 
that informed their candidacies, but the two remained as separate as 
�apples and oranges.� When Barnett Newman became concerned about 
politics in New York, he did not depict the issues in his paintings, rather 
he took on the role of citizen in a highly active way � running for of�ce.  

Arendt�s approach to public affairs would have had Rodriguez ask him-
self: what is the role of a singer and songwriter in Detroit, now?  And 
perhaps this would have led him to more directly engage the political 
organization of the city within his songs, to chronicle not just social 
despair but his own political frustration with party machinery that 
blocked him out.  Or perhaps he would have started to organize the 
public aspect of his work as a musician according to his understanding 
of the city: rather than trying to �make it� through commercial record 
sales, perhaps his role could have been to contribute to his own commu-
nity through chronicling their stories.  The point being that by infusing 
action with meaning then would open the territory for a new consider-
ation of how to link artistic production and citizenship.

Crucially, Arendt�s model is also different from what we now call as a 
shorthand �institutional critique.�  Super�cially, institutional critique 
follows Arendt in �nding meaning in concrete details and through a 
consideration of the roles and positions of power and how they are 
materialized.  But institutional critique, as the name implies, is focused 
on the art institutions themselves, and not their role in the public realm.  
The assumption is that by making visible the underlying structures of 
the museum, one might establish a critical re�ection capable of extend-
ing out of the art space and into society, but in practice the result seems 
to be a kind of institutional fetishism.

The model of the artist-citizen that this project has followed takes up 
institutional critique�s concern for the mechanics and actualities of 
cultural institutions, but rather than aim to reveal those in a spirit of 
dØnouement, those mechanics have been evaluated and then worked-
into from a consideration of the broader body politic.  This has then 
encouraged me to organize my own cultural models with others (the 

series What Was The European Union? for example) and further to take 
up classically civic traditions such as the open letter within my own 
community.  

Lastly, following Arendt�s valorization of public activity, one could 
have suggested to Barnett Newman that he clarify not only the classical 
ambition of his paintings (by referencing the Stations of the Cross) but 
make more explicit that his key reference points were Hiroshima and 
the Holocaust, ie to signal the potential relevancy of his work to his 
fellow citizens.  Newman took great care to frame his work artistically, 
but what could have been accomplished by framing it politically, not 
just in a few interviews, but structurally, publicly?   

2) the artwork as foundational, not peripheral, 
to public life

Let�s continue with example of Newman � crucially investing his energy 
to link his work to the traditions of the Catholic church to emphasize 
his ambition to be understood as part of art history, but never taking 
any steps outside of writing to clarify that his work was deeply moti-
vated by political events.  There has been recent scholarship on abstract 
painting and the Holocaust, but what if we imagine the Guggenheim in 
1970 making an exhibition on the existential, psychological and civic 
effects of living under the threat of nuclear annihilation?  This is much 
closer to how Arendt sees art.

Because for Arendt artworks form the foundations for public life.  Go-
ing back to the Greeks, Arendt asserts that for them the polis consisted 
of �action+memory,� and that memory�s necessary concrete form was 
art.  In this way art, for Arendt, is somehow necessary for politics.  She 
taught a class �Political Experience in the 20th Century� in which the 
only texts were literature, advising her students that the kind of un-
derstanding related to politics was better accessed through wrestling 
with art than with theories and concepts.  One only has to look to the 
conclusion of On Revolution in which she locates the key insights into 
political action in a series of cryptic aphorisms by the French surrealist 
poet Rene Char.  Arendt�s focus on art and politics is not only based on 
what we might call �content� � as if Picasso�s Guernica was deemed to 
be his only work � but rather on a broader framework linking culture 
to the public realm.  As for Bertolt Brecht, Walter Benjamin and others, 
Franz Kafka was a key �gure for Arendt, and if we take Kafka as our 
model of a political artist � and our entire vocabulary of politics is de-
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pendent on his fantastical works � then we can extrapolate that even a 
fantasy landscape can be so infused with realism that it illuminates our 
shared world for a century later.  

