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Tame the Wilderness? is a hot flash, a volume of sorts, 
it arrives after the season, in retrospect, or perhaps in 
astonishment that things remain as uncertain as ever. 
The contributions of art, poetry, essays, vocal exercises, 
survival instructionals, word puzzles, horoscopes, and 
dream analysis together provide a temperature and way 
of seeing, and living through, our spiraling conditions. 

The summer 2020 issue is the first zine by Brief 
Histories Press, based in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. It 
is a communal achievement, its production is based in 
collaboration with our community in Brooklyn and nearby. 
This collection speaks to matters of being together in 
the world, addressing ongoing issues of colonialism, 
race, indigeneity, class, and the climate. Not to mention 
the current global pandemic, and the courageous social 
justice movements happening in New York and around 
the world, from Black Lives Matter and beyond. 

Here, we begin with with our breath, a recurring theme 
in this issue. We are Learning to Sing, a collaborative 
vocal practice by Sahra Motalebi, asks that we switch 
on our imaginations and draw on the breath as we 
discover our relationships to memory, language, and 
embodiment. In How to be Together, Mirene Arsanios 
complicates what “togetherness” and  “we” can be when 
considering such life tactics as coping, surviving and 
thriving. The Bad Air Smelled of Roses by Carl Pope and 
Karen Pope is an ongoing poster project. This iteration 
is in response to the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests. 
The posters printed by The Women’s Darkroom + Gallery 
in Brooklyn have been posted across cities in the US by 
numerous collaborators, resulting in a far reaching project 
that confronts the imagined idea of America and the 
devastation created by police brutality.

Jeremy Dennis, a tribal member of the Shinnecock 
Indian Nation located on the eastern end of Long Island, 
New York, contests the continued exclusion of Native 
people in the Shinnecock Portrait Project. The ongoing 
documentary photography project consists of portraits 
and interviews with individuals from the community living 
on the Shinnecock Indian Reservation, and Google Maps 
360 degree panoramas of the reservation roads. Dennis’s 
project produces actual online data where there is none, 
and attempts to fill the gaps left by US border laws and 
administration.

The centerfold artwork titled Redistribute Health by 
Dread Scott is part of the artist’s ongoing work using 
language and text. The message layers possibilities 
of meanings. On the one hand to reevaluate and 
redistribute health resources, and on the other, a 
redistribution of the space of visibility. The poster is 
intended to be used for protest, street signage, and 
where necessary. For this issue, Annabel Daou constructs 
an artwork and word puzzle. Find the right words, is 
a grid of utterances that speak to survival in our post-
pandemic world. Layers of the City, a song by Angel 
Nevarez and Valerie Tevere guides us through a lyrical 
structure that progresses and invites an increasing 
volume of voices to reassemble in choral resistance.

Ian Alan Paul writes Ten Premises for a Pandemic, 
a guide of principles that consider pandemics as a set 
of social contracts we choose to participate in. Asking 
us to question these relations as highlighted by the 
conditions of the pandemic, Paul writes, “to engage in 
a kind of critical aesthetic experience, allowing us to not 
only see lives as they are, but also to see how lives came 

to be lived in a particular way, and thus how lives could 
live otherwise. Taking this opportunity seriously requires 
nothing less than a total abandonment of everything that 
governed and organized our lives up to this point.” 

Stephanie Dinkins writes in Afro-now-ism about our 
intermingled fates on this planet, asking who or what is 
considered of value in society and how we might rethink 
the idea of a human, not distinct from nature. Dinkins 
urges us to renegotiate our relationship to nature and 
Artificial Intelligence as we confront the violent social 
constructions of race, class, and gender that keep 
power propped in place.  

Shannon Davis demonstrates in his instructions for 
Compost on your block what a renegotiation can yield. 
While the pandemic put a stop to certain infrastructural 
sanitation services like composting, Davis’s method 
reclaims our relationship to our streets, allowing the 
dried up, abandoned tree plots to become ground 
for breakdown, regeneration, and care.

While sheltering in place in Brooklyn this spring, Basel 
Abbas, Ruanne Abou-Rahme and Amal Issa talked about 
the problem of breathing as it relates to those whose 
very presence in the world is questioned. In this excerpt 
from their conversation, Being in the negative, the artists 
propose a way to transcend time as it is imposed by 
the colonial. As they explain, dropping out of time and 
activating the site of the destruction—in this case that of 
destroyed Palestinian villages—the return to the wreck 
brings to life these sites by way of enacting ancestral 
traditions, celebration, and care. 

In Decolonization as Care, Uzma Z. Rizvi considers the 
criticality of awareness, not only for one’s own condition, 
but for the condition of others. Rizvi discusses the 
interconnected nature of society and its domains of race, 
class, gender, privilege, and lack thereof, as a method 
to understand our positions in relation to others, human 
and non-human alike, allowing for resistance, solidarity, 
alliance, and collaboration. 

Oneirocritica is a dream interpretation volume presented 
by Coleman Collins, extracted from dream books printed 
in Harlem in the 20th century. With entries on love, 
finance, health, and success, the interpretations represent 
a particular dreamscape, a measure of a collective 
consciousness and worry, mired in issues of race, 
representation, and class. 

The crossword puzzle, Passing Comment 1, conceived 
by Yara El-Sherbini and Naeem Mohaiemen centers 
around themes of racial passing, particularly in film and 
television. The puzzling set of clues capture actors, 
scenes, and tv shows in unsettling portrayal of the 
“other.” Horoscope by Nadia Ayari forecasts images 
of natural worlds—inconspicuous and tiny events with 
immense possibilities, unfurling in a space of abandon. 
Regine Basha’s Two-Word Crossword draws a fine line 
between aspiration and apprehension.

Throughout the zine, The Golden Hour drawings by 
Isak Berbic punctuate the issue with graphic messages, 
a logbook of musings on our evolving sociopolitical 
maelstrom.

Fawz Kabra
August 31, 2020
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Draft excerpts: 2018-2020.

We once gathered together in parking lots, theaters, 
temples, museums, in rented studios—and, for now, 
inside the Screenome, and here. 

We Are Learning to Sing, still.

[...] a promise.

[...]—the circumstances of this year aside, the 
original inspiration for this project has lived on. 
It has been the following: to dissolve relational 
boundaries/thresholds, between teaching and 
learning, experience and concept, between 
representation and abstraction, performativity 
and spectatorship, improvisation and composition, 
expressivity and text, virtuality and Life, our 
interiors and our public world/s, etc. 

[...]

1. Drawing On the Breath

To sing, we need only to breathe. To breathe is 
elemental, it is precious, it is by nature also spirited 
and robust. Breathing evokes broader imaginal 
spaces — for ourselves, and for others so that we 
can sing, together, in limitless ways. 

[...] Together. 

[...]

Singing is communication; it rides on a column of 
air, pouring forth out of the top of one’s head. [...]

[...] The tone, or tessitura, or color, or volume, 
timbre or pitch of one’s voice are extra. These 
aren’t really objective facts, there is no value system 
by which we understand these. 

[...] And one needn’t use words to sing; to sing 
is to produce sound. But the voice resides in the 
vitality of the breath as it meets our form—this is 
embodiment. No more, no less.  

[...] One question that has emerged in recent 
months, as we try to translate most of our projects, 
and indeed our humanity, online, is: How do we 
know our resonating body, and those of others, 
if not for pictures and diagrams? It might follow 
then that to draw is to breathe, to sing to draw. It 
is not an idea but a felt sense. So, we inhabit the 
body here, only when we remember to? This line of 
thought can be edifying. We find that to breathe is 
to sing, to sing is to draw. 

[...]

No one really knows this. Everyone knows. 

[...]

[Insert image: Intervoice, diagram (2018)]

[...]

Now, imagine this diagram:

Respiration 
Phonation 
Resonation
Articulation

[...]

Sahra 
Motalebi

We are Learning 
   to Sing.
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[...]

2. Memory 
Paraphernalia

Memory Paraphernalia 
accesses our 
unbounded, intuitive, 
our endlessly running 
background programs, 
our daydreams. This 
Paraphernalia evokes 
formal and conceptual 
frameworks, but these 
prompts are also 
synaptic bridges across 
sense-fields. We step 
inside the matrix of 
memory to write and to 
sing and to breathe and 
draw, not around it. This 
Paraphernalia may come 
as images, as a word or 
longer sentences; it is a 
process that draws on 
memories in a series of 
generative prompts.  

These memories — like 
dreams — host our vital 
structures and ideations, 
oracular gems, motifs 
of reflection, and 
companionship— not 
in the vein of over-
wrought analysis of 
content, or purely 
mimetic representation, 
but in the spirit of felt 
perception, there one 
finds information. 

One word can activate 
a galactic network 
of others, and this 
experience grows on 
paper, on one’s tongue.

[...]

We are breathed by a 
network of miracles. 
Let us keep this image 
intact, though, to 
imagine what is called 
3D breathing. This 3D 
breathing can mean 
many things, but 
importantly it can point 
to an expansion of the 
act itself; the location 
of our breathing, from 
the top of our chest, 
where we breathe, 
when we are excited or 
fearful, into a breathing 
process that takes place 
below our ribcage, and 
engages the diaphragm. 
The way that we see 
newborns breathing. 
To be enjoined to 
“Breathe from the 
diaphragm!” requires an 
act of the imagination 
at first. Expanding these 
perimeters, we then 
release our stomachs 
on the inhale and begin 
again.

Place one hand below 
on the stomach, expand 
the breath out as you 
inhale. Draw a 3-D 
breath as you continue 
to do so:

Respiration. The most 
fundamental part of this 
process of singing, 
to which we will return 
again and again.

The breath — which is 
metered in inhalation 
and exhalation—is a 
magical mechanism, 
composed of still more 
magical mechanisms. It 
is a phenomenon that 
we all share, and within 
that, each breath that 
any one of us takes is 
unique and singular, a 
metronome 
of all experience. 
With and for. 

[...]

The lungs are moved 
by electrical currents 
and a series of vacuums, 
locks in which air sits, 
is held, alchemized in 
the body, and then 
released. The pedestal 
upon which lungs sit 
is itself also made 
of an architecture of 
ligaments and muscle 
folds, which rises and 
falls in concert with 
many muscle groups 
in the chest and 
abdomen—
it is the diaphragm. 
As we inhale deeply in 
three dimensions, the 
diaphragm is flattened 
into this function of 
support, a foundation 
upon which the breath, 
and our song, sits; 
as we exhale, it relaxes 
up into its dome-like 
shape.

Rain on dirt

Vinegar 

Cardamom

Electrical Fire

Skin

Pine bough

Metal 

New carpet

Haptic memory, 
orientation, the sense 
of smell, evoked from 
these words are used, 
commingled with 
real-time sensation. 
Continuously folded 
into a composition, 
worked in, bypassing 
the overdetermination 
of our writing, singing, 
and speaking.

[...]

3. The Quantum Choral Soup

[...]

