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This text is the dissertation element of my artistic research project, A Never-Ending 
Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness, developed within the 
doctoral studies program at HDK-Valand—the Academy of Art and Design, University 
of Gothenburg (2016-2021). Along with documentation of twelve artistic projects that 
support my practice-based inquiry, this text is submitted in partial fulfilment of the 
requirement for the Degree of Doctor in the Fine, Applied, and Performing Arts. 

A Never-Ending Thirst asks how my practice of picture-making and artistic ways of know-
ing can reform what I call “Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness.” The aim of this inquiry 
is to make suggestions and experiment with the role of artistic research in the recu-
peration of permeability, imagination, and affectability. The research focuses on the 
production and capture of subjectivity in postindustrial late capitalism and draws on 
the construct “Skin-Teflon,” which was introduced by Maria Franco Ferraz in “The 
Paradoxical Status of Skin and Contemporary Culture: From the Porosity of the Skin to 
the Teflon-Skin” (2014) to describe the intentional demotion of the quality and com-
plexity of acts of interfacing in contemporary culture. My research observes how artistic 
research might align with questions to counter, and offer alternatives to, Neoliber-
al-Teflon impediments to affectability—to alterity, encounter, and knowledge—and its 
denial of the subject as a nexus of relationality.

Turning to art and following the problematization of the engagement of art as politically 
committed offered by Marina Garcés in “Honesty with the Real” (2012) this research 
proposes a listening ethics—an encounter with distance that is not founded in sep-
arateness but inscription and embodiment—as a guideline for (my) artistic research, 
with its ways of knowing and ways of intervening in the landscape of Neoliberal-Tef-
lon imperviousness. I ask how (my) artistic ways of doing and knowing can operate as 
listening reflections and instigate affection in the face of today’s increasingly bunkered 
and disaffected Neoliberal-Teflon sense of the world. At stake in this thesis is my belief 
that a truly libertarian society cultivates the lessons of affectability, affection, and imagi-
nation, without which there is no learning, transformation, or change.
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Thesis Summary
A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness is a 

practice-based artistic inquiry that critically discusses how capitalism moves against the 
notion of the individual as a nexus of relations, closing off the individual’s affectability 
to the world, to otherness, and to meaning. This research explores the potential of 
(my) artistic research to engage with questions that act against the aesthetics of what 
I describe as today’s “Neoliberal-Teflon regime,” with its biopolitics of separateness 
and imperviousness. My construct of the “Neoliberal-Teflon” expands upon what 
philosopher Maria Cristina Franco Ferraz terms “Teflon-skin/Teflon-existence.” In the 
text “The Paradoxical Status of Skin and Contemporary Culture: From the Porosity 
of the Skin to the Teflon-Skin” (2014), Ferraz describes a mode of subjectivation that 
is increasingly bunkered and a sense of the world that suppresses the unfamiliar, the 
different, the unexpected; the consequence of this is a devaluation of both the subject 
as a nexus of relationality and the affectability of the world—this is a devaluation of the 
encounter and of encounters with meaning.

Two central concerns define this research: the production of subjectivity and the 
intersection of art, life, and theories of representation. The inquiry thus winks at both 
theories of subjectivity and questions of distance that can be associated with the 
image and the picture-making process. While seeking to “see” the evolving capitalist 
aesthetic of imperviousness, and to manifest today’s Neoliberal-Teflon modes of 
subject formation (subjectivation), this research asks how (my) artistic ways of knowing 
and doing might contribute to undo, or instead, be complicit in the production 
of distance. How, in other words, does artistic research reflect the reduction of 
affectability and imagination? 

Cautious not to constitute subjectivity as a mere thematic fetish in my artistic projections, 
my research argues for artistic ways of knowing and doing that follow and trigger a 
listening ethics. Borrowing what philosopher Gemma Corradi Fiumara has termed 
“non-listening reflection” (Fiumara 1990), I argue for a kind of picture-making process 
that is a listening reflection. I have become increasingly critical to the limits of the 
representational approach as a way to know and intervene in the flux that is the 
production of subjectivity and life with artistic research. As a result, this dissertation 
text questions how (my) artistic research might know and “see” differently, not through 
projection but resonance—through listening reflection.

This research project takes as its point of departure the story of how industrial thinking set 
the conditions for the industrialization of thinking—a proposition which I borrow from 
filmmaker Harun Farocki (Farocki 1993)—and thus the industrialization of imagination. 
What I confront in this shift is the compression and standardization of the possibilities 
of understanding and sensitivity through pre-figured, quantifiable processes and 
outcomes; the compression of time; and a disconnection with the accidental. The 
resulting loss of affectability is seen in the production of disaffected capitalist subjects 
who are less and less “affectable” by the encounter or by otherness, and increasingly 
impervious to sociability. In the words of philosopher Catherine Malabou, the outcome 
of such disaffection is indifference, not in the sense of an apathetic sadness, but in the 
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sense of a loss of the capacities to wonder, to imagine, to touch, and to be moved by 
others—these are losses which are extremely convenient for domination (Malabou 
2013). At stake with this inquiry is how the politics of artistic display and knowledge 
production contribute to reforming such indifference.

Key to this inquiry is philosopher Marina Garcés’ critique, set out in “Honesty With the 
Real” (2012), of the (unquestioned) claims made by contemporary art with respect 
to its political commitment to the world. Garcés contemplates political commitment 
as a reflex of vanguard theorization, a habit of reducing the world to a series of 
“interesting” themes, substituting thematic fetishism for true involvement. Reciprocal 
exchange and affectability are both at stake within the writings of my research project. 
I am similarly concerned with the tendency for art to deal with the world at a distance. 
Instead, this research asks how (my) artistic research might listen to and be affected—
how it might be “moved” in the sense of being reshaped—by the worlds that it deals 
with. This artistic project does not distinguish between theorization and practice. 
Instead, it seeks increments of permeability, and to recuperate imagination and 
sensitivity—from capitalism’s optimal efficiency, clarity, and productiveness—with and 
within the writing of research.

In order to study the antecedents to Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness and 
non-inscription, A Never-Ending Thirst at its outset turned to the advent of industrial 
capitalism as the producer of a separate, desensitized, unimaginative subject. 
Leaning on the study of other artists such as Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin, The 
Medvedkine Groups, Diego Rivera, or Oscar Bony, the earliest projects revolved 
around representations of the effects of the industrial mentality over bodies, the 
psyche, and relationality, as well as around the relationship with work as a translation 
of the contradictory desire to surrender to capitalist disaffection. Progressively, 
the representational approach gave room to an attempt to write the affective, to 
manifest the moving (and already existing) felt intensities, which led to less static 
artistic projects. Projects subsequently became increasingly interactive and porous in 
recognition that artistic events are also moments of production, chains of co-making, 
instances that move encounters, guided by a listening ethics. I describe that shift in my 
artistic research as a move from figuring out to a figuring with/in.

This research is a study and a practice of openness. How might (my) ways of doing and 
knowing artistic research contribute to never-ending affectability and inscription? How 
might my research enable toolkits of sensitivity, imagination, and learning as reforms 
to the Neoliberal-Teflon norms of imperviousness and sameness? This inquiry remains 
theoretically open, inconclusive. Here, “inconclusive” is used not to suggest a failure 
to arrive to hypothesis or to offer robust claims but rather to describe (my) artistic 
research as a device to remain unsteady, a never-ending doing of form and meaning. 
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This dissertation brings together many different forms of writing: it is comprised of a series 
of brief documentation texts, which reflect on the artistic projects; chapters, which 
describe how the inquiry was shaped and unfolded through the research practice; and 
full-page picture-texts (pages of novels that I’ve painted), which traverse the chapters. 
Rather than partitioning the dissertation text, those picture-texts act as complementary 
“voices” that echo—with a touch of difference—the arguments made in the chapters 
about artistic research as an instigator of permeability and affectability.

The dissertation’s organization does not attempt to name divisions between ontology, 
epistemology, and methodology. For this reason, the aim of this “Text Preview” 
is to describe how the inquiry has been translated in the different chapters that 
comprise the dissertation text; it is composed of an abstract, a general summary, and 
a discussion of the scaffolding of each of the chapters and their sub-sections. “Text 
Preview” is intended to assist the reader in navigating this long text, particularly in 
situations where my attempts to write the different artistic projects into a common text 
turns a little knotty. The different chapters introduce and discuss twelve of my artistic 
projects, through which the thesis unfolds, and which its scaffolding supports, namely:

Suspensionados (2016)
Uma Dança Sem Fim (2016)
Body at Rest (2017)
O Papel da Fábrica (2018)
Fabrica (2018)
What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do (2016)
Double Exposure (2017)
Contact, A Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating the Other (2018)
O Que Falta é Amor (2017)
Estação Encontro (2019)
Pre-Text (2019)
Sede da Juventude Cansada (2020 — ∞)

These projects took place in a range of different contexts, including academic sites, 
established art venues, temporary artist-run initiatives, industrial sites, and the street, 
in Portugal, Spain, Sweden, USA, Norway, and Brazil. The disparate nature of these 
contexts does not act to assert a universality in these projects; rather, it situates them 
in relation to a range of highly specific languages and places, each of which have 
reflected, shaped, and contributed to the knowledge gleaned through this research in 
their own way.
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Scaffolding of the Inquiry—An Overview of the Dissertation Chapters

Setting the Scene

As a preamble to this dissertation, “Setting the Scene: Restauro da Juventude Cansada” 
introduces the reader to my encounter in 2015 with an unusual advertisement in 
the city of Porto (Portugal) as a trigger to this doctoral research. This encounter was 
revisited and inspired Sede da Juventude Cansada, the last project of this research, 
which is the focus of the concluding chapter of this dissertation. With such returns, 
the circular structure of this dissertation and the iteration of practice that it expresses 
echo the main focus of this inquiry: namely, the recuperation of the never-ending 
work of affectability.

Chapter 1—Fictions of Distance

Opening this dissertation, “Fictions of Distance” locates the production and capture 
of subjectivity in post-industrial capitalism as the interest that forms the basis for 
this artistic research. The story of capitalism cannot be told without expressing the 
destructive reach that the fiction of work, with its preferred politics of productivity and 
the shared moral horizon of worth-worth, has on us. Introducing the question of what 
is seen when thinking about the work/worker, this chapter aims to critically manifest 
the paradoxical surrender of subjects to modes of existence that instill distance and 
intentionally impede connectedness and affectability—of the encounter, of alterity, of 
meaning, of change—in culture. 

Section 1.1, “The Fiction of Work,” turns to the erasure of imagination and sensitivity as a 
chief effect of capitalism’s subjectivation through work (this, I argue, is also its primary 
aim). As I see it, such an erasure concerns art, since questions of imagination and 
sensitivity are central to the politics (and therefore the problems) of art. The work of art 
is a never-ending deployment of creative forces that reform reality. Here emerges one 
of the main research questions of my study: How might (my) artistic research enable 
reforms to capitalist erasures of imagination and sensitivity?

Section 1.2, “The Postindustrial Capture of Subjectivity,” turns to shifts in today’s 
world of work—in particular the transition from physical labor to cognitive activity 
and the new politics of disaffection that accompanied the advent of postindustrial 
capitalism. The section introduces the problem of the capture of our subjectivities 
as “the single largest commodity we produce, because it goes into the production 
of all other commodities” (Lazzarato 2010:14). Today, the factories are within us. 
The successful control of postindustrial capitalism’s biopolitics is guaranteed by 
necessary self-regulated investment, acceleration, and constant actualization, which 
disturbs the sense of a unity of character—which is instead optimized as parcels of 
skill and competence that can be offered to satisfy the productive demands of a 
market. Such optimization around quantifiable and recognizable units has culturally 
consequences, which can be seen in a growing discomfort towards the unpredictable, 
the non-knowing, and the unfamiliar. 
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 Section 1.3, “Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness: A Successful Fiction of 
Immunization,” introduces my construct “Neoliberal-Teflon,” which is inspired by 
“Teflon-skin/existence,” a term suggested by the philosopher Maria Franco Ferraz 
in “The Paradoxical Status of Skin and Contemporary Culture: From the Porosity 
of Skin to Teflon-Skin” (2014). I use Neoliberal-Teflon to approach the problem of 
non-inscription in today’s culture, of the loss of the capacity to interface. Ferraz’s 
argument is a development of the theorization that philosopher José Gil makes in 
Metamorphosis of the Body (1994), in which he addresses the loss of permeability 
and the capacity to attach and to inscribe in today’s frenetic world. Non-inscription, 
predictability, and sameness are described as norms of Neoliberal-Teflon modes of 
existence; these are modes that are resistant to chance and permeability to otherness. 
In this section I ask the questions: How can (my) artistic research offer modalities 
of inscription, encounter, or listening, in order to retrieve the affectability that is 
sanctioned by Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness? In what ways might (my) artistic 
projects move subjects who are out of touch and reinstate their porosity to others, 
which always requires vulnerability? 

