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THE STORY IN NEW ORLEANS

After visiting Katrina-ravaged New Orleans in 2006, the artist
and activist Paul Chan was struck by the thought that the dec-
imated landscapes and looming oak trees in New Orleans re-
minded him, more than anything, of the minimalist set called
for in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. It was, perhaps, an
odd assaciation, but Chan saw what he saw: a theater of ab-
surdity in the weed-grown streets, Beckett’s play begins with
the most simple stage instructions, @ country road, a iree, eve-
ning. It is both everywhere and nowhere; placeless, without
context and almost outside of time. The flooded remnants of
post-Katrina neighborhoods seemed to fit that description in
all its most haunting implications. Where once houses stood,
there were only stone front steps that led to homes that weren'’t,
their foundations disappearing amongst the abundant tropical
flora, the desiccated trash from a flood long passed still hauled
into piles along the roads.

" Chan decided that he wanted to produce Waiting for Godot
in New Orleans. And not just anywhere in the city—certainly
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gﬂﬁog%magﬁgguggﬁnsuﬂagn the Ei&mﬁm?nﬁroaoﬁomﬁouoﬁmﬁmnﬂguganhm
Eouﬁmnnanaonﬁogznﬂrimag&mg&?&m for Clinton.”
neighborhoods most affected by the storm. His idea was for However, as much as Chan and Sontag shared a similar po- ~ * _
the play to be performed at the very site of the disaster, with the =~ litical and pegsonal impulse to do something about a tragedy, _
traumatized landscape of New Orleans serving as backdrop for their methodologies were manifestly disparate, Where Sontag !
Beckett's tragicomedy. Chan wanted a play that would respond sought to insert herself into a war that she compared to the i
to the complicated frustrations, potent anger, and metaphysical Spanish Civil War, Chan’s primary concern, as he says, was “to _
and tangible dreams of the people in the neighborhoods imme.- bring something like a play into a devastated landscape like _
Enﬂ.@ﬁng&mgcﬁamoognuﬁooﬁnsgca- Zgggggméﬁmﬁgﬂo&gggmnﬁ&
cate loss and frustration to a wider audience, as well. _ interesting but locally sustainable’” f

Beckett's play is about waiting—waiting for something that Intriguingly, Chan did owe quite a bit to Sontag—though _
never comes.. And in 2066, New Orleans residents knew all :oﬁsrﬂmaﬁumonne&ﬁéﬂgﬁngémgﬂﬂm I
about waiting. The city languished with promises of FEMA book Regarding the Pain of Others, on war photography, in il
trailers, federal loans, and Army Corps of Engineers assistance. which she challenges the oft-accepted notion that war photog- ||
Zgonognaﬁnggwogu&oﬂsmnogs?g i raphy is inherently antiwar, or, in fact, that it refutes violence
ngo.gnoﬂrﬁﬂnn@gniﬂniﬂnbmagg_oag wn%.mrmmﬂnﬁﬁuggniﬁggo@mﬂ.gnﬁ
to New Orleans. And for those who remained in the city, there appetite for violence by ripping the subject from its context, and
was plenty of waiting, too—waiting to go back to jobs, waiting making its representation a facile consumption.
?ngagwmﬁgguonﬁg and housing. In 2006, there were many media stories about New Orleans

Chan’s plan to produce Godot in New Orleans had an im- and the disaster capitalism that had ruined it almost as much.
portant antecedent: in 1993, Susan Sontag had produced a ver- as the natural disaster itself, but little of the journalism had pro-
sion of Waiting for Godot in Sarajevo as bombs dropped and duced fundamental change, or helped the beleaguered city. As
the city’s streets burned. Sontag’s project was controversial, _ photographs, news dispatches, and NGO reports piled up, the
Eg.u.gbsﬂmgumﬂmgmgg:ﬂgngnﬁ ggm%?&m&@ﬁﬁm&ﬂ.a_&mggmga_gwgﬁo
Bcongswggwﬁnsinbﬁﬁncm?ﬁn .&gaﬁaacﬁmwﬁnﬂiﬁogaémﬁng%
witness: that is, meet and visit, tremble with fear, feel brave, feel its neighborhoods: outsiders could safely view the aftermath of
n%gwmﬁgngﬁumggﬁogmaigga the storm without doing anything to help. Whether it was the
Emﬂrg%muéﬁgﬁégaﬂﬁrﬁgn reporting on the storm or this actual disaster tourism, an econ-
do something”” .oE%oﬂgiﬁoEEumgnmo:o&&ggn

. Sontag hoped to galvanize the international cultural com- made itself felt.