Our voices do not sound the same to us as they do to those who hear 
us speak, cry, sing. It is in fact, muted by one’s brain, taken in by others. 
Like in one’s phone-camera, the flipped image of one’s actual face: one’s 
own voice is unknowable to one’s own ears; it is for and with others. 

The Soup part: Quantum entanglement is the non-locality of effects that 
can stretch miles, and across the planet in the properties of disparate 
bodies, through our screens, into one another’s phones, into each 
other’s experiential fields. Perhaps now we might be in the process of 
exchanging our interiors. 

[...] 

The Choral of the Quantum Choral Soup is this: group-singing is the 
origin of Song and has been in practice for many, many millions of years. 
It is quite simply that we are in each other’s Song, which has meant so 
many things, from our first movements of language; it is a way into the 
inter-linkedness with our past selves and who we will all be. Now online, 
quantumly, here, and there.  

[...]

The Quantum: The velocity of change these days is “sudden and 
discrete without intermediate stages.” Change is measured in our 
proximity to Death and internet service provisions. Geography must 
now include the coordinates of one’s spot in the Screenome; it is also 
measured in the intensity and focus of one’s attention span, one’s data 
trail, and algorithms. We resonate with each other. Our voices. Earthly 
bodies resonating. 

[...]

Sahra Motalebi, August 23, 2020. ■
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Mirene Arsanios

Learning to cope is hard, like extreme physical training.
It demands a great deal of agility, an apprenticeship in the art of compromise, 
a constant lowering of the threshold of acceptability. 

To cope is to make life possible without real possibility, to find ways of dealing, 
whereas surviving, which is a state of bare living, is too consumed with its own task 
to feel anything other than the determination to live. You can be good or bad at 
coping, but you can’t be good or bad at surviving. 

To survive is to mobilize every particle of the self towards getting through the 
morning, then the day, to muster the totality of being into bear subsistence. 

To survive is to not die every day against all odds, to wrestle a system designed to 
“thrive” on your own demise. Fighting the money lords when surviving is super hard 
because you’re too busy not dying to muster any revolutionary energy, and “thriving” 
isn’t worse than surviving, but it isn’t great either.

As in a “thriving economy,” as in a state of infectious proliferation which the planet 
can no longer sustain. 

How to be alive isn’t a question of ascending or descending order, increments 
or surplus, subtractions or additions of being. Being together and not alone is 
a practice of non-separation between hardship and ecstasy; no one is thriving if 
someone is surviving. As long as some of us are surviving or coping or thriving, 
“we” are not possible. 

“We” isn’t possible if it isn’t inclusive of all the women (in the refugee camps, at 
the border, the women imprisoned without children, the women scrubbing your 
office floors and fighting in occupied lands). “We” will not be possible as long as 
you have something (uninterrupted power, time to read, access to health) someone 
else is denied or as long as what “we” desire is defined by humanistic imaginings of 
togetherness, liberal philanthropy, and other terribly good intentions. 

“We” will only be possible once everyone has nothing ((to cope (with) or survive 
(against) or thrive (for)), which is everything we ever needed to be (together).

How to be together

*This piece was written in response to Nightboat’s prompt: “What connections can we draw between the ways we cope (together), 
survive (together), and thrive (together)?”  Published in the second edition, Echo 2, of  Nightboat’s online roundtable Resonance.
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The Bad Air Smelled of Roses

Pope’s recent text-based letterpress poster and billboard projects signal a return 
to his interests in advertising, mass media, public art and grassroots activism. 
The Bad Air Smelled of Roses is an ongoing, endless essay about referential signs 
of Blackness in poster form. The issues of police brutality and the Black Freedom 
Struggle were explored in an iteration of The Bad Air Smelled of Roses, which 
was published in 2018 by Name Publications in the book, “The Appearance of 
Black Lives Matter” with Nicholas Mirzoeff and Karen Pope. Two new posters 
published by Lisa Martin and the Women’s Darkroom + Gallery is yet another 
iteration of The Bad Air Smelled of Roses as an ephemeral public art project 
in response to the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests. The posters have appeared 
in sites accross the US, including Manhattan, Minneapolis, Davis, and Los 
Angeles, in trails in Vermont, and internationally in Margate, England.

Carl Pope
IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Poster by Carl Pope, Photograph by Karen Kysar/WDR+G, Pico the Long Trail, Mendon, VT, July 26th, 2020.

All images courtesy of Karen Pope and Carl Pope: 
The Bad Air Smelled of Roses, with Nicholas Mirzoeff 
and The Women’s Darkroom + Gallery (WDR+G).

IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Doreen Mangen/WDR+G, Cup Foods, Mpls, MN, July 14th, 2020.

The space of nonappearance is the racialized 
counterpart to the “nonplaces” of consumer society, 
designated “white.” Located between private and 
corporate property, this space of nonappearance has 
become a killing zone. This zone is an index of state 
violence without making a spectacle of the deaths that 
are and have always been the gross product of the settler 
state...Let me give that space a name: America. The name 
is meant to convey an ideology, not a geography, the 
militarized white supremacy of the settler colony. 
— The Appearance of Black Lives Matter,  
Nicholas Mirzoeff. NAME, 2017. 146-147.
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Black Lives Matter: It’s Not What The News Told YA!, IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Posters by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Lisa Martin/ WDR+G, West Village, Manhattan, NY, July 3rd, 2020.

IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Joan Martin/WDR+G, Berkeley, CA, July 30th, 2020.
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Black Lives Matter: It’s Not What The News Told YA!, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Jane Howard/WDR+G, Antony Gormley sculpture: Another Time, Margate, England, July 23rd, 2020.

Black Lives Matter: It’s Not What The News Told YA!, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Lisa Martin/WDR+G, Upper Eastside, Manhattan, NY, July 3rd, 2020.
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IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Joan Martin/WDR+G, Berkeley, CA, July 30th, 2020.

Black Lives Matter: It’s Not What The News Told YA!, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Karen Kysar/WDR+G, Pico the Long Trail, Mendon, VT, July 26th, 2020.
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Black Lives Matter: It’s Not What The News Told YA!, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Nicole Whiting/WDR+G, Davis, CA, July 22nd, 2020.

IS AMERICA THE AMERICA I LEARNED TO IMAGINE?, Poster by Carl Pope, 
Photograph by Annie Guidice/WDR+G, Los Angeles, CA, July 31st, 2020.
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Jeremy Dennis
Shinnecock Portrait Project is a documentary 
photography project that aims to increase the recognition 
of the Shinnecock Indian Nation by combining traditional 
portraiture, 360-degree panoramic portraits based on 
Google Street View, and audio interviews discussing local 
issues accompanied by transcribed text. The project is a 
culturally significant way of preserving who we are at this 
present moment for future generations, and a positive 
method of sharing images of who we are as a community.

Throughout the post-colonial period, Native people 
have continuously been pushed to the margins of 
acknowledgment, whether being presented as a vanished 
race or not being native enough. The Shinnecock Portrait 
Project was inspired by this same idea, while looking 
at Google Street View of my home community, the 
Shinnecock Indian Reservation in Southampton, New 
York, there is no data available for the entire territory. 
Whether that may be due to lack of permission or respect 
of a sovereign nation, the omission of documentation and 
representation leave a gap nonetheless.

This project uses the technology of Google Maps and 
user submissions of 360-degree-panoramas of the 
reservation’s roads, which purposely feature a different 
tribal member in each environment. In this way, we allow 
the outside to see us, the land, and the people.

*this is an edited version of the original transcription 
and audio conversation conducted by Jeremy Dennis 
in conjunction with his ongoing project Shinnecock 
Portrait Project (2018-present). The original audio and 
transcription can be found on the following website: 
http://www.shinnecockportraits.com

Shinnecock 
Portrait Project
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Chenae Bullock is a Shinnecock Tribal 
Member, historian, activist, Powwow 
dancer and vendor. 

In this interview, she speaks about 
her experience living on and off 
the reservation, the DAPL Water 
Protectors, and her life on the water. 

by Jeremy Dennis

My name is Chenae Bullock, 
I am the daughter of Ester 
Lee, granddaughter of 
Ferdinand and Thelma Lee of 
the Shinnecock Tribe. 

I am an activist, traditionalist, 
historian, and indigenous 
woman. I currently do work 
within heritage and cultural 
preservation.

Jeremy Dennis: Can you talk about your recent 
activism work? 

Chenae Bullock: Activism has been there all my life, 
but for me, independently, it started with paddling, 
and just being in the water and understanding 
our water rights, actively paddling, activating and 
exercising our rights. Working with those that 
are fighting for clean water, and the fact that our 
[Shinnecock] community does not have access to 
water, of course. The big Dakota Access Pipeline 
united indigenous tribes all over the world because 
we came together and realized that what we all 
share is the issue of water, and that’s something 
that we have to preserve and protect.

JD: You went to the DAPL protest out in South 
and North Dakota. Can you talk about what that 
experience was like?

CB: The first time that I had been out there we had 
got a call here on Shinnecock from our sister tribes. 
It was during our Powwow Labor Day weekend. 
We’re in line, Saturday night Grand Entry, and we’re 
just waiting for Grand Entry to start and we’re all 
on our cell phones, looking at Facebook, looking 
at Instagram and Twitter, and it just started going 
viral that there were men, women, and children 
being attacked by pit bulls, you know, attack dogs, 
there at Standing Rock in North and South Dakota. 
And so the warrior society here, and several other 
different sister tribes, we just decided to drop 
everything we all caravanned over there. We had 
six cars and one RV, so there were six tribes that 
were represented from the East.

And when we got there, and eventhough 
everybody was coming together for a really bad 
social injustice, it was still beautiful to see, how 
all the tribes came together to share and to give 
medicine to one another for healing. All the 
different songs that were being sung in the camp at 
nighttime, all the ceremonies, people were bringing 
sacred items that hadn’t been brought out in over 
400 years to bring healing into that part of the 
country because of the Missouri River. We are all 
affected by the Missouri River. Because here even in 
Long Island, we have whales that beach themselves 
ashore because of what’s happening in the Gulf 
of Mexico and that Missouri River actually floods 

into the Gulf of Mexico in certain times of the year 
and jet streams shoot up North here. So we’re all 
affected by it. I felt that it was really impactful for 
our generation to experience something like that. 
We’ve never seen such a fight. So that was the 
first time I had went out. The second time I ended 
up staying for five months and things started to 
change drastically because we began to have a 
lot of informants there, government agents that 
work there. A lot of people from DAPL disguise 
themselves as they were water protectors, but they 
weren’t. There were a lot of women that were being 
raped in the camps. It turned into a serious battle 
zone. You know, we were surveilled 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week. We were pepper-sprayed, 
we were attacked physically, and it was really 
traumatizing to the point that the native veterans 
that had a camp there held a meeting with all those 
that were going to the front line, and they prayed 
over us and they told us that, we were experiencing 
very similar experiences that they had experienced 
during times of war. They were telling us that we 
need to be very cautious when we go back home 
away from camp to realize that not everybody’s 
going to fully understand the day to day things that 
we dealt with. It was very traumatizing but it really 
united us. To this day, a lot of us communicate. 
When someone has a call to action, we’re able to 
help spread awareness. 