Chapter 2—The Art of Distance of Art

Chapter 2, “The Art of Distance of Art,” discusses the involvement of the artist with the 
real and with today’s Neoliberal-Teflon mode of existence, examining this involvement 
in terms of the particular case of my artistic research of picture-making. This chapter 
discusses the complicity or the capability of artistic ways of doing and knowing to 
counter intentional Neoliberal-Teflon reductions in the quality and complexity of 
interfaces. Citing philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman, I ask: “Why, in what way and 
how does the production of images participate in the destruction of human beings?” 
(Didi-Huberman 2009:46). Following what philosopher Gemma Corradi Fiumara has 
termed a “non-listening reflection” (Fiumara 1990:163), “The Art of Distance of Art” 
attends to the ways in which my picture-making processes might function as a listening 
reflection and an instigator of permeability, thereby countering the ways in which 
Neoliberal-Teflon processes deny the subject as a nexus of relationality and inhibit 
affectability (to alterity, to encounter, of knowledge).

Section 2.1, “Listening to the Distance of Art,” draws upon the essay “Honesty with the 
Real” (2012) by philosopher Marina Garcés to question whether (my) artistic research 
produces an honest involvement with the real, or instead supports or intensifies forms 
of distance. As Garcés notes, artists and intellectuals are not necessarily political or 
ethically fair. It is important to acknowledge how distance—a “good distance,” to use 
the words of art historian Grant Kester (Finkelpearl 2013:118)—has long characterized 
the commitment, the involvement, of artists and intellectuals with the “real.” How 
welcoming is art? What steps are taken by artistic research to avoid reducing the 
subject of its focus to a mere aesthetic and theoretical projection? To borrow the 
words of psychoanalyst Suely Rolnik in Archive Mania (2011), how can the tendency 
to prescribe the catalogue of the familiar in relation to the forces emerging from 
the poetics of (artistic) practice? How can (my) artistic research know reality without 
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immediately wanting to fix, archive, or seek to act upon it, instead allowing ourselves 
to be affected by it and involved in it through listening reflections?

Section 2.1.1, “Meeting the Real with Honesty,” suggests that the work of exposure—not 
the kind of exposure that outlines a vanguardist theorization, placing an onus on the 
act of revealing or the compulsions of transparency, predictability, and safety—is the 
work and risk that artistic research must take towards recuperating a never-ending 
affectability. To be vulnerable, to be touched, metaphorically and physically, does not 
fit the smooth—read: foreseeable and positive—self-governed, flexible, individual 
vision of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon society.

Section 2.2, “The Art of Connecting,” expands on these concerns and asks how can 
(my) artistic research contributes modalities of connection rather than modalities 
of separation. How can encounters with the aesthetic contribute to cracking 
today’s characteristic imperviousness and to the recuperation of the messy 
closeness of existence?

Chapter 3—Figuring Out: Pictures of Neoliberal-Teflon 
Subjectivation 

Chapter 3, “Figuring Out: Pictures of Neoliberal-Teflon Subjectivation” turns to the limits 
of the picture in visually manifesting the Neoliberal-Teflon capture of subjectivity, 
and to the ethics of picture-making processes as listening reflection. How might 
picture-making processes battle the bunkered definition of what it means to be 
human? This chapter turns to the visualization of the ways in which postindustrial 
subjectivation takes place through the conflation of life and work. Following a series 
of artistic experimentations that I conducted on the figure of the industrial worker 
as a kernel of capitalist subjectivation, “Figuring Out” traces the evolution of my 
research focus and projects towards the conditions and effects that are in operation 
in today’s postindustrial world, with the inseparability it imposes on life and work. At 
stake in this chapter, to borrow the words of filmmaker Harun Farocki, is the capability 
to reflect how the thinking of industrialization was reflected in the disaffection and 
industrialization of both thinking and wonder (Farocki 1993).

As the title suggests, Section 3.1, “Work Frees: What is Seen as Productivity?” discusses 
the emergence of the mentality of capitalist work. The invention of the figure of the 
industrial worker—an obedient, “mechanized” body that is submitted to instrumental 
and utilitarian reason, and for whom life, once extracted from modes of subsistence 
tied to the cycles of nature, is inscribed in economic terms that form a “second nature” 
(Federici 2004; Sennett, 2009). This is the reduction performed by the definition of the 
word “work” as wage labor. 

Section 3.2, “Scoring the Productive Body,” discusses the world of industrial work 
(centering on the factory and, more specifically, the assembly line) as scoring an 
emerging subjectivity. Observed here is the assembly line as a device to confine, 
separate, and entrain subjects in repetitive making and domesticate the rebellious 
possibilities of muscles and imagination.
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Section 3.3, “Putting Sensitivity to Sleep,” offers a reflection on filmic examples of other 
artists that engage with sites or themes of industrial work, in which the filmmaking 
practice rehearses its pedagogical and interventionist possibilities. 

Section 3.4, “Time Without Time,” focuses on the pleasurable and paradoxical surrender 
to desensitization through work, and the introjection of the “tyranny of the quantifiable, 
the tyranny of certainty” (Solnit 2016: w/p). The tyranny of the same, I argue, impacts 
on the sense of time and the experience of difference, removing the unpredictable, the 
surprising, not-knowing, and wonder. 

Section 3.5, “Suspended Efficacy,” describes how the modern, western story follows 
that of work. From early on, we learn that certain productions are better than others. 
We learn how to satisfy expectations by producing what is valued, and to measure 
ourselves accordingly: self-worth mirrors value-work and we strive for work as if striving 
for ourselves. Discussed here is my project Suspensionados (2016), an installation and 
workshop that highlights the inevitable exclusion of those living in an ableist world and 
raises the question of what it means to be old in a society that is organized around a 
default of optimal efficacy, quantity, and speed.  

Section 3.6, “Dreaming of Efficacy,” returns to the question of what is seen when thinking 
about work/the worker. It proposes the inflatable air-dancer as an artistic archetype 
for the idealized body—always energetic, always positive, always obedient—that 
capitalism so desires. I discuss my project Uma Dança Sem Fim (2016), an installation 
composed of wall-drawings with text and a video triptych, which refers to the air-dancer 
as a self that we want to embody but fail to be: the unrealistic version of our capitalist 
selves, tireless smilers unbothered by our aloneness.  

Section 3.7, “To Be Able to Say We Are With Work Is All We Ask,” continues to observe 
the paradoxical ties that exist between self-worth and work-value, asking how the 
documentation of these ties is complicated by the transit from material to immaterial 
labor. Included in the discussion is my project O Papel da Fábrica (2018), a performance 
structured around two narrated texts—“Poder Dizer Que Estamos Com Trabalho É 
Tudo O Que Pedimos” and the homonymous “O Papel da Fábrica.”

Section 3.8, “We Want Self: The Paradoxical Excessive-Impervious-Self of the Neoliberal 
Political Imaginary,” turns to the self—mental states, feelings, imagination, 
experience—as the source of capital value during the postindustrial phase of capitalism. 
What does one see when thinking about the semiotic and immaterial types of work of 
postindustrial capitalism? This question is discussed is my project Body at Rest (2017), 
a performative video-essay that refers to the artistic deployment of intentional inaction 
and sleep as a means to problematize today’s subjectivity-as-work.

Section 3.9, “The Cost of Positivity: Deflating the Air-Dancer,” returns to the air-dancer as a 
model of this research to visualize and reflect the conditions of today’s capitalist modes 
of subjectivation. This section discusses the project Fabrica (2018), which I co-developed 
with sculptor Kristin Abhalter-Smith, based on our shared interest in the air-dancer as a 
cultural and aesthetic artefact; reflecting on my narration piece “I Wanted to Be Like the 
Air-Dancer,” I examine my own expectations, and more importantly, my shortcomings in 
relation to today’s smooth, accelerated, effective patterns of productivity. Concluding this 
section is the written exchange between myself and Abhalter-Smith after our collaboration.
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Chapter 4—What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do
Chapter 4, “What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do,” examines how modern, western 

epistemological and ethical standpoints have constituted what law scholar Boaventura 
de Sousa Santos describes in “Beyond Abyssal Thinking: From Global Lines to 
Ecologies of Knowledges” (2007) as “abyssal thinking.” “Abyssal thinking” is a system 
of distinctions, quantifications, and splits between inside and outside, and between 
this side and the non-existent/that which is made incomprehensible, which have been 
favorable to Neoliberal-Teflon calculation. At stake in this chapter is the claim that ways 
of doing and knowing in artistic research have the potential to engage post-abyssal 
thinking, instilling (epistemological) lines that do not result in divisive ditches, that are 
not necessarily determined by linearity, predictability, certainty, clarity, distinctions, 
quantification, but are an “epistemological not yet [that] does not yet have a form” 
(Santos 2007:65; em).  

Section 4.1, “Spending Time with the Action of the Not-Knowing,” problematizes the 
modern, western tie between action and causality, wherein meaningfulness is found 
in “concrete” outcomes. This section discusses how my performance What Can I Do 
I Don’t Know What to Do (2016) problematizes the dialectic of in/action that informs 
our culture and the repercussions that it holds for the ways in which we read and make 
art. Following the short story “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” (1989) by writer 
Ursula Le Guin, this section discusses ways of doing and knowing artistic research as 
processes that are not (necessarily) defined by linear, tangible, or clear outcomes, nor 
a dialectic of in/action. In this chapter, I seek processes which do not contribute to the 
epistemological rule of the retinal, the correlation between seeing and knowing, or the 
demotion of aural and an ethics of listening.

Section 4.2, “Spending Time with the Action of the Not-Knowing,” departs from the 
truism “knowledge is power” to discuss the modern, positivist, epistemological 
celebration of the “control” that is associated with the head and reason—“strong 
knowledge”—and the late-capitalist focus on self-control, self-management, 
self-sufficiency, and the autonomous self. Supported by my project Double Exposure 
(2017), which problematizes what is perceived as familiar and what has been deemed 
reasonable or intelligible, sub-section 4.2.1, “Exposure to Other-Wise Knowledges,” 
looks into ways of relating to and knowing the world that have been demoted by the 
logocentric tradition.

Section 4.3, “Hesitant Creation: John Keats and the ‘Negative Capability’ of Knowing,” 
introduces the construct “negative capability” by poet John Keats (Keats 1971) 
to describe the deliberate hesitation with certainty and the need to quantify 
and qualify. “Negative capability” is the skill to remain flexible and open to the 
experience of the world, a negation of the explicitness of a dialectics of in/action 
and seeing-knowing logic. 

As the title of Section 4.4—“The Negative Capability of Artistic Research”—suggests, I go 
on to explore negative capability as a trait of (my) artistic research, in its commitment 
to the nameless senses and the temporalities of the aesthetics and not-yet-here-ness 
of meaning.
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Section 4.5, “Towards an Ethics of Listening: The Picture as ‘Necessarily Insufficient’,” 
suggests that the negative capability of artistic research calls for a listening ethics and 
the unlearning of the rhetoric of seeing-knowing. Referring to my visual practice, the 
section discusses pictures not as retinal fixations but as bearers of the question: What 
is not there? I suggest a reading of the picture as “necessarily insufficient,” calling 
instead for a listening ethics.

Chapter 5—Figuring With/In

Chapter 5, “Figuring With/In,” observes how the politics of artistic display continue to 
echo with a vanguardist fascination with transparency, foreseeing, and anticipation, 
which intensifies readings of the picture as evidentiary. 

Section 5.1, “Beyond the Non-Listening Reflections of Pictures,” concerns (my) visual art 
as a way of knowing that tries to avoid projections and what Fiumara has called a “non-
listening reflection” (Fiumara 1990)—instead, this way of knowing listens to and with.

Section 5.2 “Listening With/In” introduces a listening ethics, deep listening, as horizon 
of (my) artistic research, in order to problematize in sub-section 5.2.1, “Listening 
to (Artistic) Distance,” the complicity of artistic practices and art theory in the 
perpetuation of abyssal lines that shape the otherness and elsewhere of difference. 
This occurs not only through artistic symbolical representation but by means of the 
production and continuation of codes of perception and readership, which political-
science scholar Nikita Dhawan, writing in the essay “Hegemonic Listening and 
Subversive Silences: Ethical-political Imperatives” (1992), describes as “normative 
intelligibility.” At stake in (my) artistic research is the question of how to shape an art 
that, rather than addressing a readership that is structured by epistemic exclusion and 
self-confirmation, follows a horizon of listening.

Chapter 6—Out of Touch

Chapter 6, “Out of Touch,” turns to the capitalist problem of non-inscription and 
the possible reforms that (my) artistic research might suggest in relation to 
Neoliberal-Teflon sameness and imperviousness. At stake in this chapter are the 
possibilities of (my) artistic research in reinstating affectability—and affection—within 
the disaffecting, bunkered Neoliberal-Teflon landscape.