Eﬂﬂqscnbumnnbnobﬁoﬁonnonﬁ%?mig. and, per- . So Chan started to plan. He hoped to avoid merely doing a
haps, to lobby the US. government to intervene—a position cultural project for its own sake. Instead, he wanted to create
ggﬁnﬂ:&@uﬂﬁﬁ@gggﬁog?%ﬂ muaﬁmﬁﬁmﬂﬂmwﬂugmﬁm&wﬁﬁm%mnmg%
stated in an interview in The New York Times, “It’s not Godot I ggﬁoﬁoﬁ.?o&ﬂSmﬁﬁmgnrag@nwﬁlaoﬂ
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with Creative Time’s producer Gavin Kroeber and director Anne that constituted a community—tensions that were only exacer- \
Pasternak, Classical Theater of Harlem director Christopher bated in a time of crisis. i
McElroen, and myself—initiated numerous get-to-know-you All of this interpersonal time—one could argue that it was a ;
meetings. Chan was adamant from the beginning that he wasn't form of Saul A#nsky-inspired community work—helped ground
interested in having people actually rewrite or reinvent the play the metaphor of theater in the tangible experience of a local au-
mﬁmﬁmmgmﬁugnﬁmﬂugﬂoggonmvougﬁfgﬁ dience. At every meeting, we heard complaints about disaster
mﬁgggggg.ﬁagggé ggﬁ%&éggggﬂgu@ﬁuﬁ *
%gﬁgﬁmagggﬁroﬁsﬁﬁ%vﬁngn of New Orleans there was a growing cynicism regarding what J
Essﬁgwnﬁéﬁuoouag&&nbnir&&& o:ﬁ%ggggﬁmpgﬁgm%% _ .m .
|
|

were going through, nnnﬂomanéwmbimnrornﬂ.mva- r&?iﬁﬁsggmwg&mgg&g
duction of Godot could lend both metaphoarical and tangible A

assistance,

There were hundreds of meetings. We scheduled sit-downs
with people we knew from a wide variety of backgrounds (activ-
ists, theater directors, teachers, preachers, city council leaders,
éugnggnﬁgnﬁogaﬁomﬁe_oﬁgg
Eﬁﬁgggnmgigﬁng%ugmﬁ
BEon.oEoEoiuvaoE_uognE. and our sense of obvi-
oﬁvmoEnBEmmﬁ.Fﬁmﬂbn&gnwg.méiﬁn&Sﬁ
lawyer Bill Quigley, to meetings with the city council represen-
gaongggsgcﬁiﬁgg ]
ex-Black Panther and founder of the community activist orga-
E@ngggmagﬁmgggsa%nsvﬁ.
&Eggugﬁngsgbnﬁnnﬁmgg
elaborate matrix of personalities emerged, all of whom brought !
iﬁgwgﬂu—ﬁgno&?uﬁnmg%ug
c:ZniOu-ouuTWnaiﬁgnﬁngn&bé&guﬁ%
Sgoub&mwgﬁgggg.moo&gg.
ery, and art. After a few months, our familiarity with the politics
wﬂnﬁmuﬂsgznoug—ﬁnounﬁndﬁggﬁog
%ﬁgﬁgmggawnnﬁuémgg
also became familiar with us. What we saw, when all was said :
gnnoﬂm.iﬁucnm:bﬁonmﬂn%%vﬂﬁvg but an ex-
tremely fraught series of relationships and political tensions

languished. The people of New Orleans understood spectacle

in a very concrete way. They had seen the entire arsenal of cul-
tural production from television specials, documentaries, pho-
-tographs in newspapers, and radio shows all pile up in order to
sell their trauma on the visual market. It wasn’t an absiraction.
The theory of spectacle had become a disheartening, tangi-
ble reality.