We learn so much from one another, we also begin 
to realize that the water crisis is not just happening 
in Flint, it’s not just happening with the Dine 
people, it’s not just happening with the people 
of the Hunkpapa or the people of Standing Rock. 
The mere fact that we Shinnecocks are not able to 
access our beach [East Long Island, New York]. I 
have to text my cousins to see when we could bring 
the kids to the ocean, and after what time? But that 
makes us strong swimmers because the tide starts 
coming in at a certain time that we’re allowed to 
go there without having to pay for permits. But 
you know, it’s essential that we unite around water 
because at the end of the day that’s what sustains 
us, our bodies are made up of water, and that was 
my experience at Standing Rock.

I held a drive for clothes and food. I did some 
fundraising. I sat on a couple of different panel 
discussions to create awareness [of the injustice] 
not only as a Native people, but also to the 
archaeologist community, because essentially what 
the big issue was, was that not only were they 
going to drill in the water, but the Dakota Access 
Pipeline, the company, was desecrating graves. 

Oppoiste page: Chenae Bullock in a 360 degree panorama on the 
Shinnecock Indian Reservation. The image offers to fill the empty gaps 
on Google Map’s Street View, but not without the indigenous people 
who are so often marginalized.
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Our biggest question was, what are the archaeologists 
of the state of North Dakota doing about it? Because 
that is illegal. So that was something that I wanted 
to bring to the archaeological network and 
community here in the Northeast, at least to start 
getting that conversation going.

JD: I know you do a very region-specific research 
like genealogy and history, is there a certain way 
that you found to really communicate it so that – 
we’re such a small community and we have so many 
neighbors have you found a great way to link it to 
their experience or their perspective and try to get 
them interested?

CB: You mean their sister tribes like across the 
pond? 

JD: Or just like the nonnative communities who 
they might not see as a benefit knowing our 
history?

CB: They [nonnatives] see the history, but they 
don’t see us connected to the history. So, coming 
from us, and teaching them about the genealogy 
specifically, like the geographical historical 
perspective, it’s important that they hear it from 
us so that they know that we are connected to it 
and that we still preserve it, still to the present 
time. It is not separate. A lot of times nonnatives 
talk about us in a past tense, they use that past 
tense terminology quite frequently, and sometimes, 
if we’re not careful, it rubs off and we’re starting 
to talk about ourselves and our ancestors, the 
practices and the customs that we still do, in a 
past tense. They don’t see need for a connection 
because they don’t see us having a connection. And 
I think it’s important for us to show them that we 
still have this connection. 

I’ve been working in public history for 10 years 
here at the Shinnecock Museum and then Plymouth 
Plantation. After doing a lot of freelance work, I 
moved to the Pequot Museum. I always say that I 
walk with one moccasin in one heel, because that’s 
exactly what it requires, and that’s something that 
I told my co-workers, I’m not going be able to 
turn this Indian stuff off. There’s no like, “Okay, 
I’m Indian one day and then one day, I’m not.” 
No, this is who I am. I did all I could, I did a lot of 
research there for our family, our tribe, I was able 
to even help out with some of the legal litigation 
support that was going on with our beach access, 
even just our fight trying to obtain or repatriate 
our ancestors. So that way we don’t have to call on 

these nonnative agencies to support us. There are 
several tribal members here that are starting their 
own legal firms as indigenous women and men. 
There are things that I want to do with my own 
historic research firm. I feel like moving out of my 
territory, I’ll able to do that.

JD: What’s one thing you enjoy and one thing that 
you want to change on the reservation? 

CB: One thing that I enjoy on the reservation is that 
there’s not a lot of development. If we become like 
other tribes that have become so assimilated and 
so colonized, then we wouldn’t be able to have 
some of these medicinal plants that are sitting right 
here in the background right now. I want to be able 
to walk on certain paths that my mother walked 
on with her mother and her grandfather and so 
forth and so forth and so forth, that haven’t been 
developed. I want that to still remain.

I do want us to be very educated on the outside so 
that we can protect what’s on the inside. And that, 
I mean, goes to show that in order to do that you 
have to be able to speak the language of what’s 
happening on the outside. Roger Williams, who 
was, I guess, a respected man among the colonists 
in New England because he had translated many 
of our different tribal languages, especially the 
Narragansett, he understood that language. And 
so there were two Narragansetts and himself, and 
an Englishman, and he interpreted the conversation 
between him and the Narragansetts to the 
Englishman. When the Narragansetts walked away, 
they were speaking a whole different language 
than he even understood, so he said, “Wait a 
minute. They’re speaking what I think, to me, is 
Narragansett, but then they’re turning around and 
speaking what to each other?” It’s important for 
us to be able to understand the language that we 
need to use to speak to the outside so that we 
can protect what’s here on the inside. And that’s 
something that I really hope for our young people. 
And I don’t mean just languages like English, I 
mean the language (as the strategy) that is being 
used to destroy us is what we need to understand 
for us to break that strategy, and destroy that 
strategy from destroying us. That’s what I hope 
for our young people, that they can, you know, 
go and get educated, a hope that we can stop 
asking the government to uphold their so-called 
trust responsibility. Our trust responsibility is in 
ourselves. That is what I wish for our communities 
here. 

My name is Nicole Dennis-Banks. 
My native name is Shanowa, which 
means White Dove, and I am the 
daughter of Doreen and David, 
also the granddaughter of Avery 
“Chief Eagle Eye” Dennis. I took 
great honor in carrying on my 
grandfather’s legacy of becoming the 
first woman to be a tribal leader to the 
Shinnecock Nation. My grandfather 
was a trustee for over 19 years. And 
he stressed to us the importance of 
always putting your people in your 
community first and giving back and 
that’s what I strive to do.

Jeremy Dennis: Why did you 
choose this location for your 
portrait?

Nicole Dennis-Banks: We are 
located here on the property 
of my great grandmother, 
Elsie Booker. This place brings 
back so many memories. This 
is actually the homestead of 
our family. Elsie Booker was 
the matriarch of our family, 
and there was nothing that 
this woman could not do. 
She was definitely the strong 
Shinnecock woman that you 
would imagine a Shinnecock 
woman to be. She would make 
jellies and jams and homemade 
soups. Just when you walk into 
her house, you would smell 
the chicken stock. I really miss 
being here. I love every time I 
come here, I could smell all of 
those things that bring back 
my youth. There used to be a 
lot of vineyards that grew here. 
And they were like vines, you 
know, the grapevine. So when I 
was little, we could swing from 
them. You know, the vines were 
so strong that they actually 
made like a playground. So you 
could walk on one like it was a 
trampoline, and then one was 
like a swing, and we would 
play there and the vines would 
grow up from the ground. 
When you’re a kid you have 
such an imagination. So this 
was really a magical place, and 
it still is to this day.

Nicole Dennis-Banks photographed in a 360 degree panorama on the Shinnecock Indian 
Reservation. The image offers to fill the empty gaps on Google Map’s Street View, 
but not without the indigenous people who are so often marginalized.
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JD: How did you get involved in nonprofit 
organizing?

NDB: Well, my nonprofit organization Wellbriety 
has seen a lot of children on Shinnecock that felt 
left out, did not feel included because they had 
this stereotypical Native American look. They felt 
that they would not be accepted into the other 
organizations that are provided here. So I do 
outreach to those children to empower them to 
build their self-esteem, to let them know that it’s 
not the color of your skin, but it’s the spirit within 
your heart.

We took a bunch of trips, and these trips were to 
other tribes and to museums, and just really formed 
a group that we could trust one another and share 
certain things that you normally wouldn’t share. 
We really need people to go out there and get 
education and training and bring it back here to 
Shinnecock and share it with everyone. So I think 
that’s very important. I know that when I was a 
youth, I made a lot of mistakes. So one of the goals 
of my program is to prevent youth from making the 

same mistakes that I did, and trying to show them 
the way without them having to learn from their 
own mistakes: How to get your permit before you 
start driving, getting your full license and things 
like that. Also employment, about credit and bank 
accounts, things that some people don’t learn 
about until later on life and then it’s too late. 

JD: Is there something that we really need to bring 
back here? 

NDB: One thing that I would like to see for 
Shinnecock is for us to start getting back into 
agriculture. I remember growing up, we had uncle 
Earl, who had a field here, and he would raise 
bulls. This was actually a potato field. I see Eugene 
Cuffee over there, and he still does his farming, 
and that’s a wonderful thing. I’d like to see more 
people getting into that, because at the end of 
the day, that’s the healthiest way to live. You know, 
you want to go organic, you want to go green and 
do things from the earth. So I would love to see 
us start farming program or a community garden, 
which we did once have, but it kind of fell by the 

wayside. But I would like to see that teaching to 
our youth. To grow, start with the garden of three 
sisters, the beans, the corn, the squash, I think it’s 
very important to know what the botanicals mean 
around here, and the medicines, and what each 
herb can bring to our health.

Our reservation is roughly about 850 acres. We are 
a peninsula, surrounded by water. So we used to 
have more landmass further out into the water. But 
now due to erosions and storms, we have lost a 
lot of our landmass. One thing that we have done 
[to prevent erosion] was we planted the eelgrass, 
we did add more sand to the waters. There’s a lot 
of work that needs to be done to combat what’s 
going on in the world today. So I would love to see 
us come together and think of ideas to save our 
planet. I know that our environmental department 
has been doing some great things and they have 
some good initiatives out there as far as ending 
plastics and we have to be careful, you know, what 
we do, because it all affects us and has a reaction, 
a repercussion. You know, something that’s very 
dangerous is what’s going on with our water. We 
have to pay close attention to that. Look at what’s 
going on in Flint, Michigan and in New Jersey. You 
have so many lead and poisons in the water. If our 
water supply were to go then, I mean, we’d be 
going too.

JD: Recently and throughout the years, there have 
been different New York City marches and public 
awareness programs. Did you want to talk about 
any of them?

NDB: Yes, one of the things that I’m very involved 
in is prison reform. You know, a lot of our young 
men make mistakes and they were incarcerated 
and, you know, just the conditions that they are 
living in, in that prison, are inhumane. I recently just 
organized a march with the Metropolitan detention 
center in Brooklyn, I don’t know if people are 
aware, but over the winter, they go without heat, 
without lights, without warm food. And nowadays, 
they lock people up for treating an animal like that, 
but yet here we have a disregard for human life. 
I think that it’s very important that we speak up 
against that, and speak for those who cannot speak 
for themselves. So anytime there is a life that’s in 
danger, it’s our duty to speak upon that, we’re here 
to help one another. 

I also recently was one of the co-organizers of the 
first Indigenous People’s March that took place 
in DC, which was very successful. One of the 

main issues is the missing, murdered Indigenous 
women. We want to know what’s going on with 
that. We can’t just have our sacred women going 
missing, our daughters, our mothers, without the 
government assisting and helping us to find out.