Section 6.1, “Moving the Tactical in the Age of the Thickened-Self,” introduces my 
project Contact, a Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating the Other (2018). The 
section discusses the instrumentalization of the fear of touch, contact, and tact, in the 
Neoliberal-Teflon regime of subjectivity and how the bodily and symbolic disaffection 
of touch and tact affects how we know.

Section 6.2, “Touched by the Not-Knowing,” turns to the capability of listening to 
sensation, to the pulsing intensities of the world in us, from which our perception is 
endlessly reshaped. Psychoanalyst Suely Rolnik describes this capability in terms of the 
“resonant body” in the essay “The Geopolitics of Pimping” (20062). In this section, I 
discuss the possibility that (my) artistic research might stir sensitivity and imagination, 
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rehearse sensitizations, and instigate the complexity that Neoliberal-Teflon calculation 
seeks to limit. Crucial to that possibility is the recuperation of our permeability to the 
intensities of the world (and by extension to others) and our capability to listen to the 
resonant body. 

Offering an artistic example of such possibility, Section 6.3, “Overwhelming the Self—The 
Artistic Example of Lygia Clark,” looks into Clark’s project Estruturação do Self (1978-
1988) as an artistic approach that intensifies attention to sensation and knowing 
through the listening body as a process of “vital resistance.”

Chapter 7—Listening to the Problem of Expression

Chapter 7, “Listening to the Problem of Expression,” turns to the Neoliberal-Teflon 
rhetoric of insecurity and alignment around sameness, and by extension the repression 
of the encounter with the unpredictable, the unfamiliar, and the unknown. To follow 
Gil, this chapter asks how the Neoliberal-Teflon “fear of inscription” (Gil 2004) is 
also a problem of expression; how the changeability of language, words, and art 
is threatened by today’s tabooed vulnerability to openness, difference, and the 
affectability in existence; and why it continues to hold on to the safety of replicability.

Turning to the field of artistic research, Section 7.1, “A Map of Affect/ion/ability,” asks 
what this artistic research(er) has failed to inscribe out of fear. Has the writing of 
research, but also the writing about my research practice, been a vulnerable writing, 
a writing that listens, or has it avoided or been too fearful to inscribe listening? This 
section introduces two aspects that define this research. First, a shift in my artistic 
attitude and approach—from a politics of representation (a figuring out) in the earliest 
projects of this inquiry to a politics of the artistic event that enabled moments of 
continuous and shared making and sense-making (a figuring with/in) in the later 
projects. Second, it addresses the question of how my artistic projects move the 
writing. These concerns are expanded upon in subsequent Sections 7.2 and 7.3.

Section 7.2, “From Figuring Out to Figuring With/In,” observes how the earlier projects 
of this research might have suffered from my fear of being more vulnerable and 
experimental in the writing of research. Instead, in a passive and un-reflected way, my 
approach turned to a predictable—and more distanced—negative dialectics in relation 
to the capture of subjectivity and the negation of understandings of the subject that 
acknowledge it as a nexus of relationality. At stake in this section is the capability of 
(my) artistic research to tune in to the affective and make the affective speak. One of 
the arguments explored in this section is my fear to inscribe biographical insight, and 
with this, I discuss how a longing for others, which traverses the inquiry but is barely 
situated as a concern, in fact constitutes an issue that touches me deeply. 

Section 7.3, “Writing the Reasons of the Heart,” reflects on a shift of attitude of 
my artistic projects towards a “writing” of what is felt. The aim of the remaining 
projects developed within this research is the never-ending work of trying to 
document ever-escaping information and introduce the (collective) eventuation 
and articulation of sensation.
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Chapter 8— Encounters with Affectivity
Chapter 8, “Encounters with Affectivity,” opens with the argument that a truly 

emancipated society cultivates love and teaches about love, because a lack love 
hinders the potential of transformation and change. I follow the thesis of love as ethics 
that social psychologist Enrich Fromm, writing in The Art of Loving (1983), calls “non-
conformist doing.” As feminist activist and author bell hooks writes in the book All 
About Love: New Visions (2001), love is a practice that modern, western culture not 
only does not teach but represses. This chapter opposes a love ethics to capitalist 
forms of subjectivation and addresses the artistic and intellectual loss of interest for 
the theme of love. Subsequently, the chapter considers how (my) artistic research 
reconnection with “love” is a chance to rehabilitate Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection. 

Section 8.1, “Counting the Cost of Love,” looks into the contrast between the absence 
of the theme of love as a popular scholarly and artistic category of study and the 
profitability that love represents for the market. Consequently, love becomes another 
expression of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon market-modes of existence and their quest for 
profit and validation. Love is now pitched, to borrow the words of philosopher Alain 
Badiou, as a “safety-first concept of ‘love’” (Badiou 2012:10), a love that is preceded 
by an assessment of compatibility, predictability, and guaranteed satisfaction. In 
contrast with such Teflon-love, Sub-section 8.1.1, “Towards an Ethics of Love: A 
Listening-Love,” turns to an ethics of love, to what bell hooks describes in All About 
Love: New Visions (2001) as a practice of car(ry)ing and cultivating exposition and 
sensitivity, which undoes the fear of interdependence. Sub-section 8.1.2, “Insecure 
Insurgency,” turns to the mobilization of affect/ion as an artistic material. I discuss 
my project O Que Falta É Amor (2017), an artistic event co-developed with Filipa 
Araújo and Max Fernandes that revolves around the exposure of public testimonies—
here, a form of involvement that is not perceived as a threat, but as an expansion of 
knowledge and affectivity. In turn, Sub-section 8.1.3, “We Are Lacking Love?” turns 
to the rise of love (understood here as “care”) as a practice subsumed by Neoliberal-
Teflon calculation—a practice that is performed to compensate for the undoing of 
welfare structures by means of Neoliberal-Teflon politics.

Section 8.2, “Loving Art,” turns to artistic research’s problematic haughtiness in relation 
to the theme of love. Is love a dated artistic interest? A theme underserving of 
artistic consideration for its strong ties with profitability? This section proposes the 
recuperation of sensitivity as a chief task within (my) artistic research, and with that the 
responsibility of the aesthetic encounter regarding the capability that passersby might 
have to communicate, trust, and be exposed in the artistic event. 

Section 8.3, “Protocols of Encounter,” expands on the encounter as an event of listening. 
Inspired by the chronicle “Protocols of Encounter” (2018) by poet and theologian 
José Tolentino de Mendonça, this section discusses the (homonymous) event Estação 
Encontro (2019), also developed with Filipa Araújo and Max Fernandes. Estação 
Encontro is dedicated to the encounter as an emotional exercise and an exercise of 
attentive, deep listening. Sub-section 8.3.1, “Scores to Listen,” critically reflects on my 
artistic projects as scripts for collective and augmented listening. Sub-section 8.3.2, 
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“Encounters with Empathy,” makes the case for an artistic approach that engages with 
the rehabilitation of sensitivity and connection to produce what Kester has, in the book 
Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (2004), described 
as “collaborative generated empathetic insight.”

 This argument is expanded upon in Section 8.4, “A Sense of Co-Motion,” which 
introduces my construct “co-motion,” a neologism composed in the in-betweennesses 
of Portuguese and English, to describe the sense of moving together and being 
affectively moved by others, to co-move with tenderness, through a contagion that 
is penetrative but not contaminating. Sub-section 8.4.1, “A Chain of Affectability,” 
discusses my project Pre-Text (2019) as an example of co-motion, a project enacting 
processes of collective inspiration and borrowing, of continuous affectability of 
meaning and feeling, and of affecting and being affected by each other’s texts. 

Chapter 9—A Never-Ending Reform

Chapter 9, “A Never-Ending Reform,” sums up this inquiry, both as a study within artistic 
research and as a maker of opportunities to increase affectability; permeability to the 
unpredictable, to the foreign, and to others. In this, it outlines my claim that artistic 
research can act a possible reform of Neoliberal-Teflon static, disaffected assemblage 
of the world. Returning to the main thesis of this inquiry, to my picture-making 
processes as a listening reflection, and to the affectability and affectivity enacted 
through artistic projects, this chapter claims that research theory and artistic practice 
should remain indistinct. 

Section 9.1, “A Never-Ending Work,” discusses my project Sede da Juventude Cansada 
(2020) and its script as the result of the summary of the main arguments scaffolding 
this inquiry, enacting in the process a circularity that is reinforced by the thematic and 
physical return of this project to the site that triggered this research. Sub-section 9.1.1, 
“The Work of Openness,” expands my reflection on how my artistic research, more 
being than a simple instance to distribute or establish knowledge, is a stage for an in-
situ co-production, an event of co-motion.

Finally, Section 9.2, echoing the title of this thesis—“A Never-Ending Thirst”—condenses 
the questions found throughout this research and discusses possible lines of future 
research. Specifically, I address here the emphasis that this inquiry places on a listening 
ethics, which I argue is one route in dealing with the loss of affectability, sensitivity, 
and imagination. I conclude by asking: Have I not circumvented exposing myself to a 
more direct engagement with the practices and pedagogies pertaining to emotional 
resilience, and the longing to belong?
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Acronyms in this dissertation:
 em  — emphasis mine
 tm — translation mine

w/p — without page
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Setting the Scene
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It’s 2015; Porto, Portugal. I leave my atelier, pausing work on a large-scale, repetitive 
drawing. Though I moved into this neighborhood years ago, today is the first 
time that I notice the peculiar text of a worn-out ad on a building on the Rua 
Duque de Saldanha. The text reads Sede do Grupo da Juventude Cansada. This 
wording is uncommon and amusing—a pun, it plays with the different meanings 
of the Portuguese word sede. Translated to English, sede either describes “thirst” 
or “headquarters.” When referring to “thirst,” sede describes the physiological 
need for liquids, but it also alludes to the concept of desire; when referring to 
“headquarters,” it describes a place—the building that houses a specific organization 
united by a shared cause.

This wordplay is representative of the knotty (and often naughty) local sense of humor. 
Nonetheless the vague purpose that is implied in such statement piques my curiosity. 
What kind of thirst is the ad alluding to? Which possibilities of the forces of “desire” 
are being called upon? And what is this “fatigue” that is taking over the youth? Does 
the ad describe “exhaustion,” and if so what kind of exhaustion—what is its cause? Or 
does the ad suggest that the youth are “fed up”—that they are tired of dealing with 
something—and if so, what? In translation, the ad reads “The Thirst/Headquarters of 
the Group of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth.”

In my mind, I entertain the possibility that the building is the headquarters of a youth 
that is wild at heart, that rebels against the attempted homogenization of their modes 
of being by keeping their thirst—their desire—alive. The youth, here, is imagined 
as a subject synonymous with action, with burning desires, and with the courage to 
experiment (even if this is often the result of overlooking risks). The work that I picture 
the youth doing is one of restlessness and impatience—it is the kind of work that fuels 
the imagination, that propels action, that recomposes the familiar: this is the never-
ending work of desiring-production, of affectability, and of change. I read the ad as 
describing the work of the youth in terms of a fed-up reaction to the same and to the 
norm: their work expresses a productive thirst for the new and the singular.

A sudden twitch in my wrist reminds of the drawing awaiting my return to the studio. It 
reminds me of the repetitiveness, of the grounding and meditative feel of physical and 
attentive work. It reminds me as well of the low risk, of the predictability of that picture-
making process, and of the deployment of certain types of work—my own artistic work 
included—in the task of upholding sameness, in the taming of imagination, in the 
repression of an erotic vision of life. Such types of productivity are best qualified as 
doings of completion. The twitching continues. Looking at the peculiar jolting of my 
flesh doesn’t help me figure out if this nervous reflex is triggered by muscular fatigue 
or by the mind. I grimace at the thought of my twitch as a siren that interrupts my 
contemplation of the ad by sending vibrations through the walls of my inner factory 
that call me back to work. “The factory now lies within us”—a catchphrase often used 
to describe today’s blurring of life and work—comes to mind, a motto which alleges 
that the postindustrial capture of productivity has come to exceed the mere extraction 
of the time and energy expended in physical making in order to now encompass 
the extraction of what is within, transforming the specific make-up of our individual 
characters, our intellectual skills, our sensitivity, our cognition, and our experiences into 
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immaterial commodities within an economy of experience. I am the factory.
Perhaps this is what the text of the ad is all about—perhaps it is not a pun about a drinking 

youth, but a call to arms. Perhaps what the youth won’t put up with is the prospect of 
an existence which, in the experience of postindustrial capitalism, is reduced to the 
value of extractability and salability. Perhaps what they are fed up with is the norm of 
treating one’s life as work, the hijacking of mental life and of what composes a self, 
whereby that self is no longer placed at the service of a singular politics but is rather 
treated as a commodity to be sold. Perhaps this is what the ad reclaims, locating this 
idea as a node in a necessary political struggle. To reclaim, to protest, new modes of 
existence: again, I think through the wordplay, and how the Portuguese noun for “ad,” 
reclamo/e, is a conjugation of the verb reclamar, which both means “to protest” and 
“to claim back.” How are we to deal with such a norm when it is so enmeshed with life?