Ultimately, this is part of Arendt�s essential classicism: where would the 
Greeks be without Homer?  Story-telling here is the glue of an entire 
civilization, and Arendt later suggests that the enduring import of Greek 
civilization was the close inter-connection between art and political life.  
Both art and politics, need public space to appear, and so have a some-
times rivalry in the occupation of that space, but both need each other 
to defend the space as well.

In addition, as will be explored further, late in her life Arendt increas-
ingly speculated on the link between aesthetics and political judgment.  
Drawing from Kant on the way imagination, fantasy, memory and judg-
ment are linked, Arendt postulated a whole other political role of art, 
wherein taste was not just a matter of chocolate or vanilla, but helps 
navigate the kind of ethical quandaries one �nds oneself in.

3) Arendt�s own poetics � exempli�cation

Arendt�s focus on episodes, events, actions and people (as opposed to 
theory, structure, concepts and ideas) in practice led Arendt to rely on 
exempli�cation as the crux of her thinking and argumentation.  Exem-
pli�cation �the focus on concrete things which then can be held up for 
exploration, questioning and speculation (a strategy indebted no doubt 
to Walter Benjamin) - relies upon the poetic traditions of metaphor, me-
tonymy and allegory to spark broader understanding while grounding 
and testing such illuminations against and within speci�c events.  This 
process is ultimately one of a kind of fractured storytelling between po-
etic and expository modes of thinking, and this has become the essence 
of the vocabulary of my own work.  

4) the unexplored aspects of Arendt and culture

With the exception of a few asides, the main �gure to have developed a 
cultural practice based upon a reading of Hannah Arendt�s work is my 
mentor Fred Dewey (see the chapter dedicated to this) and with the ex-
ception of one volume of edited works, there has not been much schol-
arly work done on Arendt�s focus on culture in her own writings.  So 
in comparison with other intellectual �gures, like her colleague Walter 

Benjamin, for example, there is relatively very little existing work done 
on Arendt and contemporary art.  And this offers space to maneuver, 
with the promise of some novel results and horizons.

But these maneuverings, it should be said as an introduction, are some-
what irresponsible.  At the outset of this project I anticipated that I 
would at some point make myself into more of a scholar, and make 
some kind of remedial study of phenomenology and the Frankfurt 
School, an ambition which never became really urgent and thus was 
pursued haphazardly and unscienti�cally.  This is no defense for what at 
points must seem like a casual and short-hand approach to the history 
of thought, but rather an acknowledgement from the outset of the role 
of Arendt�s work: clutched tightly like a thin but essential blanket on 
a seemingly endless night that is much colder than anticipated.  Or, in 
other words, in a way that is more poetic than scienti�c.  

V. ANCHOR�METHODOLOGY

The kite image:
There is an image that Simone Forti uses to describe improvising from 
a structure.  The connection back to the subject matter, she says, is like 
the string of a kite.  The kite can go in every direction, up and down 
and all over, but what holds it up is the link back to the ground � the 
string.  The subject matter is the string.  The work is the kite and it can 
go anywhere, but it stays de�ned by that link, that anchor.

For twelve years the anchor to my practice has been the example of the 
painting Raft of The Medusa by Gericault, somehow a proof of art�s 
capacities.

The point of departure of the painting was a well-known recent event 
� a ship had been abandoned at sea and the survivors left to their fates 
due to incompetence and indifference from the central government.  Im-
ages of the raft of survivors were common in the press and were widely 
understood as a kind of critical symbol of the state of affairs under Na-
poleon III and the distance of the period from the promise of the revo-
lution.  Despite the general familiarity with the theme, and ultimately 
the competition with a huge panoramic painting of the same motif, 
Gericault seized upon the event, shaving his head in preparation for a 
period of almost monastic focus on the work.  The eventual product, 
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though not as spectacular or popular as the panoramic painting, quickly 
became iconic, and the critical symbolism of the work deepened into a 
kind of compressed epic portrait.  In other words the painting was in-
tended and received as a kind of dramatization of a political argument.  