JD: I asked a lot about your current projects. Is 
there anything that I missed in regard to like, things 
you want everyone to know about, what you’re 
passionate about, or any of many side projects that 
you?

NDB:  I have a lot of friends in the [music] industry, 
so you’ll see me on occasion helping them out. 
Just recently, Wu-Tang Clan celebrated the legacy 
and life of Ol’Dirty Bastard who so happens to be 
Shinnecock. So I was asked to show up and do 
something in his honor, and I went out there and 
did a prayer and a dance for him. So you see all 
these people coming out, indigenous and Native 
American affiliation, tribal affiliations, celebrities. 
But my thing is, it’s great to come back and when 
we have this type of prosperity, to help your 
people. I tried to make people mindful of their 
responsibility and it’s good to show love where we 
came from. ■ 

24 25

http://www.shinnecockportraits.com
by Jeremy Dennis



Layers of the City reflects on spaces in Santa Ana, California 
both inhabited and boarded up, of immigrant owned entities that 
passed through generations only to be pushed out by rising rents 
and revitalization plans. The stories of Santa Ana are the stories of 
Sunset Park in Brooklyn, of Pilsen in Chicago, and of Boyle Heights 
in Los Angeles–neighborhoods where real estate speculation 
supersedes communities. With these processes in mind, 
we wrote a song.
 
The lyrical structure of our song follows the composition and form 
of a cumulative song where the verse structure is modified by 
a constant progression so that each subsequent verse extends 
beyond the preceding verse. We see this structure as metaphoric 
to the transformation of place–with the addition of new entities 
and inhabitants come modification and reduction. The intention 
of our song is to speak of the addition and transformation of 
forms, populations, and architectures. The song has 12 verses, and 
each verse requires the projection of a distinct voice in different 
environments across Santa Ana. The volume of voices singing 
the chorus increases as the song progresses. In the end, a larger 
assembly of bodies and voices come together, perhaps forming 
a community, a resistant cumulative process.

How might we 
sing our way 
through the 

transformation 
of place?

Chorus
Spatial inequality

Displaces opportunity
Creates homogeneity
Replaces the diversity

Effaces possibility
Effaces possibility

LA LA LA LA LA LA LA LA
LA LA LA LA LA LA LA LA

Verse 1
Layers of the city,

used to welcome me

Chorus

Verse 2
Who will fill these vacancies?
What will fill these vacancies?

Verse 1
Chorus

Verse 3
Memorias ocupan lugares vacíos

Lugares vacíos
memorias ocupan

aquî

Verse 2
Verse 1
Chorus

Layers of the City
 Angel Nevarez & Valerie Tevere
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worrying about profit never. Any new practices of 
care that arise will be immediately challenged by 
the infrastructural and logistical power of digital 
capitalism, which is already seizing upon the 
pandemic as a means of wholly conquering and 
networking what remains of a collapsing global 
economy. If Amazon, already hiring thousands of 
new workers to keep up with skyrocketing demand, 
becomes the means people rely upon to survive 
the pandemic, then our post-pandemic world will 
become increasingly indistinguishable from the 
exploitation, inequality, and precarity that define 
Amazon’s organizational model. Quite simply, if 
we fail to break the logic of market-driven supply 
and demand, of price and profit, it may in the end 
simply break us.

5. Our networks of care and solidarity necessarily 
must begin from the specificites and immediacies 
of the situations we live within, but rapidly must 
multiply their bonds with diffuse and diverse 
communities. No life ever lives truly alone, and 
no act of individuation or privation can ever alter 
the fact that every life constitutively depends 
upon innumerable other lives. As such, truly caring 
for ourselves and for those with whom we share 
intimate ties effectively necessitates implementing 
care for everyone. Over the next months, we 
should inventively and imaginatively practice social 
distancing in ways that cultivate and proliferate, 
not diminish, social solidarity. If we must practically 

begin by organizing care for those who are already 
proximate and intimate—for ourselves, our families, 
friends, neighbors, and loved ones—then part 
of that effort necessarily implies continuously 
expanding the organization and coordination 
of care to whatever scales are required. These 
inclusive and open modes of care must escape the 
logic of the state and the market by constituting 
themselves on the basis of diverse yet common 
precarities and interdependencies.

6. Caring and acting in solidarity with one 
another within and beyond the pandemic will 
necessitate the constitution and defense of new 
forms of commons. As we struggle to organize 
care, capitalism may very well rely upon all of our 
compassion and solidarity to survive the pandemic 
before returning at full force and plunging us all 
into only more intense states of precarity, into 
more uncaring forms of work, and into deeper and 
deeper debt. While a great deal depends upon 
the ways we are able to act in solidarity with one 
another, practicing kindness and generosity and 
compassion and courage in equal parts, if those 
solidarities are not constituted in new kinds of 
commons that render capitalism and the state 
effectively obsolete, they will not be able to endure 
the exigencies of the pandemic nor withstand 
inevitable measures meant to conquer and capture 
whatever follows the pandemic. In other words, 
if our capacity to care for one another fails to 
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Ten Premises for a 
Pandemic

1. A pandemic isn’t a collection of viruses, but 
is a social relation among people, mediated 
by viruses. Nothing is inevitable, inescapable, 
or immutable about the coronavirus pandemic 
unfolding everywhere around us, simply because 
the pandemic is social. The endless posts and 
announcements marshalling us to help “flatten 
the curve” are at least enough to make clear that 
the historical consequences and human costs of 
the pandemic entirely depend on the ways we 
collectively choose to live in relation to it. Because 
the pandemic doesn’t simply happen to us but 
is instead something we partake in, a first step 
forward in these times is to refuse to curtail our 
thinking to how each of our individual lives may be 
particularly impacted by the virus and to begin to 
contemplate the potential we collectively share to 
change the course of the pandemic as well as to 
shape the new society that emerges from it.

2. At the very least, the expanding suspension 
of social, economic, and political norms and laws 
provides each of us with a unique opportunity 
to question the pre-pandemic world we had all 
grown accustomed to living within. What is the 
value of work? How might we allocate resources 
differently if we didn’t have to consider price? Is 
privatized healthcare defensible? Are prisons truly 
necessary? As we witness the cancellation of utility, 
mortgage, and rent payments, the public takeover 
of private healthcare systems, the cessation of 
arrests for low-level offenses, and the calls for the 

cancellation of all debt, what else might we call into 
question and, perhaps more importantly, imagine 
taking hold in their place? If those in power are 
so willing to upend social, economic, and political 
norms and laws in the interest of defending the 
world they upheld, then we must be equally willing 
to upend them and spread the imagination of 
something otherwise. In this short time, we can 
already see that the only truly certain thing is that 
nothing will ever be the same again.

3. As nation states prove unwilling and/or 
incapable of supporting life, our immediate 
and urgent priority must be to organize mutual 
aid, solidarity, and care using whatever means 
necessary. It truly didn’t take long for the specters 
of pandemic darwinism and viral malthusianism to 
surface, finding support in politicians around the 
world who tell their citizens that they are on their 
own. If the state and the market economy prove 
to be unable to provide the diverse forms of care 
upon which all life depends, we must find ways 
of providing that care without concern for who 
owns what or whether it is legal. In this sense, the 
struggle to defend life in the pandemic will at times 
necessarily take shape as a direct struggle against 
the logic of capital, the violence of law, and the 
abstraction of price. We must learn about our own 
needs and the needs of those we are capable of 
caring for, find ways of producing, expropriating, 
and distributing goods that satisfy the needs of 
interconnected and interdependent communities, 
and be willing to simply take what is needed 
whenever it is denied to us.

4. As capitalism’s market economies fail us in 
every way, we must dare to imagine ways of 
organizing social life beyond the logic of price, 
competition, and profit. Organizing a society 
based upon satisfying the needs of all rather than 
defending the wealth of the few isn’t simply an 
ideal in the pandemic, but is a practical and popular 
necessity. As this new common sense continues 
to proliferate and take hold, we must begin to 
materially reorganize society on that basis by 
making sure people get what they need first and 

Ian Alan Paul
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be instantiated in qualitatively different forms, 
they may very well simply be reintegrated into 
novel expressions of privation, dispossession, and 
precaritization in whatever new legal and economic 
systems that may attempt to establish themselves.

7. Caring for one another will equally involve 
militantly opposing those who intend to further 
instantiate already-existing forms of domination 
in the turbulences and uncertainties of the 
pandemic. While hospital workers still struggle to 
get enough protective gear, new footage already 
circulates of immigration agents outfitted with new 
breathing masks arresting undocumented migrants. 
Xenophobias are magnified, welfare programs are 
marked for cuts, and Palantir signs new contracts 
with the state to implement facial recognition and 
cell-phone tracking technologies. We must not 
underestimate the new cruelties that may arise in 
these times, preying upon communities that can no 
longer substantively defend themselves or protest 
on the streets, much less congregate together. 
What new kinds of solidarity and struggle might we 
invent in order to counteract the new intensities, 
practices, and forms of violence that will surely 
arise? How might we maintain social distances but 
nonetheless find ways of acting decisively 
and concertedly together?

8. The pandemic, as a phenomenon that 
differentially affects all of the planet at once, 
must push us all to live our lives definitively 
beyond the logic of borders and nations.
Health officials have long noted that viruses don’t 
respect borders. Neither should we. So much of 
what presently threatens our lives—climate change, 
financial capital, the coronavirus pandemic—is now 
expressed at a planetary scale. We have little hope 
of defending life anywhere if we are unable to act 
in concert with life everywhere, acknowledging the 
dignity that is common to all life, on the one hand, 
and the material inequalities which continue to 
differently impact the way life is lived, on the other. 
The violence of the pandemic will be expressed 
differentially, at different intensities, and in different 
forms across historically differentiated bodies, 
and our ways of living and organizing will not only 
have to account for that but will have to organize 
on that very basis. Defending life in New York City 
will mean something different than defending it 
in Mexico City, or in Ramallah, or in Hong Kong, 
but these struggles must find ways of resonating 
and reverberating with one another across 
borders, continents, and oceans, just as capital and 
pandemics are able to.

9. Because life in the pandemic is the way it is, 
life in the pandemic will not stay the way it is.
The pandemic is a world-historical process, leaving 
nothing on Earth unchanged and acting as a 
temporal fold between a planetary before and 
after. While we cannot change what happened 
before the pandemic, we must nonetheless 
learn from the past as a means of bringing to 
life, sustaining, and defending the possibility of 
different futures. Diverse histories of struggle 
against various forms of oppression and domination 
must inform the ways we ourselves continue to 
struggle, even if new struggles that arise in the 
pandemic present cannot formally resemble the 
ways of struggling we’re accustomed to. The past 
is never settled, and all past events can always 
come to mean something new in the ways we learn 
from and draw upon them. In this sense, how might 
past struggles against sexism, racism, fascism, 
ableism, and capitalism inform struggles in the 
pandemic? Resistance is to some degree always a 
fundamentally speculative endeavor, a collective 
wager that something may be possible before 
that possibility has been realized. Now is a time 
for imagination, invention, and experimentation, 
leveraging each as a means of producing new kinds 
of knowledge about our situation and new modes 
of struggle within it.