My left eye joins the twitching pulse. I think about how (my) art might be complicit with 
an updated biopolitics of self-exploitation. In what ways could (my) art engage with 
questions that act to counter that norm or to evade its effects? This ad is a thought-
provoking prop—it is a protest prop, which hopes to reclaim. At stake in the opposition 
between the deterritorialization of life and the vitality of forces of desire, the ad 
suggests, is our affectability in the world. At stake is that drop of change, meaning, 
difference, and alterity that is accentuated by today’s aesthetics of imperviousness, 
itself the result of a politics of separateness and disaffection which undermines any 
understanding of the subject as a nexus of relations.

In the days that followed this episode, I returned to the storefront. Armed with a ladder, 
cleaning supplies, and paint, I cleaned and repainted the ad, seeking to reclaim the 
potential of those faded words by exposing them again to the public eye. That act, 
the video documentation of which is titled Restauro da Juventude Cansada [EN: 
Restoration of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth] (2015), triggered my artistic research/
doctoral project, A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon 
Imperviousness (2016-2021), which is described and discussed in this dissertation. 
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A Never-Ending Thirst: 
Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon 
Imperviousness.
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CHAPTER 1

Fictions of Distance



29

How many ways are there to ask the question of the subject?
—Denise Ferreira da Silva, “Towards a Black Feminist Poethics: 

The Quest(ion) of Blackness Toward the End of the World” (2014).

In 2015, in Porto, Portugal, I came across a storefront ad that read “sede do 
grupo juventude cansada” [EN: “The Thirst/Headquarters of the Group of the 
Fatigued/Fed-up Youth”]. This wording brought the theme of work to mind—more 
specifically, it recalled those constellations of work that together compose the ongoing 
story of modern, western capitalist subjectivity. Intrigued by the ad, I asked myself: 
What was it that the youth were thirsting for? Were they fatigued or fed up, and if the 
former, what was the cause of their fatigue? Perhaps work? Was this location, further, a 
site to gather at and shelter within—a place of recovery for the youth—or was it a place 
for the recovery of youthfulness? The unresolved meaning of the wordplay between 
“thirst,” “fatigue,” and being “fed up” made me think of the endless work undertaken 
in the service of imagination and desire. I found myself wondering about our affinity 
with work, about work as a capitalist capture of subjectivity, and about work as an 
aspect of societal and individual formatting. Rereading the text of that ad, it seemed 
to suggest that a clearer opposition could be drawn between the work of creation 
and the work that is labor. What, in the light of such a distinction, I asked myself, is 
the worth of living without imagination, though? How does labor, viewed through the 
capitalist gaze, shape the ways that we perceive, feel, and reflect upon our existence? 
What culture, and what effects, emerge from the gaze of labor? My artistic research 
project, A Never-Ending Thirst, which this dissertation follows and complements, 
emerges from that encounter and responds to these questions. 

A Never-Ending Thirst revolves around the production and capture of subjectivity in 
late capitalism, and subsequently the questions of what composes a life, what it is 
possible—read: what we are demanded—to be, and what is suppressed (overtly or 
not) in becoming. This is, as I see it, an ethico-aesthetic question of what attaches us 
to the world, of what is valued, and of how a life is composed. And here lies the main 
focus of A Never-Ending Thirst: the composition of modes of existence that instill 
distance and intentionally impede connectedness and affectability (of the encounter, 
of alterity, of meaning, of cultural change)—in other words, “a non-listening mode of 
existence.” A Never-Ending Thirst proposes that by recuperating the never-ending 
work of our encounters with complexity and inscribing singular becoming in 
historic lines, artistic experimentation is capable of expanding and reforming 
this loss of affectability.

Chapter 1, “Fictions of Distance,” situates the production and capture of subjectivity 
as the thematic ground that is to be covered by this research. Work, the key focus 
and primary point of departure within the artistic projects and thus the research, is 
examined through the following questions: What do we see when we imagine the 
work/worker? How can artistic renderings support reflection on the subject within the 
increasingly bunkered culture of late capitalism? How can (my) artistic research offer a 
useful—or even appropriate—means to reform late capitalism’s imagination of what 
a life can be? Borrowing the words of philosopher Denise Ferreira da Silva, how can 
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(my) artistic research be useful in finding other ways raise the question of the subject, 
and of what composes a life (da Silva 2014:86)? And in what capacity might this 
research project incrementally offer up qualities of imagination and permeability and 
add to the recuperation of the question of how we might live a listening life together?

1.1 The Fiction of Work
It’s July 1993, Lever, Portugal. The 12-year-old progeny of two industrial workers—my 

mother’s voice muted by the rattle of industrial looms, my father’s hands kept busy at 
a paper recycling factory—I perform the unexceptional trope of a child spellbound by 
TV images, tele-transported by them out of the limits of a rural, working-class reality. 
The images that traverse the screen attract without being fully understood. They 
are images of distant places and of difference, images unlike anything else around 
me. These are otherworldly pictures. They invite rather than threaten, suggesting 
other/outer worlds, the effects of which I cannot yet fully grasp.

In our house, the TV tends to be on, filling the void especially during mealtimes. Without 
the TV, the quietness is nerve-wrecking. I’m thankful for any picture that is able 
to fill and soothe the coarse and wordless presences in the room. It’s NewsHour 
time and tonight, the screen is also a site of tension. A number of reporters 
race around Aníbal Cavaco Silva, the then president of the XII Constitutional 
Government of Portugal. His southern accent registers as peculiar to my northern 
ear. The scene is distressing and comical. Like me, he is slender and oddly tall 
for this country, and, like a cartoon figure that suddenly finds itself at the center 
of an armed stand-off, he rises above the microphones that come at him from 
all directions like pointed guns. I intuitively dislike his haughtiness and stiff way 
of acting. I recall previous moments on TV when communists accused him of 
“right-wing dogmatism.” I have no idea what either a communist or an adherent 
to right-wing dogmatism are. My gut feeling, though, is one of agitation, and I 
find myself bothered by the tone of voice that emanates from the screen. It’s a 
regional election period and the reporters cry “economy-economy-economy,” 
posing question that are asked only to be left unanswered. And then, in a peak 
of tension, Cavaco Silva cries: “deixem-me trabalhar!” (“let me do my job!”) 
(Rodrigues et al. 2019: w/p). There is a plea and a command in these words, 
which are delivered in a slightly solemn tone. The pause they initiate is striking, 
an effect that is not only felt on screen, but also at our dining table and even 
within me. To work; let me work! In those words, I sense an authority that has 
nothing to do with presidential power. I have never witnessed another claim that 
conjured the same consensual, disarming effect. Not even when “the revolution” 
is invoked, or “freedom,” or “love,” or “family,” or “nation,” or “God”… The 
usually awkward silence of our mealtime is taken over by a quiet but rising tension. 
Pupils dilate and mouths strain, but no shouts are unleashed. Unusually. No one 
screams at the TV screen, offering a derogative or punitive reply to what it has served 
up tonight. Tongues are bitten, disarmed by work. As I write in the script “To Be Able 
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to Say We Are With Work Is All We Ask” for the performance O Papel da Fábrica 
(2019), which I discuss later in this dissertation,

What are you Work? You have the unique capacity to make us one. All of 
a sudden, we exist, we are alive. We run towards you, Work. We need so 
much help to live these current times and you bring along your emotional 
and capital comfort, as an answered prayer. You give meaning to things. 
Everything makes sense if you are around. And that is why we celebrate 
you everywhere: Woooork… (Alves 2019; tm).

How disarming a claim to work is! What sense does such a claim trigger? Work is what one 
does to be seen, to be a part of something, to be collectively validated and appreciated. 
Work is a path for inclusion. To work, to be a stellar worker, is to be, both in the world 
around me and on TV. Work comes across as a moral duty. I immediately recall the 
remarks made about people that—unwilling or willingly—are “out of work,” and the 
distinction between them/us that comes with the definition of that condition. I also 
think, with an overt sense of resentfulness, of another distinction, namely that which is 
made between different kinds of workers: between those who perform physical labor 
and those who work as doctors or perform the often talkative, non-physical work of the 
mind that I only see on screen. I find this confusing, since from early on, one is told that 
this is the life one must strive for. Class derision, though, follows those loathed others on 
screen—this is the price, I intuit, of the gift of moving past the limiting possibilities of our 
rural-industrial existence. 

The sentence inscribed at the gates of Auschwitz, Arbeit macht frei (work makes one free), 
is a cynical reminder of the ties between the production of subjectivity and the surrender 
to work. What shape does the freedom bestowed by work take, though? The rhetoric of 
work freeing the subject follows capitalism, both as one of its promises and as a moral 
obligation. To work is to be, but to be in a certain way: it is to maintain a certain image 
and to meet certain expectations, which are told and retold to us through a collective 
effort and the production of a collective anxiety about belonging. Capitalism is a culture 
of work in the sense that capitalism is the result of a specific politics of work. Under 
capitalism, preferred types of productivity are constituted as metrics of value, which 
instigate competition with others (for material resources, sustenance, and safety) and 
even with and against oneself (try harder; give all you can; you can, you must…).

Seeing work as an indicator of self-worth is the result of the story of the culture of work. 
As writer Rebecca Solnit notes, people live and die by stories (Solnit 2016: w/p). The 
story of capitalism is no exception: it is destructive, and the embrace, reproduction, and 
retelling of the fiction of work gives it reach. In that sense, one is always fully responsible 
for history, since we carry certain stories rather than others with us, making some stories 
exclusive and agreeing to live by their effects. There is no (anthropocentric sense of) 
history without the imagination that comes from stories. Imagination, argues historian 
Yuval Noah Harari, lies at the core of what constitutes the human. What is described as 
“society” and “the social order” is the result of the collective craft and the car(ry)ing of 
“organized fictions,” stories—myths, ideology, institutions, structures—that enable us to 
do things collectively (Harari 2011). The plane of our existence is the result of concurrent 
fictions that outcompete each other continuously, attesting to the fact that history is an 
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affectable process. When one fiction succeeds in (temporarily) trumping other fictions, 
this can give an impression of standstill. It is not the temporary standstills that place 
the affectability of history at risk, though: crises of affectability are rather the result of a 
failure to continue imagining.

On a similar note, writer J.G. Ballard has commented that “we live in a world ruled by 
fictions of every kind… we live inside an enormous novel… the fiction is already there. 
The writer’s task is to invent reality” (Smithb 2014: w/p). The failure, or rather the 
erasure, of imagination (and, as suggested later, the impediments made to sensitivity) 
is a key aim and a chief effect of capitalism. As I see it, such erasure concerns and calls 
for art. Questions of imagination and sensitivity constitute the politics—and therefore 
the problems—of art. The work of art is the never-ending deployment of creative 
force in reforming perceptions of reality. Here emerges a main research question of 
my study: How might (my) artistic research enable reforms to capitalist erasures of 
imagination and sensitivity?

1.2 The Postindustrial Capture 
of Subjectivity

In the postindustrial setting, work is no longer extracted by way of commands or the 
coercions of surveillance; rather, extraction proceeds by way of the incitement 
of—read: demand for—a self-sufficient, self-managed, motivated subject. Today, 
the postindustrial subject themselves replaces the factory as the site of work. 
Factories are a capitalist disciplinary apparatus par excellence. Here, “disciplinary” 
is meant in the sense offered by philosopher Michel Foucault, for whom disciplines 
are means to administer life and impart techniques of power, taking forms like 
hierarchical observation, the normalization of judgement, and modes of examination 
(Foucault 1979). Factories, as a site for the mobilization and extraction of the efficient 
productivity of the workforce and the birthplace of the figure of the worker, today 
hold less and less power. This is not to say that industrial labor has disappeared. 
In fact, the waning presence of factories in the landscape is a truth only for richer 
nations. Cheaper production poles, often located in places where labor regulations 
are disadvantageous to the worker, continue to be necessary to maintain the excessive 
patterns of consumption of richer nations (OECD Stats: 2020). In the face of these new 
geographies, we might ask ourselves: What would an index of growth look like that 
was able to meaningful link one person’s privilege to the misfortune of others? 