But unlike most art that is made to send a message, Gericault�s work 
achieved enduring iconic status, appearing in press in the Paris Com-
mune of 1870 and then on the cover of the proto-situationist journal 
Potlatch in the early 1960�s.  Like Arendt�s understanding of Homer�s 
role for the ancient Greeks, in some ways Gericault�s painting encapsu-
lates and makes transmissible some essential aspect of the period, which 
is of enduring signi�cance.  Undoubtedly this is because of its remark-
able dramatization: the composition of the raft seems to break off the 
picture plane, a painting-within-a-painting that seems like it may tip on 
to you, with a pyramid composition that balances agony, desperation, 
hope, and forlorn wonder through the different �gures.  

So often in visual art exhibitions today, one needs to read the press 
release to �get� the work, to link between the visible material and the 
�back story.�  One consequence of this mechanism is that the assem-
bling the work�s meaning depends largely upon a pre-existing frame-
work of knowledge within which we then situate the two elements � the 
visual one and the text.  More troublingly, it often means that the art-
works themselves have little self-evident meaning without being assisted 
by the supposedly �true� accompanying text upon which they depend 
to signify.  In Raft of the Medusa, the effect is the opposite � rather than 
depending upon knowledge of Napoleon III to be effective, the human 
drama of the work is so compelling that it actually leads one to inquire 
and want to learn more, giving meaning to a history that would largely 
be forgotten.  

I was directed toward the painting by Luc Tuymans, an artist who on 
occasion certainly relies upon accompanying texts to unlock the mean-
ing of his works.  Somehow I�d developed a rich education in art after 
abstract expressionism, but knowledge dimmed as I went backwards in 
time from that point.  Tuymans recognized the underlying ambition in 
some of the works I was making at the Rijksakademie and directed me 
to look at French History painting.  

The issue of the endurance of the work was crucial to me � not so much 
that the work should physically last � after all, already a central part 
of my work was performance � but rather the ambition that the work 
could maintain a power to convey itself in other times and places, not 
just to be wed to circumstance.  In the late 1990�s I made a series of 

projects about local history in key sites in which �ideo screenings were 
then the successful basis for open discussion, crucially proving to me 
that artworks could be the ground for structuring a "town meeting"-
like open discussion (a principle that my work continues to draw upon).  
However, I discovered afterwards that the videos themselves had no real 
power for anyone who was not from that place.  The videos had ex-
hausted themselves, and perhaps were more like props than actual art-
works, or more like design.  This was problematic because if the fabri-
cated object was so bound to it�s initial public, than it apparently could 
not reach out to others.  It was as if my ambition for the work to have 
meaning in the world through a speci�c time and place was achievable 
at the cost of the worldliness of the work, and thus my portrayal of 
these places was in a broader sense lost before it was completed.  

So, the ambition to craft a thing that could shift between modes of 
address � engaged in it�s own moment and yet enduring � de�ned my 
approach to production.  Even in works that were strictly performance, 
the aim was always that in the form of trace or documentation it would 
maintain some power to convey itself.  

Thus, the period of experimentation chronicled here moved forward 
with strict parameters.  The ambition to engage must be tempered with 
some kind of universalizing transformation, making the particular and 
the local accessible, but without recourse to abstracting concepts.  No 
social design, no participatory works.  Even the performances them-
selves relied on the classic �disinterested contemplation� as the mode of 
apprehension.  And like Gericault�s example, the work should be shown 
in the conventional art spaces.  Rather than pursue the public by inter-
vening in places they did not expect the artist�s hand, I would approach 
them on the agreed mutual territory of the art institution.  Even when 
outdoor works or performances were undertaken (see for example the 
2014 work for The Promise at Arnol�ni), it was always in dialogue with 
the conventional format.  Because what I wanted to test was indeed the 
potential capacity of the conventional format.  

The other key aspect of this project was an explication, elaboration and 
exempli�cation of Hannah Arendt�s work on culture.  This project was 
undertaken in the spirit of the artist-citizen as described above.
    