In a sense it could be said that the entire city of New Orle-
Eugvoncbamnmgﬁu&mﬂg:ﬁ.ﬁgg.mﬁ
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Eggﬁnﬂ.ﬂogasuﬁg&muﬂoﬂmﬂm of televi-
aobmbnagm.gmﬁnﬂu:&gogmmongﬁgﬁs
promises made were not all that different from those of snake
o:&ggggvﬁngngﬁgaﬂnﬁiﬁns
ﬁnmgonguaﬁggzggggwgsg
nmmﬁnasouqrgﬁnﬂﬂngaﬁiugﬂogﬁnﬁ
landscape of spectacle, but also how they saw power distributed
Eoﬁggimugmnsﬁgﬁnﬁaoﬁgn
complex matrix of political tensions and affinities throughout
E%«u&ggiuiﬂgégg
the board, E:EEQEEEEEE&.
white organizations versus black ones. We experienced politi-
nﬂggocano%ognoﬁﬁgm.
that were homegrown.

A key partner of our project was the Classical Theater of
géggaszgogiﬁggsﬁaﬁ
the play. The division o:ugmnﬁovno&-&o:ég—w
straightforward: Chan would work on the sets, but he would fo-
cus predominately on .Enwnnrgnalg_msunw. he would
EBBEE#EEQ?SUEBEEB&HFEEE»Q
gng.ggggﬁgésgg
to coordinate theater workshops with high school and elemen-
Emgmaggg:mai&gnnogg
QEEnﬁaggé_bgunmnnﬁomgﬂ.
_ﬁﬁggggﬁmﬂgﬁnggnﬁﬁgﬁn
Play. Each potluck was hosted by a different community leader,
ivoioﬂnﬁgvomnnrﬂmoomgﬁmbma.&uﬂoﬂnu. Because
the play starred a local celebrity—Wendell Pierce, who had just
gnﬁgmwoﬁaﬁgua%?galggé
quite enthusiastic to share some food and pdnder the implica-
tions of Beckett.

Smr&nﬁomnﬁuona&bbﬁﬁﬁo&ogomgz.ﬁﬁ
Eﬁﬁﬁgnwoggiwoamg&nawgﬁmsg
Eo:%ombgammmmggmgﬁuﬂggwﬂg

e ———————
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Fgwggngggngwwoﬁg&uﬁn
personality. He hobbled around on a cane and regaled anyone

who came by with the history of the neighborhood, the rivalries :

and pageantr of the Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs, arid, most
critically, the story of the neighborhood that was no more. Not
o&égaggonﬁnﬁzggﬁ but he
%orawggomgcgﬁnn&nswmgsg
Emﬂo_oa;_néngqﬂkngsmn&aoﬂmg
or community group to threaten the legitimacy of this project.

As we sat in Lewis’s backyard on a perfecily temperate eve-
ning in the fall of 2007, local organizer and Ninth Ward resident
Robert Green Sz, who had named himself the ambassador for
the project, looked over the group of people eating crawfish,
fried chicken, and beans and rice, and said, “Looking at the
different people that have come together around this project,
Hwnoi#EErmeSnmu..mnmﬂn—Emcogmgoﬁ
u&&%gﬁé.gnuﬂgaggg
perseverance—we had created a social environment that ac-
commodated even some of the most doubtful. The map of com-
plex social relationships became a foundation upon which an
aesthetic could flourish.

Much of the writing on the Waiting for Godot project has fo-
cused predominantly on the play, its location, and whiat might
be called its social arganizing component, In other words, the
commentary has tended to acknowledge the importance of
grounding an aesthetic in human relations. As Holland Cotter
wrote in The New York Times:

While all these arrangements were pending, the artist
sought the advice of locals with strong thoughts on the
project, among them the artist Willie Birch, the com-
munity organizer Ronald Lewis and Robert Green St
whose granddaughter had died in the flooded Lower
' Ninth. Initially, they were skeptical of what looked like
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Sggoﬁﬁgénﬂmcaow&og
Enﬁg&ﬁsﬂmﬂ%uﬂq.ﬂngmgma?

ture for which he gets credit, and departs, leaving noth-
ing useful behind.