Along with these dislocations at the global scale, capitalism has entered a new chapter 
in terms of production, whereby subjectivity itself is increasingly captured as “the 
single largest commodity we produce, because it goes into the production of all 
other commodities” (Lazzarato 2010:14). Today, the factories are within us; they are 
within our corporeality and mentality, putting our “neuro-psychic energies to work, 
submitting them to mechanistic speed, compelling cognitive activity to follow the 
rhythm of networked productivity” (Berardi 201: w/p). As philosopher Franco “Bifo” 
Berardi writes, the soul is put to work (Berardi 2009).
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The disciplinary aspects of industrial capitalism—the factory as site of control, the advent 
of surveillance, and the extraction of collective productive forces—are today made the 
responsibility of the subject, who is as a result refigured as “the self-performing, the 
self-invested Self” (Lepecki 2016:20; em). Flexibility is put at the service of “the capacity 
to activate and manage productive cooperation” (Lazzarato 1996:134). The enjoyment 
of—the call to—flexibility, which sounds so liberating, is in fact part of a new typology of 
work that demands the investment of autonomy and employment of one’s time, skills, 
and character, which together constitute a new and productive commodity. 

Flexibility is also fugacity. The unstoppable fugacity of a flexible capitalism, as sociologist 
Richard Sennett points in his book The Corrosion of Character (1998), “contributes 
to weaken values such as commitment, trust and loyalty, which are fundamental for 
the consolidation of human character” (De Paula 2000:101; tm). Today’s capitalism 
remains disciplinary not by force but by way of its atomization of the perception of 
reality, whereby it breaks the perception of continuous time and pierces the unity of 
“character” into parcels of skills and competences that can be offered to satisfy the 
productive demands of a market, thereby accentuating the perception of others as a 
threat. According to Sennet, the reorganization of the workforce to support flexible 
teamwork is source of a more discreet, yet no less coercive, surveillance function. 
Along with the alleged conviviality of teamwork comes feelings of mistrust in relation 
to others: teamwork gives rise to an anxiety that, in the eyes of the group, one might 
be considered inept, and as result be replaced. Consequently, these new (and wary) 
professional interactions not only thin the affectability of the encounter, they also hinder 
the possibility of a collective organization of power.

In the words of cultural theorist Michel Feher, individuals today feel the need to invest in 
their own human capital, but unlike the investment in an ethics of character—wherein, 
in the Foucauldian sense, life is understood in aesthetic terms as a form of art, which 
is open to shaping and reshaping through sensitivities and “care” or “techniques” of 
the self (Rabinow and Dreyfus 1983)—this new type of investment measures self-worth 
against standards of competitiveness (Feher 2009:26-30). The “portfolio manager,” 
who administers the investments of third parties, is a key figure in Fehrer’s schema. 
What gives portfolio managers their professional worth is the success of their mediating 
investments. Their earnings are crumbs compared to the wealth that they generate for 
their clients, a production result that they are unable to enjoy or benefit directly from. 
In this sense, one might wonder if they are a contemporary version of assembly line 
workers, estranged from the product of their labor. Feher uses this metaphor in order to 
demonstrate how the contemporary view of the self as a portfolio does not allow even 
successful investments of one’s characteristics and skills to be fully enjoyed by and within 
the self. Such expropriations of the self rely on the acquisition of “means to gain time, 
to have more time, to have more free time… while not having time to enjoy it” (Pelbart 
2000:36; tm). It is as if this new type of productivity, while supposedly moving through 
the self, not only fails to benefit the self but moves against it, making us complicit with 
the very structuring system that oppresses us.

Our subjectivity is the productivity that late capitalism captures. Self-investment and the 
push for constant actualization are the mottos of the postindustrial subject. Dominance 
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is no longer achieved by enclosed systems and spaces of surveillance and punishment 
(such as the factory), but through voluntary surrender, through the internalization and 
continuous execution of social expectations. Such expectations constitute limits which 
individuals can move freely within, but not without (P2PFwiki 2017: w/p) giving rise to 
what philosopher Gilles Deleuze has termed “the society of control” (Deleuze 1992). 
How, Berardi asks on a similar note, did

a refusal of work, its autonomy from the capitalist valorization process, and 
its own forms of organization — its defection from factory discipline — 
[…] [make room for work as] core of our identity, no longer economically 
necessary, yet vital to the constitution of the self? (Berardi 2009:12; em). 

What explains the shift from fleeing work as dominance to fully identifying with it? What 
perpetuates the dominance of work as a moral compass? In addressing these questions, 
I will argue that control is successfully executed in today’s capitalism through the 
atomization of relationships and the fragmentation of not only time but the very unity 
of the character. This atomization is a biopolitics that moves against the notion of the 
individual as a nexus of relations, a loss of interaction and affectability; it promotes a 
culture that denies commonality and lacks engaged solidarity, growing a thick skin in 
relation to otherness and the unfamiliar. What we witness in such developments is a loss 
of the horizon of listening. 

1.3 Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness: 
A Successful Fiction of Immunization 

Human uncertainty and vulnerability are the foundations of all political pow-
er: it is against those twin, hotly resented yet constant accompaniments of the 
human condition, and against the fear and anxiety they tend to generate, that 
the modern state has promised to protect its subjects; and it is mostly from that 
promise that it has drawn its raison d’être as well as its citizens’ obedience and 
electoral support.

—Zygmunt Bauman and Leonidas Donskis, Moral Blindness: 
The Loss of Sensitivity in Liquid Modernity (2013).

Difference—understood as otherness—has held a central (negative) place in the modern, 
western capitalist imaginary. “Otherness” is the verboten counterpart of likeness, of 
sameness, of the familiar. Otherness looms as a threat in relation to the recognizable 
and, by extension, the predictable, measurable, quantifiable, and (therefore) safe. 
Otherness expresses an outside. Or rather, being made an outsider narrated as threat 
that triggers an immunizing reaction: a separation, a shutting-off of difference. In that 
split, the world as it is mutable, affectable, and entangled is rendered static. This is a 
world of mirrors, a place of fixed imaginative repertoires and fixed meanings, where 
existence is reduced to comparison, and thus to competition, and potential singular 
emergences shut down. Such a world is structured around the prevention of the 
question “What is this?”—the moving effect of an encounter with the unknown—and 
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the uncertainty and vulnerability that it carries. Philosophers Zygmunt Bauman and 
Leonidas Donskis note how the modern, western project—and the capitalist project 
more generally—invoke a fear of uncertainty and vulnerability in order to legitimize 
a narrative of immunization and protection (e.g., the organized fiction of the nation-
state) (Bauman and Donskis 2013). 

Today’s flexible capitalism carries a project of immunization, which is supported by a 
fear of contamination, a distrust of perviousness, and a modern, western taste for 
predictability. My research leans heavily on the argument that philosopher Maria 
Franco Ferraz makes about the relationship between fragmentation and the shutting-
off of contemporary forms of sociability in late capitalism. In the lecture “Por uma 
Política de Ruminação em Tempos de Dispersão Hiperconectada” [EN: Towards a 
Politics of Rumination in Times of Hyperconnected Dispersion], presented at the 
Symposium Practices of Attention as part of the 33th Bienal de São Paulo (2018), 
Ferraz states “we live with a sense of unease, suffocation, and darkness that results 
from experiencing the everyday as a fragmented task. How to dedicate ourselves to 
continuous study?” (Ferraz 2018: unpublished; tm). A sense of restlessness permeates 
our existence in late capitalism. Inspired by the account that philosopher José Gil 
offers to the obstacles of “inscription… the impossibility of the inscription of and in 
the body” (Gil 2007), Ferraz ties today’s increasing restlessness to flexible capitalism, 
the acceleration of time brought about by the expansion of the territory of work into 
the territory of life, and the aggravation of individuation and insecurity by neoliberal 
politics. According to Gil, today’s frenetically connected bodies and minds 

move among small things, investing in them and then disinvesting, 
connecting and then disconnecting, giving the illusion of movement, 
of freedom, of a diverse, rich, multiple desire… . A truly deceptive 
movement, because this jumping from a little thing to another does 
nothing else besides concealing the meaning of an inscription, which is 
prolonged by another inscription (Ferraz 2014:65; tm). 

Ferraz and Gil concur that this atomization is more than a matter of distraction. The 
naturalization of today’s inattentiveness is a result of the incitement to speed and to 
the forging of immediate connections and disconnections; it is also a consequence of 
the extension of the gaze of “deleteability” (the programmed obsolescence applied 
to commodities) to human relationships and to ways of being (Ferraz 2014:65; tm). For 
this new type of capitalist subject, time is short and the flow of time has been broken 
into pieces. The ability to wonder is lost (Malabou 2013); as a result, the interface 
of sociability, with its porosity to others, is seen as a potential source of delay and is 
therefore an obstacle to be avoided. 

In the essay “Estatuto Paradoxal da Pele e Cultura Contemporânea: da Porosidade à 
Pele-Teflon” (2014) [EN: The Paradoxical Status of the Skin and Contemporary Culture: 
From Porosity to Teflon-Skin], Ferraz continues to develop Gil’s approach to the skin 
as an interface that is losing its permeability. According to Ferraz, the skin isn’t just a 
surface. The skin is something that grows inwards, in the sense that skin-sensation is 
not felt on the surface but registered millimeters below the surface. And yet, the skin 
maintains a paradoxical status: despite living within us, the skin is never truly ours, 
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since it cannot be isolated from its social, natural, and cultural surroundings (Ferraz 
2014:62). This paradoxical status—being both ours and theirs—is threatened by 
the incitement of speed, by the swiftness of connections and disconnections, by the 
desire to not have bodies delayed by intensities or external inscriptions. The skin is 
threatened by appeals to indifference. The body of late capitalism is a body out of time 
and out of touch, a shelled body: 

it’s the affective body that has been emptied… . The space of circulation 
is available (and so is “freedom”), but it has lost its quality, singularity and 
openness. It is no longer a space of the possible, but the circulation of 
zombies (Gil 1997:121).

Ferraz offers a spectacular metaphor to grasp such increasingly (affective) indifferent 
bodies: the “Teflon-Skin” (Ferraz 2013; Ferraz 2014). According to Ferraz, the new 
status of the skin no longer describes an interface, but an impervious surface, which is 
close to Teflon—a polymer with the lowest coefficient of friction and highest degree 
of imperviousness. As Teflon-skin, “the skin becomes a paradoxical organ: the interior 
and exterior lose their interface polarity, extending the lack of permeability of the skin 
to the inside. That is, it ceases to be surface and becomes a volume” (Ferraz 2014:61; 
tm), locking the subject inside its own smooth, frictionless, and pleasant relatedness 
with the world. Deprived of perviousness, today’s subject is trapped inside their own 
mirror-sensing of the world, relating to the world through a non-listening reflection.

Distance or imperviousness in relation to the other—the unchanged capitalist-colonial 
project of subjectivation—is conditional to the Teflon mode of existence. In this text, 
following Ferraz’s notion of Teflon-Skin, I will use my own Neoliberal-Teflon construct in 
order to address neoliberal governmentality as a type of technique of governmentality 
that, to return to Gil, normalizes the emptying of the affective body and normalizes 
the dehumanization of certain “other” bodies. As activist and writer Clara Valverde 
Geffael notes, “neoliberal power leads those that it includes to distrust those who it 
excludes, to see them as strange, different, and unpleasant, preventing the included 
from sympathizing with the excluded” (Valverde 2019: web; tm). Sameness is a 
norm without which it would no longer be possible to live in peace. In line with this 
argument, philosopher Marina Garcés notes that:

contemporary power is an immunizing power. Not only is it immunizing in 
a securitarian sense, but also in an anaesthetic sense. On the one hand, 
it protects our lives (makes us live) and, on the other hand, it attenuates 
lives, neutralizing and making lives alien to each other and to the world. 
This is what [artist collective] Tiqqun calls existential liberalism: “living as if 
we weren’t in the world” (Garcés 2013:70; tm).

Political theorist Isabell Lorey ties the aesthetics of separation to the exercise of 
“governing [that] proceeds primarily through social insecurity, through regulating the 
minimum of assurance while simultaneously increasing instability” (Lorey 2015:2). 
Weirdly successful, uncertainty becomes our only certainty, and our lens through which 
to see the world. This is the logic that gives the Neoliberal-Teflon stance its strength. 
Through its lens, the extra-personal, the unfamiliar, that which is not predictable—
pre-emptively calculable as secure—is a source of a vagueness, of “living with the 
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unforeseeable, with contingency” (ibid.,1), which is felt or understood in terms of 
that which will compete with me or make me precarious. What is not easily calculable 
accrues a terrifying feel, and this sense permeates how one feels, relates, thinks, and 
therefore knows the world. Here, we are also in the presence of what Solnit describes as 
the “tyranny of the quantifiable,” which she describes as the obliteration of mystery, of 
not-knowing, and of “that [other] sense of uncertainty, of coming to terms with the fact 
that we don’t know what will happen and that there’s maybe room for us to intervene” 
(Solnit 2016: w/p). We are in presence of the demise of an ethical horizon of listening, 
which extends to the intentional obliteration of mystery, of wonder, of curiosity, and 
of the not-knowing that is the fuel of art and of innovation. How, then, might (my) 
artistic research contribute to recovering that ethical horizon of listening, incremental 
imaginative power, and sensitizations across bodies? 