10. We must collectively, courageously, and 
compassionately decide what new ways of living 
we desire to live in the pandemic and the times 
that follow, or it will be decided for us. The ways 
in which human life is presently threatened on a 
planetary scale should push us all to consider not 
only the generic value of life, but also the value of 
distinct forms of life and ways of living. The worth 
of life in the abstract does little to help inform the 
ways we might choose to live our own particular 
lives, while imagining and dreaming of what kinds 
of lives may be worth living can clarify everything. 
The pandemic offers us all an opportunity to 
engage in a kind of critical aesthetic experience, 
allowing us to not only see lives as they are, but 
also to see how lives came to be lived in a 
particular way, and thus how lives could live 
otherwise. Taking this opportunity seriously 
requires nothing less than a total abandonment
of everything that governed and organized our 
lives up to this point. Only then will we be capable 
of beginning the interminable process of learning 
to live, think, care, act, love, struggle, and build 
new lives and ways of living together definitively 
beyond the logic of the pandemic and the world 
that preceded it. ■

34



Stephanie Dinkins, The Inadequacy of Language, 2020 

For Breona Taylor, George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Tony McDade, and Jayne Thompson. 
For many others murdered by the state but not listed here.

For transgressions not broadcast.
For my family,

replete with kind,
beautiful,

cherished black people.

 Our systems, institutions, leaders and narratives about 
who and what we are—our lack of compassion and limited 
definitions of what a valued member of society is—are failing us. 
They have been failing us for quite some time. Both COVID-19 
and the uprising against systemic racism based on greed, fear 
and territorialism are symptoms making visible the inequities that 
continually seethe just beneath the surface of “civil society.” 
 At this moment, we are unequivocally confronted with the 
need to reimagine our humanity and what it means to be living 
organisms sharing the planet with many other organisms, some 
living, some not. This is nothing new. 
 However, at this moment, we can plainly see how black, 
brown, queer and disabled bodies are devalued; how people who 
threaten the comfort of those benefiting from institutional power 
are expendable. Humans have the responsibility to reconceive 
the systems that threaten communities rendered simultaneously 
hyper-visible and invisible by their perceived difference. 
 It is now time to reconstruct the idea of the human. What 
to include within the concept? What is truly valued? Here I am not 
referring to what is valuable to you, but valued period. 
 At stake are dignity, equal rights and the equitable 
distribution of resources, as well as the survival of the planet. If 
this moment of twin pandemics has taught us anything, it’s that 
denying these determinants will negatively impact all but the 
wealthiest among us sooner than we think.
 As artificially intelligent ecosystems based on opaque 
algorithms and biased data proliferate and biological design gains 
momentum, we are confronted with the need to reimagine human 
supremacy. Advances in our understanding of machine learning 
and our single-celled bacterial cousins portend opportunities to 
create broad definitions of society based on mutuality and lateral 
coexistence among species and computational machines.
 Before we can truly take advantage of these advances, 
humans must confront a litany of violences we have enacted upon 
each other. These include institutional and social constructions 
of race, caste, class and gender that build and maintain current 
systems of power. We must also renegotiate our relationship to 
the spectrum of living beings deemed beneath human and the 
machines inching ever closer to autonomy. 
 To (re)imagine and optimize the expectations, values, 
treaties and global competitions for the near future, we must 
recognize, especially in the American context, that our ideals, for 
example, all men are created equal, are often in direct opposition 
to our legislated power relations.
 It is helpful to imagine these roadblocks as questions: 
How do we rediscover ourselves anew? How do we right our 
collective rememory? 

 Think of rememory as an 
undoing, unraveling and rewriting of 
corporeal constitutive elements. In 
the changingness of rememory, could 
we find transcendence? Or perhaps 
a trace of a former history that gives 
us the opportunity to draft something 
entirely new?
 Most words we have available 
to think about ourselves as human, 
construct worlds that silently imply 
a false dichotomy between humans 
on the one hand and nature and 
machines on the other. 

 Escaping  recursive 
futures on the horizon 
requires understanding 
ourselves as participants in 
an expanding continuum 
of intelligences between 
technology (AI, biotech, 
gene editing, etc.) and a 
greater understanding of 
the ancient bacterial systems 
from which we emanate. 
Moving toward more 
expansive and equitable 
visions of what is and can 
be, demands reconciliation 
of our perceived human 
differences.

Afro-now-ism

Stephanie Dinkins
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oppositional thinking America imposes upon those of us forcibly 
enjoined to this nation. What incremental changes do we make to 
our internal algorithms to lurch our way to ever-more confident 
means of thriving in this world? The question is not only what 
injustices are you fighting against, but what do you in your heart 
of hearts want to create? 
 This is a pointed question for black folks but includes 
the rest of society as well. Our fates, whether we like it or 
not, acknowledge it or not, are intermingled. Though it is not 
immediately legible, we sink or swim together. Still, at times, 
communities need space and time to build, grow and fortify apart 
from the whole. That’s OK as long as communities find paths to 
understanding in a kind of complex Venn diagram of trust from 
which to negotiate our shared futures.
 The rapid proliferation of AI into social, political and 
cultural contexts provides opportunities to change the way 
we define and administer crucial social relations and manage 
resources. Self-organization and complexity hold important cues 
to how AI can help instantiate equity, cultural richness and direct 
governance (or at least broad and direct input into governance). 
Through AI and the proliferation of smart technologies, everyday 
people, globally, can help define what the technological future 
should look like and how it should function, as well as design 

methods to help achieve our collective 
goals. Direct input from the public 
can also help infuse AI ecosystems 
with nuanced ideas, values and beliefs 
toward the equitable distribution of 
resources and mutually beneficial 
systems of governance.
 Black liberation rests on the 
construction of a non-oppositional 
consciousness, unburdened by the 
need to endlessly challenge the fears, 
imaginative apprehension, oppression 
and entanglements of others. The 
unencumbered, undistracted black 
mind is a wellspring of possibility. It is 
a tool and way of being that changes 
what counts as the black experience 
in the 21st century. This is a struggle 
over life and death. The boundaries 
between sovereign consciousness, 
nature, valued knowledge, 
biotechnologies, power and social 
reality are optical illusions. 
 The reconstruction of an 
intersectional black politics requires 
practices and theory that address 
the social relations of science and 
technology, crucially including the 
systems of myth, power and time that 
structure our imaginations. Viewed 
through blackness, and the lens of 
the American imaginary, rememory 
presupposes an excavation of the 
terrors and joys cultivated in spite 
of the conditions of a nation built 
on slavery. We mine, disassemble, 
reimagine and call on past, present 
and future. We are a protopian 
collective advancing toward fully 
empowered communities, personal 
selves and others.
 These are the selves that the 
vilified and underutilized must fight 
for and encode into our inextricably 
connected future histories. If humans 
are to make new ways forward 
in partnership with nature and 
technology, we must first take a close 
look at and upend the concepts, 
histories, institutions and systems that 
support the inequitable distribution of 
resources and power. ■

Stephanie Dinkins, Good Thoughts, Good Words, 
Good Deeds., 2020 
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 Is what we’re seeking alternative modalities 
or protocols for beings and non-beings? 
Preoccupied in the then and later, we find ourselves 
in the now. Afro-now-ism is the spectacular 
technology of the unencumbered black mind in 
action. It is a willful practice that imagines the 
world as one needs it to be to support successful 
engagement—in the here and now. 
 Instead of waiting to reach the proverbial 
promised land, also known as a time in the future 
that may or may not manifest in your lifetime, Afro-
now-ism is taking the leap and the risks to imagine 
and define oneself beyond systemic oppression. 
It is active resistance away from cynicism, 
disaffection and indifference toward constructively 
channeling energy today. For black people in 
particular, it means conceiving yourself in the space 
of free and expansive thought and acting from 
a critically integrated space, allowing for more 
community-sustaining work.
 Afro-now-ism also demands that we 
recognize which ideas are so deeply internalized 
that we no longer understand them as external. 

In our recognition and enactment of the future 
dismantlement of systemic barriers in the present 
moment, we challenge internalized ideas, which 
often stop us from acting or doing our best. 
 It is true these oppressive factors do not 
disappear in our material reality. But for a time, 
the mind can, in the name of self and community 
care, be less discouraged by outside forces to 
work toward that which sustains more holistically. 
Systemic barriers will rear their heads again and 
again. But the Afro-now-ist is stronger and more 
immediately generative for having done the work, 
acted on their deepest hopes and desires without 
inhibition—today. 
 Exploring where impediments are hard, 
where they are soft and when they can be ignored 
is powerful. Technological enhancements and self-
care techniques from the past, present and future 
can and should be used to supersede distractions 
to claiming our sovereignty, wholeness and 
propriety.
 Afro-now-ism asks how we liberate our 
minds from the infinite loop of repression and 
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This is what you will need to make your own:

A patch of dirt large enough to dig a large outdoor 
trash can into. A large outdoor trash can with a lid.
An electric drill with a ¼” to ½” bit
Eye protection glasses for drilling
A large shovel and work gloves for shoveling

If you have a place in your front or back yard, great! 
If not, turn this into a guerrilla-composting project 
by placing your trash can in a nearby treeless tree 
pit. You may even be able to put your can in a tree 
pit with a very young tree. In this case, place the 
trash can close to the edge of the tree pit and dig it 
in less deep to reduce damage to the tree’s roots. As 
a positive, the composter will fertilize the tree. If you 
use a tree pit, you may want to speak with neighbors 
close to the pit to explain what you are doing and 
to find out if they have any objections. I recommend 
using a galvanized metal can. It makes for a more 
attractive composter. You have the option of using 
a less expensive plastic can as well.

Additional materials for the optional lid planter 
(highly recommended for tree pit composters):

4  #10 bolts, or a little thicker, around 1” long
4 nuts that match your bolt diameter
8 flat washers that match your bolt diameter
A drill bit that matches your bolt diameter
Enough potting soil to fill the upside lid 
Plants to place in trash can lid planter.

Compost 
on your 
block
Shannon Davis

Don’t let Covid-19 shutdowns, 
no yard, or lack of compost 
pick-up in your neighborhood 
stop you from doing the right 
thing for our environment.
 
Make a buried trash can 
composter close to home to 
divert waste from landfills, fight 
global warming, and receive the 
benefits of a closer relationship 
with nature!