EEEES&E%EEQHEQEPEH
Eaﬂoaﬁﬂﬂngﬁsgﬁuﬂiﬁoﬁ
ggﬂiﬁrﬁogéggg
different—that the aesthietic would no longer be the aesthetic.

wann-mggn_uug&oﬂwm&qaﬁniﬁn_o&a-
lationships of power—the ability to see which people in New
On_mmnuioﬁnba&svnggﬂniﬁgvn&oﬂsg
magnﬂgl&cgunﬁmnmnoﬁsﬂﬂ.mmﬂmﬁ.ﬁ.ﬁﬁs
ﬁ.gggggo&nuéggsgﬂn&mﬁ
the ecology of local personalities and community groups was
EgéﬁEEgﬁggé—mnBE@
Egﬂfnonﬁggmgng

gnggagngﬂggnﬁ. the local is
an impossible—;if not mythic—dynamic to interpret. This was
ggﬂéﬂiﬂmﬁ:ﬁn?ﬂgﬁa%aﬁ
mﬁauunuoa&ggomggﬁmmagwagmg
mnoa:_nsnim__wuooﬁnwaiﬂﬁ_uguu?zgong
up close. By definition, spectacle obscures these relationships,
but by putting the “back end” of the project at the fore, it could
gamgsgﬂg?mgoﬁ%&o
g%&ﬁngaﬁmgsgmﬂg?.‘ﬁuwga
Eé%go@agggﬁnmmmgug
to rebuild.

As he told Chan in an interview,

H#onnﬂmﬂo_ﬂmﬂgn.imimnoﬁﬁbmgﬁﬁnﬁ.
ble in the trailer and basically you presented me with
an idea of what you wanted to do. I had an antagonistic
attitude towards people who come in—not so much for

SEEING POWER. us

people who come in general but for people who come in
with projects they want to do. But after getting a chance
to listen, I realized that what you were trying to do was
a great thing. Rather than just give in to the idea easily,
ugﬁnﬁﬂ?nmnoairuo.%%:gnam
didn’t Iike the idea and really giving you a hard time. I
wanted a chance to wait a little bit, read through the ma-
terial. Once I read through the material and some news
E&niuomn&aﬂnommunn&ﬁgéwvanﬁg
for us.

A versatile figure, Green has navigated various racial and
neighborhood groups and is aware of their tensions, histories,
and points of unity. And he saw how this community would re-
late to the art being produced with, by, and for them.

Because of the way the project was produced, the play
and its various tentacles became legible at numerous levels
of power, and what each participant saw was different. Part of
what Chan accomplished in New Orleans was to foster away of
seeing that foregrounded the importance of that fraught social
being called “community” Developing a community around
Waiting for Godot was, in essence, a strategy for engaging a lo-
cality as a necessary part of making the work legible.

The-project was developed with an awareness of power at
multiple levels: in order to make a metaphor matter, we had to
produce relationships that accounted for the deleterious effects
%ﬂoﬂﬁé&ﬁ%ggﬁmﬂgo&ﬂgnﬁuﬁoﬂsaﬂﬁ
to people most affected by Katrina, it had to foment human re-
lationships. Paul Chan and his production of Waiting for Godot
In New Orleans is thus a story that has major implications—we
can look to it for examples of the strategies and techniques nec-
essary to produce meaningful experiences today. :

Ultimately, seeing power is a skill-set that emerges as ane
adapts to the camouflaging effects of spectacie and familiarizes
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ogiﬁgggavgﬂﬁnﬂgg
gn&ﬁm&cp>g§w§=&on§8ngzg
Orleans is simply different from one that places community or-
Eﬁmagagnﬁﬁssngﬁugomgoﬁnuﬁ.
fering. A familiarity with the infrastructures of power provides
the material context from which claims are made and gestures
deployed. The capacity to see power matters.

SEEING THROUGH THE HAZE:
INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE

ﬁmggsgmimaumoﬁmgg%&nﬁs
coercion come into relief. It is not easy, and we are clearly mak-
ing mistakes. But our vision is focusing. We see that the doodles
given to us by a friend can mean more to us than the art on the
walls %nﬂginmaga&ésogn art we love
changes as it makes its way into corporate advertisements. We
are beginning to sense that the context of a gesture—whether it
is produced by a television network or by friends that we trust—

+  lendsmuch toits interpretation. Just as we sawwith Paul Chan’s

Waiting for Godot, the implications of spectacle can be felt in
everyday experiences. Everyday people are beginning to under-
stand at a very intuitive level that power uses culture to manip-
Eggéﬁgnﬂgﬁgggonﬁﬁ
coercion are uniquely special.