Predictability, sameness, and imperviousness are the norms of the Neoliberal-Teflon mode 
of existence. This is a mode of existence that is resistant to chance and change. Under 
the pretext of self-defense (to the unnerving affectabilities of existence, a closing-in), 
the capacity for vulnerability shuts down. My research concerns the reactivation of that 
vulnerability; it seeks the reactivation of our porosity to alterity and to the unknown and 
the unpredictable—I think of this in terms of a recuperation of affectability. How can my 
artistic research reform Neoliberal-Teflon distance, seeing past the thickened skin? My 
research, A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness, 
is an experimental response to this question and those that it in turn sparks, namely: 
How can my artistic projects offer modalities of inscription, encounter, and listening, in 
order to retrieve the affectability sanctioned by Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness? How 
can they move subjects out of touch, to reinstate our porosity to others, which always 
requires us to become vulnerable? In the words of psychoanalyst Suely Rolnik, the 
“waning of vulnerability” is the result of the violence of capitalism over the preservation 
and care for life that is the very purpose of life. For Rolnik, the colonial-capitalist regime 
is not simply an abstraction but a series of moving structures which are embodied in our 
subjectivity. The intervention, the violence,

of the colonial-capitalistic regime… consists in the abuse of the vital forces 
of all elements composing a biosphere. For the human species, this means 
the abuse of the (vital) drive, its diversion from its ethical destiny: the 
creation of an environmental, social and mental ecology that restores vital 
balance whenever it is needed for life’s perseverance (Rolnik 2020: video). 

The question for us, to return to Lorey, “is not how to prevent and end the threat of precarity 
that is driving the disintegration of order. It is rather a matter of understanding how we 
are governed and keep ourselves governable specifically through precarization” (Lorey 
2015:2). This is not a question of one’s willingness to partake in a life-destroying system. 

At stake with this research is the question of how (my) artistic research, while engaging 
with questions that act against such a system, refuses a negative dialectics. Rather than 
operating from a polarizing position, I wish to listen to our paradoxical desires and be 
affected by them, working against the desires of a fully detached and self-sufficient 
subject, of a predictable and quantifiable life, and—ultimately—of a controlled, 
thickened skin. 



CHAPTER 2

The Art of Distance of Art
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Listening—an encounter with a form of distance that is not separateness but inscription 
and embodiment—guides this artistic research. Listening is the ethical horizon of 
my picture-making, as well as an artistic material; it is an affective, bodily, dialogical 
presence that is activated in my projects as a means to expose contemporary threats 
to relationality and the never-ending work of affectability. This inquiry asks how artistic 
ways of doing and knowing are able to avoid ways of pondering the other—the outer, 
otherness, the unfamiliar—through pre-set codes that reflect the other through the 
projection of one own’s perception, or what philosopher Gemma Corradi Fiumara 
has termed a “non-listening reflection” (Fiumara 1990:163). At stake here is the way 
in which my picture-making processes might function as a listening reflection, an 
instigator of permeability to the impediment of affectability (to alterity, to encounter, 
of knowledge), and thereby counter the denial of the subject as a nexus of relationality 
imparted by Neoliberal-Teflon processes. How can art refute the intentional 
reduction in interface quality and complexity, in a culture that is complicit with today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon aesthetics of imperviousness?

In “How to Open Your Eyes” (2009), an essay about the oeuvre of artist Harun Farocki, 
philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman asks the question “Why, in what way and how 
does the production of images participate in the destruction of human beings?” 
(Didi-Huberman 2009:46). A similar examination sustains this research. As I see it, 
the privilege of the artist is to come up with their own themes and not only to pick 
the already possible; the work of the artist is the production of imagination and 
sensitivity, and by extension, of care for the real in a present and future tense. To 
return to Didi-Huberman’s concern, what shapes the involvement of the artist with the 
real? Are artistic ways of doing and knowing forms of care or are they complicit in the 
destruction of the real? 

Chapter 2, “The Art of Distance of Art,” discusses the involvement of the artist—and, in 
the particular case of my artistic research, of picture-making—with the real, and with 
today’s Neoliberal-Teflon condition. Here, leaning heavily on Garcés’ essay “Honesty 
with the Real” (2012), I raise the question of how (my) artistic ways of doing and 
knowing produce honest involvements with the real, or if they add to other forms 
of distance. Is artistic research, to borrow the words of writer Jacob Wren, then, an 
appropriate means “to beak the inertia of relative privilege and set off on the endless 
and impossible task of improving the world” (herbst and Malzacher 2014:277)? 
Can they distance us from the loss of affectability and sensitivity, and the aesthetics 
of imperviousness, all of which are imparted by Neoliberal-Teflon processes? Or does 
artistic research simply intensify similar disaffections? Art is not life, but it can operate 
as a mirroring counterpart, a reflective reflection—and a listening-reflection—of life. 
This chapter will situate artistic research as a form of distance that no longer seeks 
separateness, and a practice to connect, to offer sensitizations, and to revive the 
permeability of the messy echoing of coexistence.
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2.1 Listening to the Distance of Art
Neoliberal-Teflon calculation constantly neutralizes our potential unfolding by making 

us live a self-referential, privatized, preoccupied, and immunized life. It does this by 
repressing our desires and the imaginative and sociable productions from which new 
(political) imaginaries might emerge. As Garcés puts it, one lives in that world with the 
sense that we are not in the world: the world is thus perceived as one “that locks our 
lives into impotence and places them under threat” (Garcés 2012: w/p). Such a world is 
of interest as a catalogue of experiences and curiosities. Yet, this interest is a distance: 
it is not really one’s concern. How might art behave to counter this detachment, 
though, rather than simply reducing the real to new forms of interesting banality that 
feed aesthetically mediated consumption?

Art is not necessarily political or ethically fair. In the essay “Honesty with the Real” (2012), 
Garcés reminds us of how the commitment of artists and intellectuals to the real (which 
is effected through a potent and intentional involvement) cannot be dissociated from 
an ontology of art that is classist and detached—that operates at a “good distance,” 
in the words of art historian Grant Kester (Finkelpearl 2013:118). Garcés notes that the 
contemporary surge of artistic explorations claiming to be political continues to lean 
on that vanguardist stance, and that

both in art and beyond it, the questions of the modern-West about reality 
have essentially been two: how to think about it and how to transform it, 
which is to say questions concerned with representation and intervention. 
…Hence, documentalism [sic] has returned the real to the centre of 
representation, and activism is setting the pace for creative practice 
(Garcés 2012: w/p). 

Garcés is not censuring the mediating role that art can have but rather pointing to a 
narrative of art that has normalized a “‘natural’ and unquestionable distance [as a] 
condition of the critique and intervention” (ibid., w/p). That same distance marks the 
genesis of the figures of the artist-intellectual, a separate entity in possession of special 
capacities—of reflecting, of imagining, of unveiling—that the remaining population 
seemed to lack. The commitment of artist-intellectuals, “as the decision of a separate 
will that intervenes over the world… cancels or reinforces this distance, whether the 
engaged intellectual affirms or denies by voluntary action, his or her link with the 
world” (ibid., w/p), as if the “interest” of artists-intellectuals in the subjects of life are 
anything but thematic fetishisms that “oust” the real.   

On a similar note, legal scholar Boaventura de Sousa Santos writes that “the concern 
of intellectuals is the life of thought, and [how] that has little to do with the life of 
life” (Santos 2016:5-6). Kester also suggests that critical theory has been linked with 
a moral duty, with “the act of revealing the (structural) determinants that pattern 
our perception of reality… the gesture of ‘unveiling hidden violence’” (Finkelpearl 
2013:115), which is linked with a moral sense of exposing and revealing and is 
based on the maintenance of a supposedly “good” distance in relation to everyday 
entanglements. Generally discussed in terms of the (modernist) “autonomy” of art, this 
kind of “good” distance justifies the argument of critical theory’s “unique” capacity to 
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turn the world into an object of critique—to think it, and in that thinking, to transform 
it. Are we talking about an art of distance or the distance of art? 

According to Kester, in the good distance that confers critical theory its autonomy—read: 
haughtiness—from the mundane and the non-intellectual, there is also defensiveness 
in relation to the emerging poetics of artistic experimentation. Contemporary art 
criticism, he writes, avoids admitting that there is a lack of models for understanding 
and communicating the transformation of reality by art. This “lack of faith in the 
kinds of unique insights that [art] practice can generate and a failure [of criticism] 
to attend closely to the complex and contradictory ways that people interact with 
art” (ibid., 118; em) echoes the hierarchical divide that exists between the intellectual 
sense and the other senses, between critical theory and aesthetic reason. The power of 
theory/criticism becomes a normative criterion of value (Siegelbaum 2012), a triumph 
of historicistic reason—strong knowledge over aesthetic rreason, over “vunlerable” 
knowledge which Kester describes as a “textual paradigm” (Finkelpearl 2016:118). 
According to Kester, when theory is adopted to empower practice, art starts to behave 
“textually”: this is an art that is unaffected by the locale or the onlooker, an experience 
that is designed to be repeated and yet remains an unchanged “text.” The role of the 
artist seems to be increasingly tied to the production and mediation of “theoretical 
precepts as axioms that are applied programmatically in practice” (ibid., 118). In this 
process, the experience of art is archived as the artist’s text—a non-listening reflection—
and any agency over the experience of art remains prescriptive and scripted. As a 
result, under this textual paradigm it is as if art becomes the place from which we 
either reimagine our sense of the world or simply reproduce it. I will later return to this 
concept when discussing how artistic instances can be scripted, wherein I describe 
“scripts” as protocols of encounter that do not operate under the textual paradigm, 
immutable events, but rather function as experiments for the occurence of unexpected 
experiences and meanings.

Let me clarify: my aim is not in any way to discredit critical theory—especially in the face of 
today’s crisis of information and populism, and the much-needed recovery of complex 
and nuanced insight. Rather, it is to address how critical theory might re-present and 
replace culture as a microcosmic surrogate (Foster 1996), which is not the same as 
encountering with its “voice” or “activating” culture through the sensation, sense, and 
action of form that is aesthetics. To return to Garcés, “that themes of art should be 
dealing with political themes does not mean that this art deals honestly with the real” 
(Garcés 2012: w/p). The keenness to fit art into the inventory of the political comes at 
the cost of interrupting the singular germination of the artistic proposition and its poetic 
force. Aesthetic meaning is reduced to an effect of theoretical attribution:

that’s why so much contemporary art practice comes off as a kind of potted 
cultural studies in which the artist selects a particular social, cultural, or 
representational system, identifies the often self-evident ideological 
compromises and complicities committed by its various participants, 
and then boldly “intervenes” by pointing out these gaps and aporia, 
confident that he or she has radically subverted, destabilized, or otherwise 
transformed the consciousness of all involved (Finkelpearl 2016:116-117).
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In Archive Mania (2011), Rolnik observes how “the globalised art world has been overtaken 
in recent decades by a true compulsion to archive” (Rolnik 2011:18). While it is necessary 
for the construction of our collective memory, one must be attentive to the repressive 
aspects that are concealed, in Rolnik’s words, in the yearnings of “archive mania.” After 
all, the urge to catalogue art follows a classificatory practice that is about art rather 
than for/from it or that which still lacks a name because it is in the process of emerging 
from the poetics of (artistic) practice. Listening to that which is emerging and evolving 
and thus “nameless” is inhibited by the rush to inscribe (micropolitical) forces in the 
(macropolitical) space of the already familiar (ibid., 4), which (alas!) moves counter 
to the affectability of meaning. Similarly, artist Paul Chan refers to the “articulate 
speechlessness” of art, a resistance in art forms to giving in, to being “clear” and being 
classified: this is what gives art its power (Tomkins 2008: w/p). Such resistance is not to 
be read in terms of the autonomy of art, but as a refusal to pronounce art as “this” or 
“that”; it acknowledges that within the ineffable and the aesthetic lies the very political 
aspects of art. In the words of art historian Janneke Wesseling,

today, at a time when much attention is paid to the political and societal 
value, or impact, of art practices, the issue of aesthetics is far too easily 
brushed aside by both artists and theorists, as an outdated and no longer 
relevant view of art. I believe this is a mistake. In talking about art, we 
necessarily address the issue of aesthetics. It is my conviction that a 
coherent perspective on aesthetics always implies political and moral 
consequences. In art, it is precisely the aesthetics that can make the 
difference (Wesseling 2016: EN21).