The book unfolds in chapters: key episodes which unfold onto the next, 
some of which are art works some of which talks.  Interrupting these 
major sections are a series of interludes, short fragmentary pieces which 
further stage the themes to come.  
The focus on the artist-talk as the main mode of re�ection was further 
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in the spirit of working from within the conventional roles and formats.  
Without recourse to claiming validation from some other mode of dis-
course, and without risking producing a strange persona of discourse, 
the artist�s talk seemed a reliable tradition to draw upon to produce 
essentially expository texts re�ecting on the speculations, observations 
and experiments along the way.  The talks explored different modes of 
public address � ranging from explicitly performances, to more straight-
forward lectures, to somewhere in-between � and for different models 
of institutions: major public art centers, a closed-down project room, 
the gallery that represents my work, a memorial service for an artist and 
an international radio broadcast.

Though the transcripts have been edited, the essential �ow has been 
preserved, and so the book is structured with side-notes to support and 
notate the main texts. The publication makes use of three fonts - one for 
material that originally appeared orally or spoke, another for material 
that appeared as text, and a third that is the books’ notational structure.

Looking back through my old �les I discovered the talk I gave in 2009 
about my proposed plan for Doctorate in Art.  It contained images of 
Gericault�s Raft of Medusa and quotes from Hannah Arendt.  It was 
at a conference organized by the European Artistic Research Network 
and in one of the discussions Mick Wilson, then living in Dublin, made 
the distinction between �research based practice� and �practice based 
research.�  The former might consist, for example, of an artwork that 
required �nding material in an archive as part of the production.  The 
latter might consist of asking a question whose only meaningful method 
of framing would be to do something, like the anthropologist who be-
comes a boxer to understand boxing.  For better or worse, I have not 
kept that distinction very clean in these projects, as my method involved 
both the production of art works with a strong emphasis on non-�c-
tional subject matter requiring research, and that the presentation and 
making public of those works was a form of experimentation.

Hypothesis: if you make an (at least decently) good artwork 
about an important current event, and then show it under 
(fairly effective) display conditions before a (more or less 
broad) public, can the artwork concretely contribute to public 
life or civil society?

	

Experiment: exhibition of The Frank Church � River of No 
Return Wilderness at the center George Pompidou.

Result: inconclusive.

VI. CONCLUsiON; THE POLEMiCAL

Nobody�s �ghting
Because nobody knows what to save

� Gil Scott Heron

Between the emancipation from slavery in 1865 and the passage of the 
Civil Rights Act on 1965, African Americans lived in a formal status of 
second-class citizenship.  An entire political order was organized (and 
constantly renewed) that in name was a democracy and a republic, but 
in practice denied the right to vote, the right to privacy, assembly, free-
dom of speech, even the right to equality in the market-place and prop-
erty.  And this denial was enforced with an explicit regime of legalized 
violence in collaboration with tacit support for extra-legal terrorism.  In 
this period, there was no need to labor over any theoretical analysis to 
develop a political goal or critique: the goal was �rst-class citizenship, 
and if that required radically re-shaping the republic (and it did) than so 
be it.  There were clear conceptual poles for organizing representation, 
be it an art project or any other kind: how it is and how it should be, 
and crossing the distance between the two.

The leitmotif in African American art is freedom, I�ve heard said over 
the years.  And this crossing between how it is and how it should be 
is exactly why African-American culture manages to maintain a clear 
argumentation without being polemical, and focus on transmission 
without being didactic.  The Revolution Will Not Be Televised by Gil 
Scott Heron (1971), with its title drawn from activist shorthand and its 
form being the breakthrough in what would come to be the global phe-
nomenon of hip-hop, is a portrait of an af�rmative social and political 
order by dramatizing the status quo in negative.  The foundation of this 
critical portrayal is not simply a demonization of the world�s injustices 
but rather a renewal of the capacity for action.  The song begins �You 
will not be able to stay home�  You will not be able to plug in, turn on 
and cop out / You will not be able to lose yourself on skag / And skip 
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out for beer during commercials,� in other words you will have to leave 
the private realm, you will have to face the dif�cult circumstances and 
take responsibility, you will have to face yourself without running away.  
From this beginning, Heron then goes on to satirize the whole landscape 
of consumer society, including the political elites, but crucially the point 
of departure is a portrait of political action by dramatizing all the ways 
one runs away from the capacity to act, which for a drug-addict like 
Gil Scott Heron, is the fantasy of enough courage to break the habits 
of escapism and face the public realm and one�s place in it.  But say you 
were to leave your home and your private pursuits and try to challenge 
the broader circumstances, how is that possible, in practice?