Super low maintenance
Can be placed close to home
No odor issues
Rats and other pests can’t use it as a food source
Doesn’t take up a lot of space
Relatively low-cost
Planter version looks nice
Not affected by Covid-19
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How to use your composter:

Simply lift the lid off, dump your 
compostable materials inside, 
and replace the lid. That’s it! 
This is a very simple composting 
system that does not require you 
to mix up the compost or to add 
the correct ratio of brown and 
green materials. Worms and other 
decomposers will find their way 
inside and they do all the work. 
If you wish to harvest your 
compost, move the material on 
top that is not fully composted out 
of the way. Remove the compost 
at the bottom that looks like dirt. 
Replace the unfinished compost, 
and the process continues. 
You can use your compost to 
enrich any soil mixture.

For more information visit: 
farmtheblock97.wixsite.com/website

Email me with questions or to borrow a 
shovel  :-)  farmtheblock97@gmail.com  

Main source:
Article Title: DIY Food Scrap Digester/Composter
Website Title: Fine Gardening
Author: Greg Holdsworth

43

How to make the composter:

With a ¼” to ½” drill bit, drill 20 to 30 holes in the 
bottom of the trash can. Space the holes out evenly.
Decide how far you want to dig the can into the 
ground. I recommend digging it 1/3 to 2/3 of the 
can height into the ground. If you are placing the 
can in a tree pit without a tree, I suggest putting 
2/3 of it into the ground. This will give it a more 
permanent feel, which hopefully will deter anyone 
from removing it or knocking it over. You may also 
like the look of digging it in deeper if you are going 
to turn the lid into a planter. Further, a can deeper 
in the ground will give more access to worms, 
insects, air, and drainage, all good things for your 
composter. If you are placing your can in a tree pit 
with a recently planted tree, I suggest digging your 
can in only 1/3 of its height to reduce any damage 
to the tree’s roots. Now that you know how far you 
will dig your can into the ground, use the same ¼” 
to ½” drill bit to drill 20-40 holes in the sides of 
your trash can. Distribute the holes evenly up to the 
height that you will bury in the ground.
In your chosen location, dig a hole deep enough 
to cover up all the holes you have drilled. Place the 
trash can in the hole and fill in the sides of the can 
with dirt to create a snug fit. It is important to cover 
up all the holes you drilled with dirt on the outside 
of the can to prevent odor from escaping. Place the 
lid on top. If you are not making the planter lid, 
your composter is finished and ready to use.

How to make the trash can lid planter: 

If you used a metal trash can and you want your 
composter to add beauty to your neighborhood 
or to your yard, you can turn the top into a planter. 
I came up with this idea because I placed my 
composter in a tree pit and was concerned about 
how others would perceive it.  I didn’t want people 
passing by thinking that it was a can for trash and 
then by mistake put trash in it. So, turning the lid 
into a planter is a very good idea for composters 
placed in public spaces. 

Here’s how to make it. With your drill bit that 
matches your bolts, drill 4 holes near the edge of 
the top of the lid, not the side of the lid. Space the 
holes out equally around the diameter of the lid.
Place a washer on a bolt and then place the bolt 
through one of the holes going from the bottom of 
the lid out the top. Put another washer on and then 
a nut. Tighten the nut. Repeat for the other holes.
Now, with the same drill bit, drill 4-6 more holes in 
the lid in an imaginary circle that has a radius that 
is half of the lid’s radius. These holes will provide 
drainage for your planter.

Turn the lid upside down with the bolts facing down 
and place the lid on top of the trash can. The bolts 
should fit inside the rim of the trash can and stop the 
lid from moving around. Fill the upside down lid with 
potting soil; add your plants of choice, then water. 
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Amal Issa with Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme

of the Palestinian condition, in the sense that you 
are aware, from a very young age, that your very 
presence is questioned, that you should not even 
exist. But also there is this constant narrative, a 
material, infrastructural one—through the system 
of occupation, of colonization, of apartheid—that is 
basically all about negating you entirely. And I think 
that this negation is what we’re trying to get to, 
where the breath is not just a physical breath, but 
also an existential question, especially if you are a 
people that shouldn’t or doesn’t exist.

We started thinking a lot about how to exist in 
these impossible conditions. What are the tools 
that we can use to not just survive, but also 
generate different possibilities? That’s why the idea 
of the mask became very important for us—and 
also Adrienne Rich’s poem. [4] In the poem, she’s 
underwater and losing consciousness, and it’s her 
scuba-diving mask that gives her life and gives her 
power—precisely, power to be in a space where she 
shouldn’t be, and to breathe when she shouldn’t be 
able to breathe anymore.

It’s a question of how to continue, to mutate, in 
order to survive in conditions where you should 
have already died, whether physically or through 
forms of slow violence. That’s why Edward Said’s 
text [5] was so interesting for us, because he 
talks about it. He doesn’t say mutation, he says 
something like, “how easily we change, and are 
changed.” For Basel and I, the question was: 
How can you think of these conditions not just 
as negative outcomes, but as the very tools from 
which you create and become unbound from 
colonial capture, conditions, and time? So you 
embrace the idea of being inside something that’s 
broken, and move away from the idea of a politics 
of wanting to fix that thing—or of wanting for it to 
be recognized as something that is happening to 
you. It’s a question of how to be in the thing that’s 
lacking, how to be in the negative and in the loss, 
and create different possibilities of being 
and breathing.

AI: The pandemic has also seen an almost overnight 
acceleration of online and digitized platforms for 
everything. Some of them are maybe practical and 
provisional, and certainly many things have become 
accessible that weren’t accessible before, especially 
in art and education, at least for the time being. But 
it is also terrifying because it seems like there might 
be no turning back, that the transition is already 
complete in some areas, with all the concerns it 
brings about, from new forms of inequality to 
surveillance to exhaustion and extraction. Within 
this context, one can imagine a scenario in which 
one’s digital self precedes, or supersedes, one’s 
physical body. Meanwhile, the body is not in a state 
of suspended animation or hibernation. On the 
contrary, more than ever it is vulnerable, not only 
because of the virus but because it is very much 
trapped in what Mbembe calls a “catabolic vision 
of the world,” a vision of overflowing waste and 
decay. You have described a similar vision of an 
apocalyptic imaginary and violence “that seems to 
clog up even the pores in our bodies.” The body, 
the physical, the visceral—these are very important 
in your work. So is virtuality, and the figure of the 
avatar. You also refer to sites of destruction as a 
“living fabric.”

RAR: Our work has been thinking about these sorts 
of intersections—the movement and contamination 
between the physical, lived fabric and being and 
materiality on the one hand, and the virtual space 
on the other hand. When we speak about the 
virtual space, it’s not necessarily a digital or online 
space, it’s conceptually tied to our idea of virtual 
time. It’s not the clear future time that we can see 
projected, and which looks like crap most of the 
time, but another potential time that we hold on to. 
When we worked on And Yet My Mask is Powerful, 
[6] we thought a lot about the experience of going 
back to a destroyed village. You find yourself in this 
sort of virtual time. You suddenly drop out from the 
conditions of the present. The site and the power 
of the site open up to you the possibility of a time 
that is not colonial time. You feel it in a very kind of 
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Amal Issa: My first question to you has to do with 
the problem of breathing that is currently in the 
foreground of everyone’s mind, because of George 
Floyd or because of the pandemic, or for ecological 
reasons—conditions which we are increasingly 
experiencing as interrelated. We can say we have 
reached a point where we are aware that we can 
no longer take breathing for granted. The very 
act of breathing has come under threat, in a very 
literal sense, not just metaphorically. Yet breathing 
is an involuntary act, we may be able to control it 
or train it, but ultimately we have to breathe, even 
against our will. Of course, this new paradigm is 
not new to everyone, and affects some populations 
more than others. In his recent text “The Universal 
Right to Breathe,” Achille Mbembe [1] described 
breathing as something that “cannot be confiscated 
and thereby eludes all sovereignty, symbolizing 
the sovereign principle par excellence.” In your 
work you have also spoken about “the need for an 

unusual and unprecedented knowledge, to breathe 
where you should not be able to breathe.”[2] And 
elsewhere, you have described the repetition of the 
same images from Palestine—images of violence or 
otherwise—as having “almost taken the breath out 
of them.” [3] There was already a foreshadowing 
in your work of this very rich figure, or image, of 
breathing that has now burst into the imagination.

Basel Abbas: Breathing where you should not be 
able to breathe, is being where you should not be. 
There is a sort of dual sense to this. On the one 
hand, it’s a testament to being censored, to being 
an illegal body who shouldn’t be there. At the 
same time, within the phrase, there’s its flipside. By 
breathing, you’re also countering the claim that this 
space is not for you, that you shouldn’t be here. 

Ruanne Abou-Rahme: I think our idea about 
breath and breathing refers to the impossibility 

Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, Screenshot 2020-06-05 22.04.04

Being in 
  the  negative
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Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, Screenshot 2015-07-14 17.51.08



Endnotes: 

[1] Achille Mbembe, “The Universal Right to Breathe.” April 13, 2020. 
Translated from the French by Carolyn Shread.
[2] Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, At Those Terrifying Frontiers Where 
the Existence and Disappearance of People Fade into Each Other, performed 
live at e-flux, New York in June 2020; excerpt published in e-flux journal #106, 
February, 2020; also exists as a sound and video work.
[3] “Ruanne Abou-Rahme and Basel Abbas in conversation with Fawz Kabra,” 
Ocula. January 18, 2018.

[4] Adrienne Rich, “Diving Into the Wreck.” Norton, 1973.
[5] Edward Said, After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives, Pantheon Books, 1986.
[6] Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, And Yet My Mask is Powerful, 
two-part sound and video, 2016-2018; book published by Printed Matter, 2018.
[7] Esmail Nashef, Nashif, E. (n.d.). “Ruins: On art and real return.”

these sites and activate them. It wasn’t about 
taking a nostalgic trip as we are generally used to, 
they were rather camping out there, holding events, 
rebuilding the churches and mosques, holding their 
weddings there—that kind of activation. And so our 
project was about trying to capture that visceral 
sort of experience of dropping out of time. I mean, 
we went so many times without filming. And you 
hardly ever see a destroyed village in the footage, 
just bodies interacting with the space—because it 
was more about the space itself, about being in the 
space, rather than its story.

RAR: That’s also why we do a lot of embodied 
filming—we do all our filming ourselves, it’s 
handheld, it’s very much about physically being in 
the space. And I think in a lot of our projects, what 
we’re trying to get is how those moments open 
up a virtual time. They’re real moments because 
when we’re working with people it’s not a fictional 
context, there’s no script. We’re working with 
people around the ideas of the project, with people 
who are moved by the same things we’re thinking 
about. And then very often we take these trips 
together, or in the case of this new project we’re 
working on, we create performances together. 
There’s nothing scripted or fictionalized about 
it because it’s about an embodied experience 
that can activate something that was otherwise 
inactive. Another aspect is the idea of avatars, 
which we think about in many different ways but, 
fundamentally, in a kind of performative way—the 
idea of becoming other. How does the avatar allow 
you to become other, and to take up different 
positions? It’s this idea of reappearing as another 
figure or returning in another form. The avatar can 
take various forms of mutations and returns—as 
other, not as yourself, not in the here and now.