After watching most of our cultural experiences sacrificed
to various kinds of consumerism, a generation js emerging that
is learning to see through the smoke and mirrors of cultural
—.Bn:&oPEmw:m%aEmnnnEEnﬁnoﬁnnﬂo.Eo&
we can now be said to possess a sixth sense that looks for the
manipulations and the gears by which culture is produced. And
this is a good thing, Our new awareness of the forces that lurk
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just outside of view has an interesting history in the art world—
indeed, this form of self-conscious and self-critical aesthetic

production even has its own name: institutional critique. Its :

best iteration®were created in the 19708 and ’8os by the artists
Hans Haacke, Fred Wilson, and Andrea Praser.

In a seminal project, Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate
Holdings, A Real-Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971, that was
scheduled to be presented at the Guggenheim Museum, Haacke
attempted to display the sham landholdings record (from 1951 to
1971) of one of the members of the Guggenheim board of direc-
tors, Harry Shapolsky. This provocation caused a stir at the mu-
seum, as it threatened the economic support of the institution
itself. Haacke’s show was cancelled, which only led to a larger
media blitz and controversy. In a single maneuver, Haacke had
displayed the political economy that lurked just behind the
walls of the museum. As opposed to a neutral white cube (or
sphere, in the case of the Guggenheim), Haacke showed that a
museum was the product of tangible relationships connected
to capital, which held them up and made them exist.

The battle against the putative neutrality of the white cube
thus became an ongoing artistic and political investigation. In
1988, performance artist Andrea Fraser took on the persona ofa
museum guide named Jane Castleton and led a critical and en-
tertaining tour of the collection of the Philadelphia Museum of
Art. In1992, Fred Wilson reorganized the collection of the Mary-
land Historical Society in order to represent the racist histories
that remained entombed there. In shaking the skeletons from
the closets, institutional critique made it clear that ignoring the
political economy behind the forms of cultural production was,
in fact, problematic.

However, as institutional critique grew in reputation—with
artists like Daniel Buren, Hans Haake, Fred Wilson, Michael
Asher, and Andrea Fraser gaining large museum exhibitions—a
certain obvious question presented itself: what does it mean
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for institutions to embrace their own critique? In her article
“From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,”
published in the September 2005 issue of Artforum, Fraser re-
sponds to this basic query by considering whether one can view
the art world as somehow separate from the real world:

percent and 11.2 percent of the site’s total users did not exist and
did not, in other words, correspond to real people. Why was this
a problem? Mostly because the fake identities were being used
to produce agfalse sense. of support: corporations used these
personalities to like their products, political advocacy groups
used them to suggest support for causes and candidates that
It's not a question of being against the institution: We

might not have been there. But thi was not, in and of itself, a
are the institution. It’s a question of what kind of institu-

concerii for Facebook. What made the company anxious was
E?ﬁwoorgﬁg&ugnﬁwﬂgggag _
realize that the site has been saturated by overzealous market- .._5-
ggﬁﬂm&éﬁmgnﬂ&oﬂo%gg.
tion and advertising intuitively, and as Facebook relies on
these users to contribute to a massive financial return for the
Eﬁqmgﬁngﬂﬂw.nénnﬁnuwggag%gg
its users,

tion we are, what kind of values we institutionalize, what
forms of practice we reward, and what kinds of rewards
We aspire to.

Fraser suggests that itis an absurdity to remove the arts from
Qo_bggonﬁogomﬁnuomnn&gnoﬂﬁé
not only shapes the institutions that pepper the landscape, but
the people themselves that move through it. Nonetheless, the
challenge of institutional critique was gignificant: how could an
ﬂnﬁgﬁaaﬂﬁaﬂwsa&&w&gﬁogﬁ&g
ongﬁmngaonqggﬁoé%mﬂgg
u_mombm-ognnngmgﬁﬁm—iozngnmﬁbgﬁng
of every person? The answer, of course, was that most artists
couldn’t. And who can blame them?

S—Eoo:_ngroggmqgmnogoumoé
EE&%E:EE&E@E?BBE&EE%S?
Emﬁﬁicﬁnvaﬁbgﬁﬁoﬁssnago:mgﬁﬁoP |
That is to say, institutional critique only hinted at our contem-
porary form of seeing: we are aware that power resides behind
the walls of a museum, but we are also aware that it resides in
the personal power of artists, activists, and every gesture in the
social world.

ggm&oﬁﬂ«ieng_wsagﬁuboﬁg
%FEEQE&«F?Z&Q&&%E&
at least 67.65 million Facebook users—and as many as 137.76
million—might have been fake. This meant that between 5.5