Reading Wesseling or Rolnik’s suggestion that the success of the different politics 
of archiving should be measured upon the capacity of “the archived practices to 
activate sensible experiences in the present, necessarily different from those that 
were originally lived, but with an equivalent critical-poetic density” (Rolnik 2011:4) 
leads me to reflect on the present artistic research, and on this dissertation text as 
an archive of the poetics that emerged from my artistic projects. The thought makes 
me anxious. “Will the object of my doctoral examination be the research practice or 
its archive?” I ask myself. “The dialogue between the two,” I say quickly to assure 
myself; “the process of knowledge moving between them.” Yet, my mind wanders 
to the experience of the projects, recalling the way in which research archives such 
experiences but also the rootedness of this inquiry in the ethics of my picture-making 
process as a listening-reflection. How, I wonder, returning to Rolnik, is my 
listening-reflection—besides the expected judgment of its honest encounter with the 
real—able through this dissertation to reignite in the reader the sensible, affective, and 
imaginative experience that emerges in the artistic projects it describes? How is this 
dissertation an honest translation of the uncontained and unfamiliar that takes place in 
my artistic projects? 
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2.1.1 Honest Encounters with the Real

How can we write the unfamiliar and the nameless that emerges within an artistic practice 
without rushing to fit it in a familiar language? Or, to return to Garcés, how can we 
know reality without immediately wanting to fix, archive, or seek to act upon it, 
instead allowing ourselves to be affected by it and involved in it through a listening 
reflection—an “honesty with the real” (Garcés 2012: w/p). Art that deals with and 
knows reality through the standpoint of honesty is a thought exercise in openness, not 
because it is “interested” but because it risks a violent involvement “towards oneself 
and towards the real: letting oneself be affected and towards the real because it means 
entering on to the scene” (ibid., w/p). In the honest encounter of art with the real, one 
is made vulnerable. Exposure is the risk that art—read: the artist—must take. I am not 
referring to the kind of exposure, here, that outlines the “mission” of a vanguardist 
theorization, placing an onus on the act of revealing or the compulsion of transparency, 
foretelling, predictability, and safety; rather I am suggesting an exposure that is 
vulnerability. Such exposure is both

a decision and a discovery: being engaged is discovering that one is 
involved. Being engaged is retaking “the situation to make it tangible” 
and thus transformable. Before transforming reality, one must make it 
transformable. This is what power today constantly neutralises, when it 
makes us live, as I have already said, self-referential, privatised, preoccupied, 
anaesthetised, immunised lives, as if we were not in the world. Lives 
drowned in the angst of not being able get our teeth into reality (ibid., w/p). 

A standpoint of honesty might resonate with the more established notion of “situated 
knowledges” that feminist philosopher of science Donna Haraway advances in 

figure 1 — Ben Vautier, To Change Art Destroy Ego [series], (1965-1968).
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relation to a disembodied scientific objectivity (Haraway 1988). With the notion 
of situated knowledges, Haraway argues that the (scientific) perception of any 
phenomena or situation is always a matter of an embodied vision, because vision is 
a matter of political situatedness and a lens through which reality is known—for this 
reason it is subject to a politics of positioning (ibid., 586), which is always specifically 
grounded and socially situated and which is constantly being structured and updated 
by its current environmental conditions (Antonopoulou 2017). Therefore, vision is 
neither an “externality,” nor a transcendent neutral objectivity. Situated knowledges 
and an honest standpoint might concur in the sense that in both cases knowing 
reality is the result of an involvement and not the outcome of a single reality, a 
fixed “interest,” nor the “luminous and well-located horizons of commitment and 
intervention” (Garcés 2012: w/p).

None of this orientation towards involvement and not-knowing fits into Neoliberal-Teflon 
calculation. It is the proximity, the involvement that interrupts the sense of today’s 
world, “the unquestionable reality of capitalism as a system and a way of life… [in 
which] managing one’s own life in this context is our place and our role” (ibid., w/p, 
em), a hit-or-miss mode of existence, that constitutes porosity and affectability as 
transgressions. Along with an honesty in dealing with the real comes the discoveries 
that one is implicated and involved, and that as such a break has been initiated with 
the inevitable sense of emptiness when it comes to meaning—a break with “this sense 
[of the world] that locks our lives into impotence and places them under threat… This 
proximity is our ‘unthought-of’” (ibid., w/p, em). The “unthought-of” that is at work 
within (repressed) proximity, porosity, and affectability unbalances the Neoliberal-
Teflon excessive-self and its imperviousness (a requisite quality in today’s increasingly 
bunkered culture). How can artistic research contribute to reforming the unthought-of 
of our affectability? In order to reclaim the unthought-of as a shared and affectable 
world, writes Garcés (citing Merleau-Ponty), it is necessary to rediscover that “living is 
waking in the interweaving” (ibid., w/p); to find ourselves not as fixed, linear, figured 
out identities, but “among things and among others, made of the same material as the 
world” (ibid., w/p). That is, we must find ourselves within the messy openness, but also 
the anonymity, of the real. 

The sentence “to change art destroy ego,” visible in a photo by artist Ben Vautier and 
part of the homonymous series To Change Art Destroy Ego (1965-68), comes to 
mind (fig. 1). The statement is a provocation. Is art not the outcome of the artist’s 
imagination, sensitivity, and mind—the trinity that composes the self, the ego of the 
artist? Isn’t the privilege of the artist the freedom to imagine their own themes? Vautier 
teases the reduction of the creative force to what the artist makes, and thus addresses 
a mobilization of collective imagination, of creative insight and sensitivity, to this 
privileged figure. To change the story of art is necessary, in this case, to recuperate 
sensitivity and imagination from its muffled state. Given the vanguardist structure 
of art’s distance, the challenge is to shape an art that listens and involves. Choosing 
involvement, writes Garcés, is a choice that disarticulates the coordinates of today’s 
reality. Working towards involvement, we discover ourselves acquiring inappropriate 
passions. These passions are inappropriate in the sense that they are not proper in the 
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eyes of today’s risk-assessment world. They are also inappropriate in the sense that 
they cannot be appropriated, fixed, or generalized. They are inappropriate because 
they take the (forbidden) position of the loser, “the stand of the victims, the stand 
of dissidence, the stand of resistance… in brief, the stand delineated by gestures of 
dignity… a position that must be avowed or defended in each case, in each situation, 
providing its own sense in each context” (ibid., w/p). How can we increase the 
inappropriate passion of artistic research and thereby move away from the seduction 
of interesting themes, towards a truly un/in-appropriable and never-ending, porous 
listening reflection?  

2.2 The Art of Connecting
From the mid-20th century onwards, the aspiration to merge art and life gained 

momentum. The (utopian?) aspiration of art to act as a living gesture is the exception 
that confirms the rule of an art whose ontology is defined by the separation between 
the cultural and culture (Reiss 2001). Modes of doing and modes of being, in such 
a view, become the subject matter, the focus, and the material of an aesthetic 
experience that mediates between the individual and the social (Kester 2014). This 
is an aesthetic experience that, as curator Nato Thompson notes, seeks to produce 
effects and affects in the world rather than focusing on matter/form (Thompson 
2012:32). At stake with this artistic attitude is not only the interest, but the involvement 
of art with the transformation of everyday experience. Artist Piero Gilardi, one of 
the makers at the forefront of this integrating attitude, ties such art to criticism 
of the capitalist system’s colonization of daily life—a cause that was particularly 
embraced by Situationist critique, and their cheering of communal expressions and 
the reinvention of the everyday as a work of art (Gilardi and Quinz 2011:595-596). 
According to Gilardi, matter, in all its possible forms, is no longer the central interest of 
a “microemotive art,” an artistic attitude that rather seeks to investigate the mutability 
that is at the root of life, through consideration of the intimate energy of things and 
phenomena (ibid., 597). 

This brings to my mind the definition that artist-activist Tania Bruguera offers of Arte Útil 
[EN: Useful Art], which she described as (contemporary) art that is able to transform 
affection into effectiveness (Aikens et al. 2016:316). By proposing an art that moves 
existing intensities in the real so as to effect change, Bruguera suggests that art 
influences the world by changing the forms in which we live; the site where artistic 
action and change takes place is therefore within us. The involvement of art with life 
allows for the question of how cultural practices become political acts. As cultural 
theorist Brian Holmes observes, the state of the medium is no longer a parameter that 
we look for in today’s art; rather we look for “a particular state of society… how we 
must behave and how we may relate to each other at a given time and in a given place. 
What we look for in art is a different way to live, a fresh chance at coexistence” (Holmes 
2008: w/p). In order to effect change, Holmes (in comments that resonating with 
Bruguera’s) turns to the expressive techniques of art, to expression as an unleashing 



50

The Art of Distance of Art

of affect: “affect is what touches… artistic activism is affectivism” (ibid., w/p, emph. 
original). To be touched, metaphorically and physically speaking, does not fit the 
smooth—predictable and positive—self-governed, flexible, individual vision of today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon society. 

As writer Olivia Laing notes, along with “the profound fear of difference, a fear of dirt and 
contamination [is] an unwillingness to let other life-forms coexist” (Laing 2016:251). 
I add to this list a fear of modes of living other than those that conform to the 
homogenization and gentrification of today’s (Neoliberal-Teflon) society, through 

the gentrification that is happening to the emotions too, with a similar 
whitening, deadening effect. Amidst the glossiness of late capitalism, 
we are fed the notion that all difficult feelings — depression, anxiety, 
loneliness, rage — are simply a consequence of unsettled chemistry, 
a problem to be fixed, rather than a response to structural injustice 
(ibid., 280-281). 

I have often wondered about the disproportionate attention that is offered to emotion 
and sensitivity as themes within artistic research debates. Don’t such preferences (or 
reluctances?) mimic the glossy consumeristic taste of capitalism? Who’s afraid of the 
passions, of vulnerability, of the blues? In what ways is artistic research complicit with 
an imperviousness to affectability? To return to Garcés’ words, change takes place by 
letting oneself be affected, by letting new territories emerge as future actualities. And 
this is a never-ending doing, an active clash between different stories, 

the easiest way for society to protect its existing form is simple denial, 
pretending the change never happen: and that actually works in the 
landscape of mentalities. An affective territory disappears if it isn’t 
elaborated… with forms, rhythms, inventions, discourses, practices, 
styles, technologies — in short, with cultural codes… that sustain it 
(Holmes 2008: w/p). 

Yet, in a situation where “art has entered social life as a result of the consumeristic 
aestheticization of the latter and life, [and] at the same time has become less real” 
(Gilardi and Quinz 2011:600), is artistic research able to operate as a modality to 
connect and resist the capitalist vision that turns our lives, our need of relationality, 
our behaviours, expressions and gestures, into parts of its libidinal economy 
(Fontaine 2013:47)? How can artistic research still engage in the production of “acts 
of instauration” (Pelbart 2014:254) in relation to new possibilities of life, given the 
enmeshment of the artistic in the new mass subjectivity of creativity and consumption? 
As socio-urban theorist Oli Mould notes, in today’s knowledge-based economy, the 
capitalization of labour runs tandem with the capitalization of creativity: “our entire 
productive selves and the relationships we keep are now geared toward producing 
things, ideas, experiences and services that capitalism can explore” (Mould 2018:30). 

With this in mind, I ask: How can (my) artistic research contest the emergence of a 
new “capitalistic rationalization, thingification and commercialization” (Lipovestsky 
2014:139; tm) that takes advantage of the pleasure, creativity, spontaneity, and 
liberation that culture might bring to all dimensions of life? How might it ignite 
instead differences in how we think difference, how we think consumption, how 
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we think thinking, and how we feel? To return to my concern with an ethics of 
listening and the recuperation of affectability, how can (my) artistic research expose 
and rehearse change in one’s own paradoxical desire for affectation? How is such 
experimentation not a modality that incrementally moves towards privatization 
and distance, but instead towards a mobilization of connection? Again, with 
Didi-Huberman, how can the production of images that take part in the destruction 
of human beings be avoided?

Whereas the force of creation is a never-ending thirst, the story of art as we know it takes 
place in particular places. The sites of art, such as museums and exhibitions, are “marked 
off and culturally designated as reserved for a special quality of attention” (Duncan 
1995:10). They are sites of relative freedom to mirror and experiment with the images 
of a society, ritual-sites designed to share a specific symbolic coding and sensitivity. 
According to sociologist Tony Bennett, the appearance of the art museum and formats 
dedicated to aesthetic display is part of what he has termed an “exhibitionary complex” 
(Bennett 1995), a set of institutions “which served as linked sites for the development 
and circulation of new disciplines (history, biology, art history, anthropology) and 
their discursive formations (the past, evolution, aesthetics, man) as well as for the 
development of new technologies of vision” (ibid., 59). Sites of art are apparatuses in 
which a society rehearses its own image, sites that articulate power and knowledge, 
(re)producing representations “to organize and co-ordinate an order of things and to 
produce a place for the people in relation to that order” (ibid., 67) and to therefore 
maintain the hegemony of the ruling class. The birth of the museum is tied to the 
ideology of a new democratic society; an apparatus that distributes the new experience 
of publicness, of accessibility, which the working and middle classes were eager to 
enjoy and voluntarily submit to (Irvine 2013). Passersby voluntarily expose themselves 
to a process of subjectivation while navigating these sites of art and their specific codes 
of conduct—in this they compose a “voluntarily self-regulating citizenry” (Bennett 
1995:63). Sites of art are, in this sense, non-neutral enactments of power that follow—
read: mirror—the ideological needs of the societies they exist in. 