The Constitution 
A noble piece of paper 
With free society 
Struggled but it died in vain 
And now Democracy is ragtime on the corner 
Hoping for some rain 

And I see the robins 
Perched in barren treetops 
Watching last-ditch racists marching across the �oor 
But just like the peace sign that vanished in our dreams 
Never had a chance to grow 
Never had a chance to grow 
 
And now it�s winter 
It�s winter in America 
And all of the healers have been killed 
Or been betrayed 
Yeah, but the people know, people know 
It�s winter, Lord knows 
It�s winter in America 
And ain�t nobody �ghting 
Cause nobody knows what to save 
Save your souls 
From Winter in America 
 
And now it�s winter 
Winter in America 
And all of the healers done been killed or sent away 
Yeah, and the people know, people know 
It�s winter 

Winter in America 
And ain�t nobody �ghting 
Cause nobody knows what to save

In Gil Scott Heron�s later piece Winter in America we see the �ip side 
of this strategy, journey back from idealism to the practical realities, 
taking the seeming futility of political struggle, the confusion and lack 
of clarity and defeats (the failure of the peace movement to change the 
direction of US foreign policies, the failure of the civil rights movement 
to end systematic racism) as points of departure, re�ection and drama-
tization.  From the how it is to how it should be and back again, this 
oscillation between the two poles is the underlying compositional dy-
namic in mainstream �lms like Boyz N The Hood to the work of Amiri 
Baraka, in whose work the ambition for a political revolution is not just 
a motif but a totally explicit and organizing principle (for a re�ection 
on Baraka�s work, see Not To Be Answered in Words).  

I have appropriated this compositional strategy in this project, both 
within individual art pieces and in the overall framework. While Bar-
aka�s analysis and prescription were drawn from third-world Marxism 
and his own experience of the Black Freedom Struggle, I am drawing 
from Hannah Arendt in the tradition of civil society activism.  It is 
through this political-art tradition that epic histories (like the aftermath 
of the Cold War, as in If You Want Blood) and lofty political science 
prescriptions (like Hannah Arendt�s argument for council democracy, as 
in Letter To Turkey) are grasped through small scale observations and 
gestures, and how vast historical information can be compressed into 
portrait (as in The Frank Church � River of No Return Wilderness), 
without recourse to one-sided argument and (hopefully) without being 
didactic.

�Ah, it didn�t go well.  
Hmm.  
Did you have it too worked out in advance?�

This line was Simone Forti�s response to hearing I�d had a somehow 
clunky and ineffective performance, and it is revealing of her method.  
Having something �too worked out in advance� poses risks in this 
method, because it means that the performance would lose its aspect of 
improvisation, which is also often better called �real time composition.�  
My developments upon Forti�s improvised moving-talking method were 
at the foundation of my practice over the course of this project precisely 
because through improvisation political subject matter can be explored 

�Winter in America�, composed 
and performed by Gil Scott Heron, 
1975.
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taught him how to �say �yes� to the world.�  For Tilmans, coming of 
age in the German squat scene and it�s moral denunciations of the 
status quo, the power of Warhol�s �yes to the world� must have been 
liberating.  But returning to the initial motivation for this project � the 
art show about war � the underlying framework of how contemporary 
culture approaches the political is so fundamentally af�rmative of the 
status quo that it doesn�t even acknowledge how contingent that status 
quo is.  Belgium after all did not participate in the Iraq War, despite 
their deep ties to NATO.  If indeed we take Heron seriously in his obser-
vation that the people�s capacity to act is blocked by not knowing how 
to judge (�what to save�) then perhaps this Warhol-ian af�rmativeness 
is part of the basic irrelevancy of contemporary art to public affairs?