ALIENATION SEES CONSPIRACY MORE THAY POWER

When I worked at a museum, I was able to see firsthand how
Bgngugﬂo.ugnoﬁgﬁoég
looked at art, At MASS MoCA, our exhibitions would stay up
for almost nine months—a long time for the museum business,
mFomEoE:mﬂ:E_ubnﬂmnanoﬁgoﬁE.ooawnoﬁo
in Western Massachusetts, we had a vast audience of different
types of viewers. I quickly learned that the idea that museums _.._h__
ob@ﬂamns&cnnmmgiumnum&g_@gﬂonﬂmﬂ-s ]
Emmggggmgoﬂr#g_ﬁmﬁﬁﬁggﬁa
that produce a particular kind of political economy, though one
Eunwﬁnggggﬁzosuagn:&gﬂwg
ﬁﬂﬁngﬁﬁoﬁbgﬁgﬁﬂﬂngn%m?
EBE@E&&S&&-&.%%«&SEB@&&SEE. |
audiences that the arts are often accused of catering to, mu- i
seum visitorship is, in fact, extremely broad. ”.
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I've already mentioned the large exhibition of political art I
organized called The Interventionists, which looked at political
interventions from a wide array of cultural producers and ac-
tivists from around the world. It was a highly visual and social
show designed to be people-friendly and provocative. Down-
stairs from the g&&ﬁ&iﬂﬁﬁ?ﬁoﬂﬂm&ug
from Leipzig on loan from the Rubell Family collection in Flor-
ida. In political art circles, it is a widely held belief that painting
is the enemy—unless of course it is a painting that points out
some-political atrocity. Displaying a collection of paintings by
multiple white, male German painters would thus strike many
as a particularly egregious example of museums perpetuating
the power of the ruling class.

irnzmocbnmbﬁnommbmmunﬁﬁg&aaw%mﬁn
painting show—they simply got more out of it. Most visitors
preferred painting because painting is a medium they under-
stand to be unambiguously art. It made sense that this is what
they would be drawn to in a contemporary art museum. I even
overheard a visitor castigating the Fnterventionist exhibition as
a show geared for art elites and rich people. Paintings were for
Eovﬂwmnmbnmnn&ﬂmnénonnno:ﬁ%:_wﬁaoﬁgﬁﬁm
these that I have to take a step back and think carefully about
what it is exactly that political cultural production is doing. For,
in the opinion of many visitors, forms that are unfamiliar and
gg_ﬁ?nnﬁ%ﬁﬁ%ﬂ&ﬁﬁoﬁéuw-
longs to a useless insider world that-does not have their best
interest at heart. The paranoia of seeing power is often a short-
hand for dismissal.

AtMASS MaCA, the public had misread productive ambigu-
ity as a riefarious conspiracy. This is not, in and of itself, an un-
usual mistake to make, We live, after all, in a common ground of
paranoia, and curlosity and veracity are its first victims, Frankly,
the distrust of contemporary art is particularly acute, Perhaps
this represents nothing more than the double-edged sword of

SEEING POWER =

American democratic pragmatism, but often, politically geared
artworks must nevertheless contend with a broad cultural sus-
picion that contemporary art is a genre for the wealthy.

While congemporary art in particular has a large mountain
of suspicion to overcome, most cultural gestures must contend
with the growing cultural attitude of paranoia. We are all fam-
iliar with the common use of skewed statistics and mislead-
ing information, with politicians and corporate elites routinely
bending the facts to propagate whatever agenda they have.
Eguhng%g:ugnggg
commercials, and a general atmosphere of cultural coercion
have produced a vast degree of psychological distrust. Without
a shared sense of trust in basic tenets of plausibility, the entire
project of empiricism dramatically erodes before us. Slavoj
EESE&EEGES&Q»EE&E
remained a land of barbarians where most people believe in
angels, but the fact of the matter is, most people have trouble
UEFEEREFFNFEH&EFE»E@E%
ical and the religious can at least save your soul. It is no won-
der that religion continues to grow in popularity in a time when
the project of the enlightenment has gained the reputation as
Eoba&oﬂomnoonmvg.Onmﬁﬁna%&Enuomnﬂ—g
trum we find a population increasingly convinced that there is
a conspiracy of power against them. (And they are right!) We are
dealing with a rapid dismantling of our capacity to trust what
we hear, and in that wasteland we find the only reasonable out-
come: radical paranoia.