BA: Because most of the time you should not be 
here anyway. ■

This is an excerpt from an interview that took place 
in Brooklyn on June 5, 2020. It first appeared on 
Perpetual Postponement, an online publishing 
platform by Ashkal Alwan in Beirut, Lebanon. 
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visceral, material sense when you’re there. But it’s 
clearly not a future time, because you can’t in this 
future timeline imagine an end to the colonization 
of Palestine. 

BA: It’s the physical space. The plants growing 
there, their resistance—the latent power in the 
physical space itself—makes you step out of time. 
You’re not in the past, you’re not in the future, 
you’re not in the present.

AI: So we have a virtual time or realm that 
is produced by very physical conditions, the 
encounter of a body and a space.

BA: Nasser Abourahme (Ruanne’s brother) wrote 
about this, and so did the Palestinian writer Esmail 
Nashef [7]—namely, about young Palestinians 
taking trips to destroyed villages. So you had these 
Palestinians who lived in towns near their destroyed 
villages, and they had been going back to visit 

Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, Screenshot 2016-08-07 20.59.58
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 On the flipside, it also means that privilege 
manifests itself in similarly multifaceted forms. If, due 
to your body experience, you have never had to question 
how the world looks at your race/class/ethnicity/gender/
body, or if that has never impacted the way the world 
identifies your research or work, you should know that 
that is a privileged experience. And that privilege or lack 
thereof, informs you and your praxis.

LEARNING ONESELF AND OTHERS: 
INTERSECTIONAL PRAXIS
The paradox of ‘defining’ something like identity, of 
course, is that it is not static. Even for someone who 
is thoughtful and self-reflexive, the ways in which 
one approaches oneself and others, changes with time 
and experience. Our ability to understand ourselves in 
relation to everything else is predicated upon the ability 
to understand and contextualize the real, tangible, sensory 
aspect of moving through the world as compared to 
conceptual, abstract notions of thinking of our bodies in 

the world. It is important to understand that recognizing 
systems of power and one’s place in them is a tool that 
can be utilized. These systems have an impact on our 
bodies and identities and continue to affect our work. 
This is the methodology of intersectionality as it relates 
to praxis. Whereas intersectionality can be defined by 
levels of access to privilege, a research-based model 
of intersectionality recognizes that in moving between 
the lateral and hierarchical modes of being, one must 
be cognizant and thoughtful about how in each context 
there may be differences to take into account. And it 
allows for care to be an intrinsic part of the recognition of 
difference. All practitioners must first place themselves 
outside of the system that maintains their work in place. 
In order to reconceptualize any practice, the first moments 
of recognition have to do with recognizing oneself as 
radically other, not of this system, not of the normalized 
way of being. That conceptual shift allows one to consider 
praxis as particular to one’s embodied standpoint—there 
is no way for me/you/us to step outside of my/your/our 
body/bodies to create anything. We may develop tools 
for all of us to use, methods, codes, programs to help us 
practice—but what gets coded or institutionalized, what 
gets marked as knowledge, for what type of normative 
body, all that should be questioned. If the body that is 
creating systems of knowledge employs intersectional 
praxis—the episteme itself knows the diversity of possible 
bodies it must account for rather than just assuming one 
norm. A simple example might be to consider my own 
childhood: as a person of South Asian heritage, I was often 
confounded while dealing with crayons that did not have 
any color to represent my skin tone. I was told by 
teachers to color in bodies as ‘peach’ because that was 
the norm in the 1970s, in the United States. But my 
body was not peach.
 The disjuncture, cognitive dissonance, and 
alienation between what I experienced as body and what 
I represented was unaccounted for: the tools (i.e. crayons) 
and the representation could not align unless I let go of 
wanting to see myself represented in that image. I had to 
make myself into something I was not, and it very quickly 
became clear to me that I was not the ‘norm’ in the world 
of crayons. This happens even as I work in archaeology. 
The normative person in the past is often a body that looks 
and acts like a contemporary normative body—often not 
one that looks/feels/could be imagined as mine: normative, 
and yet othered through time. It is important for us to 
think through how we might make sense of the many 
different ways we might imagine past bodies, or othered 
bodies, or any body that is not a normative privileged 
body. Thinking through an intersectional approach to the
formation of knowledge then requires some time, some 

Intersectionality allows us 
to occupy that praxis and 
standpoint critically.9 It 
takes into account systems of 
oppression within the world 
that hold marginalized people 
in place (often at an inferior 
position) in multiple ways. It is 
not a new idea to acknowledge 
that our vectors of identity 
(race/class/ethnicity/gender/
body) inform how we experience 
and consider the world, but what 
is significant in intersectionality 
is that place holding happens in 
different ways at different times 
and for different reasons. 
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What happens to our praxis once we start from a 
place of acknowledging difference in our persons, 
our histories, our bodies, and our aesthetics? 

Decolonization 
as Care

Uzma Z. Rizvi

This text starts from a standpoint 
of curiosity, consideration, and 
mindfulness as we explore how, 
who, and what we are, and how we 
inform structures we create. 
The moment and place of knowing 
requires a certain slowness to enter 
into our thoughts, movements, 
and research, allowing for nuance 
and precision, for care and 
humility, and for an aesthetic of 
difference to incubate our praxis. 
Once we allow our work to breathe, 
to reflect, to sense difference, 
it transforms structures around it 
or structures created through it.1

The act of research becomes 
praxis through which critical 
awareness of one’s own 
condition and the condition 
of others comes into high 
relief. One aspect of this praxis 
includes bodies co-producing 
the work. There are intricate 
processes that situate us 
between theory and practice 
as praxis, which must begin 
to take into account the many 
ways in which we are identified, 
the modes of address, our 
different bodies, and varied 
epistemologies.
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example, to provide an air of neutrality, we are taught not 
to write with ‘I’ in science, when in fact one of the ways in 
which we first understand the world is through the ‘I,’ and 
one of the ways in which we continue to understand the world 
and encounter nature, feel the breeze, look at green leaves, 
look at the sky, is through that ‘I.’ It was the acknowledgment 
of curiosity and wonder in research that reclaimed the ‘I’ 
in my own research. Because I could not be represented by 
the peach crayon, I had to think through how my knowing 
the world was different from everyone else’s. This brought 
my ‘I’ into conversation as embodied knowledge,5 into a 
phenomenological approach to things.6 In this space, although 
I had recognized the ‘I’ as significant (and human), it also 
allowed for a deeper appreciation of kin that may be 
multi-species and non-human.7 By granting myself the ‘I’ 
everything was granted an ‘I’ and there was an intersectional 
subjectivity that provided a network of kin and care that went 
beyond a humancentric approach to the world. This included 
the many sets of relations I have with the built environment, 
with trees, with soil, with ancient ceramics, with 
other/non-human animals, with everything around me. By 
reclaiming myself, I recognized the larger world within which 
I was deeply entangled.8

 Similarly, if I consider different languages, there
are different ways of conceiving of the self and identity. 
Each of these differences creates different epistemologies, 
histories, and notions of time. By allowing for a certain form 
of care to enter into the ways in which we think beyond 
ourselves, we recognize how the different forms of time are 
also simultaneous. The solar calendar, the lunar calendar, 
cyclical time, linear time, among other forms of time, all 
happen at the same time. There are so many different forms 
of time one has to take into account; and this is something 
that archaeologists do quite often. It is also one of the more 
difficult things we do: that is, we reach across that wide 
expanse of lived experiences of other individuals and 
identities in order to create a narrative of what may have been 
an unfolding of some form of identity. It is always what may 
have been based on the evidence we have in that space. 
And in doing that, we ask everyone to suspend time.
 To some extent, we can only ask that because of the 
implicit relationships of trust we have with knowledge. 
But in the construction of that knowledge, once care is 
invested in the landscape, a different kind of research emerges. 
The moment you touch a landscape, the moment you touch 
the soil, the moment you think about mudbrick, or work with 
mudbrick, you know it, and know it intimately. There is a 
different kind of reflexivity and criticality that enters into our 
understanding of ourselves. It is almost as if the mudbrick 
makes it okay not to know everything about it, but rather, it 
invites us to take it as another intersubjective reality and get 
to know it over time.

INTERSECTIONALITY AS DECOLONIZING
RESEARCH: INTEGRATING CARE

Self-recognition, knowledge, 
and reclamation are at the 
heart of how one might 
methodologically approach 
intersectionality in praxis, 
and this is really where 
care is paramount. In our 
contemporary moment, we 
have lost the ability to take 
time out to think, to write, 
to draw, to wonder, to let our 
curiosity dictate a research 
pattern. More and more we are 
propelled into a system that 
requires all labor to produce at 
breakneck speed, suggesting 
that somehow the survival-
of-the-fittest model of labor 
capitalism is achieved with a 
lack of all human needs: food, 
sleep, air, love, et cetera. 
The late capitalist model has 
alienated the human body to 
such a degree that we no longer 
are allowed to be human to be 
considered successful.
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care, and some criticality. Such an approach allows one 
to look not only at the praxis, but also at the pathways 
and research material to create something: whether that 
is writing a course syllabus or a book, or reconstructing a 
history. In effect, such an approach allows for an epistemic 
critique in the service of decolonization.

DECOLONIZING PRAXIS: THINKING 
BEYOND THE WESTERN NORMATIVE BODY
Decolonization is an approach that has everything to do 
with how the world has been constructed in a manner that 
has very specific powers in play, utilizing very specific 
notions of what modernity and coloniality may mean 
within a capitalist (and now late capitalist) framework. 
Unless we choose to decolonize aesthetics, pedagogy, or 
archaeology, the systems by which we are taught research 
continue to reinstate older, oppressive, racist, chauvinist, 
patriarchal models of being: that gets coded into all of us 
and we continue to replicate it.2 This may seem a larger 
concept that is far too complicated and historically rooted 
to be able to do anything about as a person in any given 
field. However, if we try to disentangle even one aspect of 
it, it might articulate some space for our praxis to involve
change and recognize intersectional praxis as care.
 One of the ways in which I approach 
decolonization in my teaching starts with understanding 
culture. In a broad sense, culture is everywhere: it is 
part of the way we walk, talk, move through space, the 
languages we speak, the values we have, the ways we 
think of ourselves, how we think of the world, et cetera. 
Once recognizing that there is potentially something 
cultural about everything around us, to also recognize 
its constantly changing nature, that culture is fluid, 
leads one to consider the capacity to change culture. If 
culture is fluid and changing, then it can be changed. 
And change can be quite simple. In the world of right-
handed desks in schools, a decolonized pedagogy and 
care would mean that as an educator, you might think 
about a left-handed person and request left-handed desks 
to be brought into your classroom. That realization is a 
small gesture that has huge implications for the ways in 
which the material culture of schools can be changed. A 
key tenet of decolonization has to also include a sense of 
intersectionality. So another clear example might be the
heteronormativity of public bathroom spaces, particularly
in schools. If the architecture of our early childhood 
spaces structurally reiterates gender binaries, we will 
never grow up to really be comfortable in non-gendered
bathrooms because our comfort is first introduced and
developed at a young age. Prior to those moments, most
children do not think very much about who is around them 
when they perform any biological act. If we change the 

gender markings of early education bathrooms, we have
changed the embedded social meaning of everyday 
practice in the future.
 The moment one recognizes the fluidity of 
culture, that all of us are practitioners, then one has the 
ability to make that change. That change is not just about 
engendering some sense of ‘affirmative self-being,’ but 
is actually part of social change and justice in a larger 
sense. Often we feel trapped in one system, and we feel 
the system is so much larger than we are; but we are the 
ones who are keeping that system going. So once you 
recognize the inequity, and trace how your own body 
is being disciplined and kept in a certain place, you can 
begin to think through how you might design intervention, 
as a creator of cultural material.