As part of the Tea and Darkness series with Aaron Hughes, we hosted 
an open forum at Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin in December 
2015 (this series seems to make a kind of end-point for the overall proj-
ect documented here, see Epilogue), and we raised the question: what 
does it mean, after fourteen years of the Global War on Terror, for our 
community to continue to be neutral?  In crucial moments in this proj-
ect, I not only made the question of judgment central, I have taken posi-
tions, and in this way, giving up the position of neutrality has been part 
of the strategy of the project.  Giving up neutrality might perhaps be a 
pre-condition for an art practice to take a role in public life.

A collage, fractured narrative in which non-�ctional material is dra-
matized through speculative questioning, resulting in concrete works 
- public commemorative gestures: the book that follows takes the same 
approach as the project itself.  The answer to Praneet�s question: �did it 
get anywhere?� will be partly disclosed by way of demonstration, with 
various materials offered not as illustrations but to be judged on their 
own terms.  The conclusion that follows then highlights key �ndings, 
and summarizes the implications that emerge from them into the tradi-
tional form for artists wrestling with such concerns: the manifesto.

in a shared unfolding.  Focusing on the questions rather than answers, 
and associative speculation rather than deductive reasoning alone, nar-
rativity appears as part of a collage aesthetic, and I perform the act of 
piecing things together with the public is along for the ride.  The piece 
is not prepared in advance to be disseminated, but rather takes shape 
live, with the public gathered not as passive receptacles to consume but 
shared stake holders re�ecting on something of common concern.  

�Nobody is �ghting, because nobody knows what to save,� Heron 
observes, as if to suggest that problem of judgment leads to passivity, 
which leads to losing more ground.  By not only acknowledging this 
problem of confusion, but making it central to his portrayal, Scott 
Heron critiques the status quo but does not offer any easy remedies, nor 
�cop out� into fatalism (like the TV version of social critique, see notes 
in The Opposite of Fatalism).  So much political art either dramatizes a 
factual tragedy as if responsibility and causality were not an issue, thus 
reducing it to a kind of aesthetic pleasure, or it concludes with a vague 
call-to-arms, as if anyone knows so clearly what to do, or how to do it 
(it feels as if much political art documents malnutrition and then tells us 
to eat some fantastic fruit that we�ve never seen as a remedy � if not bad 
faith, than just an exercise in frustration.)

The advantage of Forti�s method is it miraculously allows content 
and subject matter to appear, not from any false authority, instead as 
only an exploration.  The risk is that the world appears as a function 
of individual interest, a kind of sentimentality (see Proposal for A 
Performance in a Prison and If You Want Blood), and in this way the 
photographic work serves as a counterpoint, a kind of non-narrated, 
open-ended demonstration that the performance/research/collage is not 
referring to my private trauma but rather to something outside, public.  
More importantly, to speak of bloody crimes in a cold measured tone is 
sometimes not as appropriate as banging one�s head on the �oor � the 
implication of the body language is another form of insistence of shared 
involvement, a denial of the anthropological.  What is at stake is a dif-
ferent kind of understanding than social sciences which seem to have 
become part of the management apparatus of the state.  Instead, the 
lyrical and even the tragic are stitched together with �research� in order 
to insist on a quality of shared implication and responsibility.
    
But this simplistic language of ��ghting� and even more so the idea 
that there could be objective victories or defeats is somehow a foreign 
tongue to the debates around the visual arts.  I�m reminded of the pho-
tographer Wolfgang Tilmans� appreciative comment that Andy Warhol 

Note on use of type:  

Sabon has been used for 
those texts which were prepared 
through writing.

Helvetica has been used for 
those texts which were transcribed 
from audio recordings.

National has been used for 
the ’voice’ of the publication, 
the synthethic layer binding the 
diverse material herein.
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Prologue: 
Open Letter, 
June 2011

� Connecting the dots between facts-on-
the-ground (cuts to culture in Netherlands) 
and my Arendt research, a mass email to 
friends turned into a formal open letter 
which attracted co-signers and being read 
aloud at meetings and protests.�
�
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