The erosion of trust in an era of vast paranoia is of no small
consequence, For what we are truly discussing behind the
shroud of television, radio, film, internet and public relations is
an ongoing war on meaning itself. If people can no longer trust
what is being said—if they can summarily dismiss all points of
fact—then, after a while, we find ourselves in a Tower of Babel
moment. Politics and social life depend greatly on the capacity
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to communicate, and the ongoing manipulation of meaning

What this naive civic attempt often ignores—and what is often
has begun to radically erode that bond.

integral to the conception of graffiti itself—is that graffiti is il-
me_.mﬁgrwﬁnco%onﬁm&q_nmnﬁﬁmﬁonﬂo%ﬁ?
E@Sﬁoﬂimgmgﬁﬂggﬁﬁﬁmﬂgggg
an aesthetic act against the law. You read the law into the work
itself. You're not merely seeing a tag on a wall: its existence is
bound up in a set of power relations and its resistance to them.
When Abbie Hoffman titled his book Steal This Book, it was
%mgﬂggawﬁggugmog
Suagugginagaﬁguaﬁmg
%gmmégﬁgqsgﬁgu-
ggné@ﬁrﬁmmégﬂgdog
produced a fashion line by shoplifting clothes from chain
stores, ripping out the tags, sewing in their own labels that read
“YoMango"—which translates to *I steal"—and then handing
out the clothes to the city’s most desperate. This was Robin
Hood as illegal artist—haute couture as redistribution,
Ilegality as an aesthetic is just the most obvious in a whole
Enmoomggnoﬂﬁunnnﬁggﬁﬂﬂngg
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power. As opposed to institutional critique, which only makes
gnﬁ&mgbﬁgﬁwoﬁé%gqggﬁ.
ventionism can actually enter into the juridical condition itself, | L
In 1986, in Berkeley, California, along San Pablo Avenue,
a punk club named Gilman Street decided that it would no
F%%Eggggugﬁﬂsg&ﬂog
their venue. The club would be corporate-free. With this de-
cision, what was commonly understood to be punk rock had
taken a fateful and critical step in the evolution of cultural ]
production. After years of watching supposed punk bands
preach radical politics only to head out to the massive arenas
of sell-out heaven, Gilman Street positioned itself in opposition
8&»5&.&3&%:&5&%&?2?%3
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CONTEXT AND ILLEGALITY
Seeing power is a form of reading an infrastructure—or, in
more simple terms, a context. A street stencil of a young African
American on a bicycle by the graffiti artist Swoon reads very dif-
ferent when placed on the walls of the Guggenheim museum
than it does on a brick wall in Brookiyn. Indeed, it reads very
differently in hipster-laden Williamsburg than it does.in the
predominantly African American neighborhood of Browns-
ville, both parts of Brooklyn. We all intuitively know that context
transforms the reading of a work, but at the same time this basic
fact tends to elude critical reflection.

This phenomenon is really not all that different from choos-
ing to no longer support a band because it moved to a corporate
label, or no longer trusting a certain person’s ideas because of
their new job, or no longer thinking a political artist is legiti-
mate because she has begun to showwith a commercial gallery.
These considerations are not necessarily unfounded, though
they may certainly be overdetermined. But they do allow us to
See pawer as an integral component in reading an aesthetic. Di-
vorced from the political economy that makes aesthetics pos-
sible, we ignore the critical infrastructures that provide its true
meaning. We are getting less than half the picture if we conve-
niently avoid context.

Let’'s return to. the graffiti of Swoon. What if the graffiti
weren’t on a wall in Brooklyn, but in a permitted graffiti space?
We have all heard about moments when, in an effort to com-
bat-some growing graffiti crisis, a city decides to make a space
where graffiti artists can legally do their work. A designated wall
is produced where artists aze encouraged to express themselves.
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their music to a growing community celebrating grassroots,
local-based culture. As Gilman Street founder Yippie Tim Yo-
hannan stated, “What's important about punk rock is its inde-
pendence of government and corporations and its network that
exist outside of that. That is, what is political, not the words, not
the music as much as the independencet”

Of course, Em&nuoaanoﬁcmb%ndﬁmn:mumo:ﬂwmn&n.
AFI, and Green Day are three of the better-known bands out of
Gilman Street that went on to corporate fame, In fact, perhaps
it is not surprising that Billie Joe Armstrong, Green Day’s lead
singer, hated Tim Yohonnan with such a passion that he actu-
ally wrote a ballad detailing his antipathy, called “Platypus (I
Hate You!),” off their 1997 album Nimrod. And why not? In Yo-
hannan’s own perspective on what made things punk or not,
Yohannan made a political claim. If'you sold out to a corporate
Fgrﬁniﬂog_obmﬂvﬂnwﬁnmmﬁm_%w:ﬁonﬁn?ug
of a band that couldn’t help being self-conscious of just how
publicly co-opted it had had become.