SELF-REFLECTIVITY BEYOND THE SELF:
MULTI-SPECIESISM, NON-HUMANS, 
AND OTHER THINGS
As an archaeologist, I am always struck by how there is
something intimate about working with the ancient past.
Even though the past seems as if it is something so 
intangible and so distant from us, because we have 
material remains, it is in fact something quite tangible 
and contemporary. I traverse time and space in an effort 
to understand humanity in the past through identity. 
Identity becomes more of a set of relations between me 
and time, me and the pot, me and the soil I am working 
my fingers through to understand where the pot might 
be. Every time I touch or excavate the soil, it gives 
me its own answers; it talks to me through its own 
composition. Those relationships help me think through 
how I interpret the past. In many ways, the relationships 
I have with materials are as intimate as with humans in a 
contemporary moment. Extending that line of thought in 
which one would think the identity of a human, to think 
of the identity of non-humans in the same capacity, on 
the same ontological plane, provides the possibility of an 
intersectional subjectivity to the thing itself.3 In the same 
way that I hope we would respect and consider all human 
individuals, I would respect and consider the ancient 
ceramics that I am working with; to consider them not 
just as vessels to be used by humans, but as vessels unto 
themselves, having certain material capacities. They have 
their own potential and kinetic energy, their own texture, 
their own feel; there is so much to them that goes beyond 
what we ascribe to them. Not recognizing these things as 
having their own vibrancy and vitality4 is indicative of 
being a part of a system in which objectivity requires us to 
remove subjectivity from material things.
 In setting up objectivity as criteria to uphold, 
western academia has distanced us from ourselves. For 
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Endnotes:

1 I am borrowing the concepts of transformation from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed (New York and London: Continuum, 1970).

2 For decolonizing architecture, see Alessandro Petti, Sandi Hilal, and Eyal 
Weizman, Architecture after Revolution (Berlin and New York: Sternberg 
Press, 2013); for decoloniality and art, see Walter D. Mignolo, ‘Geopolitics of 
Sensing and Knowing On (De)Coloniality, Border Thinking, and Epistemic 
Disobedience,’ eipcp.net (Transversal Texts, September 2011); for decolonizing 
archaeology, see my article, ‘Decolonizing Methodologies as Strategies of 
Practice: Operationalizing the Postcolonial critique in the Archaeology of 
Rajasthan,’ in Archaeology and the Postcolonial Critique, ed. Matt Liebmann 
and Uzma Z. Rizvi (Lanham: Altamira Press, 2007).
 
3 Uzma Z. Rizvi, ‘Decolonizing Archaeology: On the Global Heritage of 
Epistemic Laziness,’ in Two Days After Forever: A Reader on the Choreography 
of Time, ed. Omar Kholeif (Berlin and New York: Sternberg Press, 2015).
 
4  Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2010).

One of the ways I consider intersectionality to be useful 
is because it forces the hand of alienation to move. It 
actually removes the clutches of that form of control over 
self and control over body and labor. In some measure that 
is precisely what we want, but it is a privileged position. 
I have been so disciplined into my subjectivity as an 
academic, that even when I have slowed down and allowed 
for care, I have produced an enormous amount of material. 
Perhaps even because of it: I have produced more work 
because I am happier working. In some sense, even though 
I am trying to contest and resist this system, I am actually 
fulfilling the goal of the late capitalist, neoliberal academic 
systems agenda. 
 The reclaiming of a self that is mired in a late 
capitalist lifestyle is one that requires thoughtfulness, a 
sense of selfcare, and a commitment to time as something 
to give, not to spend. A radical change in praxis does not 
always mean a dramatic and drastic change. Sometimes 
the self-awareness may result in a small material or 

 
5 I use embodied knowledge here as a feminist/queer/intersectional way of 
knowing the world through an experience of the body.
 
6 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. by Colin Smith 
(New York: Humanities Press, and London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,1962). 
Originally published as Phénoménologie de la perception (Paris: Gallimard, 1945).
 
7 Donna Haraway, ‘Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: 
Making Kin,’ Environmental Humanities 6 (2015): 159-65.
 
8 The idea of entanglement with the universe is borrowed from Karen Barad’s 
Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter 
and Meaning (Duke University Press, 2007). Specific to this piece, see Uzma Z. 
Rizvi, ‘The Taste of Earth,’ The New Inquiry (2015), http://thenewinquiry.com/
essays/the-taste-of-earth/. 

9 Intersectionality was first introduced in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s ‘Demarginalizing 
the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 
Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,’ University of Chicago Legal 
Forum 1 (1989). For more on race and architecture see Lesley Naa Norle Lokko, 
White Papers Black Marks: Architecture, Race, Culture (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2000).

“Decolonization as Care” 
first appeared in Slow Reader: 
A Resource for Design Thinking 
and Practice, edited by Ana Paula 
Pais and Carolyn F. Strauss, 85–95. 
Amsterdam: Valiz. (2016)

spatial shift, but it is enough to create a mindful balance: 
the dramatic quality of the change may be intangible but 
palpable. In all of my experience, however, the mode of 
resistance has only ever worked through collaboration, 
finding allies and solidarity with others. It is through 
different kinds of practices and alignments that one can 
contest some of the conditions within which we are 
working. This can maintain one’s livelihood and sense of 
self. And so through alliances and creating kin with others 
(human/non-human), we maintain and protect ourselves. 
And ultimately, that care for and with others is also self-
care. Once we recognize ourselves, we begin to recognize 
our positions, and how our positions may be at the expense 
of others, be those others human or non-human. Once we 
recognize that we are placed in various systems in ways to 
keep us moving in place, we stop and then slowly realign 
our ways of experience, our praxis experiences radical 
change, one in which we might recognize 
decolonization as care. ■ 
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The following pages contain excerpts from Professor Lalubi’s Dream Book, a text 
first printed and disseminated in Harlem some time in the early 20th century.

“Dreams are a series of thoughts, transpiring during the time a person is sleeping. During 
slumber hours, the body is completely relaxed and the Inner Soul of a person forces the 
mind, thoughts, and visions of people, things or events happening, that causes wonder 
and much thought when that person awakes. A dream may cause your entire life to be 
changed. It may mean Happiness, Wealth Success; or it may mean the reverse. This is 
an era when Sorrow and Strife are altogether too common for comfort. Not only have 
economic problems, but our social life, become so complicated that often we do not 
know which way to turn. Many people, who are believers in dreams, call upon fortune 
tellers, or ask people who are ignorant of the study of dreams, for interpretations. They 
find out soon enough, the wrong advice they received. Therefore, we have carefully 
compiled a complete series of interpretations of all possible dreams, written by one 
of the greatest authorities on this subject. The author has worked laboriously and 
unceasingly, and has traveled all over the world so as to gather correct data. This is 
truly a Dream Book of the highest order. Read it carefully and guide yourself by the 
wisdom within. We need knowledge and understanding combined with determination 
to accomplish our desires. Through Faith and Science we can develop sufficient force to 
control all that surrounds us, be it Poverty, Loneliness, Business, or Love.”

— Introduction to Professor Lalubi’s Dream book,
exact publication date unknown.
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Passing Comment I Yara El-Sherbini + Naeem Mohaiemen

1 2

3

4 5 6 7

8

9

10

11

12 13

14

15

16 17 18

19

20

21 22

23

24 25

Answers: 1. Pink Panther 2. Oyelowo 3. Najeeb Halaby 4. Max Minghella 5. Munich 6. Rambo 7. Ben Jabituya 8. Naveen Andrews 
9. Palestine 10. Casey Kasem 11. Homeland 12. Art Malik 13. The Wire 14. Exodus 15. Freddie Mercury 16. Art Malik 17. Tiffany 

18. Fitzgerald 19. Ralph Nader 20. Gyllenhall 21. Birdie Num Num 22. Sacha Baron 23. Mr. Habib 24. Art Malik 25. Art Malik
Passing Comment 1

Yara El-Sherbini + Naeem Mohaiemen

Passing Comment 1 is a crossword puzzle around the themes of passing for 
the other, and vice versa, and back again, in the meltdown pot. Yara El-Sherbini 
and Naeem Mohaiemen are often in dialogue, most recently for Yara’s solo 
curated by Naeem at Cue Art Foundation, New York, in November 2020.

Chinese, Italian, English, Irish, Parsi and 
Swedish ancestry—anything but the Indian
in Social Network.

This Italian Stallion drew first blood 
alongside the Mujahadeen.

What she thinks Ramy exchanges curls for.

On this hit TV show, even Arabic pretends 
to be what it is not.

British Pakistani actor playing Iranian 
restaurateur in The English Harem.

What Ridley Scott says would not be 
financed if he cast “Mohammad so-and-so 
from such-and-such”.

British Pakistani actor playing Afghani ally 
to James Bond.

Yesterday’s pop star with Lebanese-Syrian 
heritage still thinks we are alone.

The sands of time have run out on 
Jake’s Persian Prince.

What Peter Sellers’ faux-Indian said in 
The Party.

British Cohen as Egyptian Cohen as 
Argentinian… and then we lost track.

Eugene Levy plays, of course, an
“obnoxious” Arab in Father of The Bride II.

British Pakistani actor playing Arab terrorist 
in True Lies.

British Pakistani actor finally gets to be 
a Pakistani spy in Homeland.

Emily Jacir spotted Palestinian translator 
Wael Zuaiter in this blushing detective spoof.

British King to Civil Rights King, 
this Londoner David has range.

Airport manager who faced the first 
hijack epidemic, and didn’t want to 
be“hyphenated.”

Memoirs of a Geisha snatched the Grammy 
from this pretender to accurate history.

Our brains were short circuited by Fisher 
Stevens’ Indian accent.

British Indian actor playing Iraqi soldier 
in Lost.

Is this a case of keeping Arab roots out 
of Top Forty radio?

From Bell to McNulty, British thespians 
shine in this Baltimore crime drama.

Royalty must have given a major Farrokh 
to change name.

Vivek Bald discovered Bengali-Black musician 
Bardu Ali played with this Ella.

Lebanese safe car enthusiast who ran 
for President.
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