- What Yohannan created—along with the large amount of
volunteers and long-forgotten bands who helped out and per-
formed and formed a community in that punk club—was not
justa great place to hear and discover music, but also a physical
site that linked aesthetics with a political position in relation to
power, When punk music stepped across a certain corporate or
uﬂﬁﬂ:ﬂpﬁiﬁggﬂu&g?nmsgaﬂgm
made such claims on cultural production; .

SEEING POWER IN THE BECOMING COMMUNITY

I started-this chapter in New Orleans, where Paul Chan's expe-
rience revealed how power can manifest itself not only from the
top down, but horizontally across neighborhoods. Power, af-
ter all, can be distributed in numerous forms, A neighborhood
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can often feel alienated and disempowered, but it can none-
theless contain constant battles for limited power that move

across racial, patriarchal, and class lines. In order to produce a -

new communify, we must thus not only consider inherent no-
tions of privilege, but also attempt to see power from the po-
sition of those whom we are organizing with, and vice versa.
It is not an easy task—it requires time, and unlike something
mﬂa.sggﬁn%&%&ﬁgﬂo&.
els. In some ways, this is where the power of cultural practice
can be truly radjcalizing—when it works toward the produc-
tion of self-empowerment in an infrastructure in the midst
of transformation.

The same can be said for the coordination of a socially en-

gaged artistic community. While the desire to police power.

could be extremely alienating, it is important for the collective
infrastructure to be aware of how power can develop. Anar-
chists have long possessed a critique of hierarchy, and their nu-
merous methods for instilling equality in decision-making can
prove extremely useful for socially engaged artists: spokescoun-
cil models for making group decisions, taking stock at discus-
sions so that everyone has a chance to speak, instilling a value
in a community that makes being aware of privilege (power) a
necessary quality in good collective behavior While it can seem
individually exhausting (and time-consuming/) to install and
hone systems that check power, we must bear in mind that not
keeping power in check is considerably more devastating. For
without a self-organized sense of how to make sure we are op-
erating in equitable fashion, we can easily slide into producing
the problems we are supposedly trying to solve.

Perhaps it is no wonder then that the uprising of Occupy
Wall Street in September 2011 embodied so many of the tenden-
cies we've articulated so far. The general assembly meeting style
that began in Zucotti Park and spread rapidly across the United
States embodied these anarchist, nonhierarchical working
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models, which encouraged equal distribution of conversation
and sharing. I do not mean to imply the method was idyllic
nggﬁrﬁ&ogu&m%nﬁuﬁngﬁbsg
gmgﬁggoéﬁ.gvggg
way exclusionary), but it did reflect an internal preference for
more anarchist confrontations with power.

Ego%&oﬂmaubmﬁogaigmﬂnﬁamog.
bodied an underlying suspicion of co-optation. OWS's refusal
Bgﬁaﬂwongﬁu%gsgmméu:?
lic, the media, and a large amount of critics from the left who
remained. A representative example from The New York Ob-
server read, “The Wall Street Protestors: What do they want?”
.“What are you fighting for?” was the constant complaint lev-
n—nm»mﬂbﬂnramaibmuoam_gnﬁn&bmﬁnﬂg
of the nation for a brief two month period. But the movement
refused to be named, and it is my belief that one cannot un-
ngng%%gﬁgmggﬁﬂ.grgﬁ.
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movement in the court of public spectacle, The movement did
not want to be tethered to any ideological framework. It didn't
want to be roped into some pithy sound bite (though the media
Engcggvsﬂvgmﬂﬁmgﬁmggﬁmwo
percent” mantra). In many ways, OWS was perhaps the first so-
&ﬂggﬁiwﬁggniagﬁgﬁng
be located in a healthy paranoia of co-optation and a zealous
commitment to a utopian horizontality. It thus offered a new
and exciting approach to seeing power.