To what degree are the sites where (my) artistic research is produced and disseminated also 
an ideological apparatus of Neoliberal-Teflon calculation? How is (my) artistic research 
a means to incrementally produce possibilities to connect? In the lecture Transforming 
Exhibition Formats in Transforming Societies (2015), art historian Dorothea von 
Hantelmann notes that museums and exhibition sites are

extremely significant for western society because it acts, practices and 
cultivates — and at certain extent, reflects — categories of modern western 
society… [that] understands itself as being an open society, a society that 
is constantly changing, constantly progressing, constantly transforming, 
also [therefore] the exhibition has to conceptually transform and change 
to adopt the changing socioeconomic order — if it wants to endure in this 
position of contemporary ritual (Hantelmann 2015: video; em). 

Such acts of following and mimicking, notes Hantelmann, allow us to trace aspects and 
shifts in the evolution of exhibition displays in a market-based society. Take as an 
example flexibility and individuality, which constitute the main traits of consumer society. 
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These traits can also be detected in the evolution of the visual arts tradition, through the 
increase of distance in wall space between paintings from the 19th to the 20th century, 
and in the ensuing emancipation of the painting from the wall, and the transition from 
salon display to the “white cube” experience—an experience described in terms of a 
sense of timelessness, extraction from a historical or aesthetic context, and perceptual 
concentration (O’Doherty 1986). How, Hantelmann asks, does the long debated and 
largely contested claim of a “neutral” white cube reflect the consumer culture within 
which it emerged? A parallel can certainly be drawn between the strengths of the 
white cube experience—the focus on individuation (of the artwork), the flexibility of the 
exhibition structure, and the experience of art as the projection of a “subjective” vision 
(of the individual artist)—and traits that are dear to consumer culture. Hantelmann notes 
in the same way that 

consumption means the entanglement of object, goods and subjectivity… 
to charge goods with subjectivity, in which the details in goods seem to 
communicate something different to your subjectivity… the entire space of 
the white cube is designed to confront an individual within his or her own 
individual levels and shades of experience which is precisely the core of a 
consumerist relation to the world. The consumption of things is not primary 
about satisfying basic needs, but rather viewed as triggers for one’s own 
emotions and experiences (Hantelmann 2015: video). 

As a ritual of consumer culture and part of consumer culture’s exhibitionary complex, the 
exhibition/museum does not offer (deep and lasting) encounters, but instead superficial, 
appeasing, and risk-free encounters that embody today’s condition of time restriction, 
“a kind of attention economy that triggers something else” (ibid., 2015). What is 
this “something else” if not fleeting impressions of a frenzied movement/doing, the 
noise of todays’ fragmented everyday experience, of consumer society’s regime of 
hyperconnected distraction (Ferraz 2018)? As Ferraz argues, such frenetic sensations of 
traffic and detachment is more than a matter of acceleration within a particular economy 
of time—at work here is rather an “incitement to rapid and immediate connections 
and disconnections, the making of a forgetfulness that is suited to disposability, to the 
widespread [sense of] deletion, inherent to the logic of programmed obsolescence of 
merchandise, relations and modes of being” (Ferraz 2014:65-66; tm; em). Encounters 
are irritants to a Teflon time, a potential threat to the smooth flow of one’s scarce and 
fugitive time. Such a sense of time adds to the loss of affectability, to the increasing sense 
of a bunkered self. How is artistic research able to give time to the encounter,

to create an experience, a ritual, that is able to create ties or moments of 
connectivity without giving up flexibilised and individualized subjectivity? 
We don’t want to go back to some pre-modern immanence. So, in other 
words, how to think modalities of association, interrelatedness, rather than 
modalities of separation and division?” (Hantelmann 2015: video). 

Hantelmann’s words offer up a chief research question in relation to my project. How 
can (my) artistic research increase encounters with the aesthetic in such a way as to 
make us stop, to think, and to feel culture as a “continuous and polyphonic study?” 
(Ferraz 2018: w/p; tm). How is (my) artistic research to reform the sense of a world that 
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transforms everything, including our experience and our subjectivity, into a (predictable, 
efficacious) product rather than an unresolved politics? At stake in this artistic research 
is the question of how the study of today’s postindustrial bunkered subjectivities 
might contribute to cracking the present moment’s characteristic imperviousness and 
recuperating the messy closeness of existence. 
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Figuring Out: 
Pictures of Neoliberal-Teflon 
Subjectivation 
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What’s the use of pictures in relation to today’s impediments to affectability (to alterity, 
to encounter, and to knowledge) and the denial of the subject as a nexus of 
relationality? What’s the use of pictures, in other words, in relation to what I describe 
in this dissertation as “Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness”? As Didi-Huberman puts it, 
“depending on the situation, the gazes may be blind or piercing, the gestures brutal 
or delicate, the thoughts inept or sublime. But there is no such thing as an image that 
is pure vision, absolute thought or simple manipulation [read: fabricated images]” 
(Didi-Huberman 2009:39; em). Even if picture-making might possibly be unreflective 
or passive, it can never be neutral. With this lack of neutrality comes responsibility, as 
well as possibility—or “agency,” in the jargon of artistic discourse of recent decades. 
This inquiry observes how picture-making processes can battle the bunkered 
definition of what means to be human. To answer this question, I ask how my picture-
making processes might offer ways to reform the growing loss of affectability, 
meaning, and imagination that characterizes the Neoliberal-Teflon hegemony.

A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness 
addresses the questions of how the Neoliberal-Teflon capture of controlled 
subjectivity can be visually manifested and how my picture-making processes 
might reform such an aesthetics of disaffection in order to reclaim a definition of 
the human as a nexus of relationality—and with it, the possibilities of an entangled, 
unpredictable, and pervious existence. Without relying on an intellectual/thematic 
fetishism of my artistic research, I wanted to understand how my picture-making 
might behave as a “listening reflection.”

Pictures, says cultural theorist and artist Mieke Bal, are fabricated projections that 
don’t know. What pictures do is to address viewers in a certain way, ask to be seen 
in a certain way — an incomplete presence, a function to the bigger purpose of 
an encounter with meaning (Bal 1996; 2018). Pictures are visual re-presentations 
with much missing. Can, I wonder, we listen to what is missed in what is seen? The 
(ontological) incompleteness of the picture invites further listening and the creation of 
meaning anew, beyond the politics of the archive and classification (which do not ask 
but tell us how to know what is seen). The concern with picture-making as a listening 
reflection forms the backbone of this research and is a point that I turn and return to in 
this dissertation. 

A Never-Ending Thirst was triggered by a fortuitous encounter with the found text “sede 
da juventude cansada,” which I stumbled across in the streets of Porto (see “Setting 
the Scene”; page 22-25). That event made me reflect about the postindustrial era, 
with its accentuation of autonomy and mandatory self-management, and its appeal 
to immunization against difference and the transformation of life into work. How are 
our experiences, sensitivity, and mental life—what composes a self—extracted and 
profited from in the new (digitally accentuated) economy of experience? Further, 
when thinking about contemporary modes of existence, what is seen? Rather than the 
entangled, complex, often incongruous existential assemblages of existence, does 
one see perfectly designed lives—what philosopher Peter Pál Pelbart calls “market-
ready modes of existence… [that reject] ‘minor’ modes of life, minority ways of living 
that are not only more fragile, precarious and vulnerable (poor, crazy, autistic), but 
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also more hesitant, dissident, at times traditional than others (indigenous people); 
that are, on the contrary, still being born, tentative, even experimental (those still to 
come, to be discovered, to be invented)”? (Pelbart 2017:137). When we think about 
contemporary life, do we see work? What do we see when we think about work?

How we see the ways in which postindustrial subjectivation takes place through the 
conflation of life and work is the central concern of this chapter, “Figuring Out” (pun 
intended). Through it, I ask the following questions: How can (my) picture-making not 
only outline and give insight into the capture today’s subjectivity but also see it from 
the outside—a retinal seeing—in order to visually capture that capture? How does 
my picture-making narrate the relationship that we have with work, and how do such 
ties function as a device to instill constant separateness? What are the limits of such 
re-presentation? Does the picture reflect those realities by listening to them?

Where to begin? The earliest artistic projects composing A Never-Ending Thirst began by 
studying the relationship that subjects have with capitalist work. These studies were 
undertaken by looking into the work of other artists—in particular films that were tied 
to the world of industrial labor (class struggle) as a site of collective subjectivation and 
that observed how the thinking of industrialization was reflected in the disaffection 
and industrialization of both thinking and wonder. Along with the question of how to 
see work through the different phases of capitalism, the question of what composes 
a life—from the industrial era to today’s post-industrial and increasingly immaterial 
semiocapitalism, where “the production and exchange of semiotic materials [is] for 
capitalist production” (Berardi 2016: w/p)—constituted a central concern. 

“Figuring Out” describes my attempt to (mostly) visually manifest our evolving 
relationship with work; it follows a series of artistic experimentations that I 
conducted on the study of the figure of the industrial worker as a kernel of capitalist 
subjectivation. This kernel is thus explored as a site of different forms of repression—
of the individual body and of sensitivity, imagination, and sociality. The chapter tries 
to trace the evolution of my research focus towards the conditions and effects that are 
in operation in today’s postindustrial world and the present inseparability of life and 
work. I refer to the inflatable air-dancer as an artistic archetype to visualize the ideal 
of the relentless, self-sufficient, detached, and invulnerable subject that is idealized 
within Neoliberal-Teflon calculations. 

The oscillating movement between the politics of artistic display, the politics of 
representation, and the questions of how to work differently and how to live 
differently remains a live methodological concern throughout the unfolding of this 
inquiry. Given this oscillation, I ask: How can (my) artistic research give shape to 
the already existing ill-beings of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon life? How might those 
renderings support us in unformatting ourselves and help us to willingly surrender our 
own experiential, mental, physical, and emotional riches?
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3.1 Work Frees: What Is Seen as Productivity?
A text inscribed in the gates of Auschwitz reads “Arbeit macht frei” (work makes one free). 

Whenever arguments about how liberating work is pop up, my mind often returns to 
the cynical moralism of that sentence. What kind of freedom does work open us to? 
What kind of work and what kind of worker are seen when we think about work? Does 
one picture spaces, actions, time? The body at work? Infrastructures of labor? And do 
we picture ourselves, our own body, or multiple bodies? Are they close or apart? Do 
we sense lust or loss? The gates of capitalism open onto a landscape of dispossession 
and exploitation, which is washed over by the light of capital accumulation. Such a 
landscape of dispossession first and foremost signals a break with the cycles of nature 
and the replenishment of natural resources. In the words of feminist philosopher 
Teresa Brennan, if one accepts the argument that capitalism is a model that converts 
living things into dead things, that colonizes all kinds of energy sources—be they 
natural, physiological, or the affective resources of desires, affections, or becomings 
(Lepecki 2006:68)—then one can place capitalist productive ideology in the 
class of a terror regime. 

What is the liberating prospect that the gates of capitalism open to? Throughout its 
different phases, capitalism liberates the subject from the burden of connections, 
from an understanding of the subject as a nexus of relationality, but also from the ties 
that exist between natural cycles and society. When tracing the genesis of industrial 
capitalism, theorist and activist Silvia Federici notes, capitalism emerges clearly as 
way of organizing labor that was introduced in order to displace massive chunks of the 
population from their traditional means of self-sufficiency (Federici 2004). The factory 
is the archetype of material capitalism and massified labor is an apparatus devised to 
(literally) fence off the anti-feudal labor struggles of peasants and artisans that swept 
Europe (Federici 2012: video). 

Factories are the byproduct of imagining a new body—that of the industrial worker: a 
constrained, obedient, and “mechanized” body that is submitted to instrumental and 
utilitarian reason, whose life is now inscribed in economic terms as its “second nature” 
(Sennett 2009; Franco 2011). Federici writes of the ways in which women’s bodies were 
key for the inception of industrial capitalism’s (gendered) power relations. With the rise 
of capitalist organization following the Middle Ages, women’s working conditions (in 
western Europe) eroded even further (Crowston 2008:20): the few women operating 
within guilds were removed (de-skilled), and more were exposed to processes of land 
enclosure (un-earthed) and bound as productive reproducers (earthed) of the new 
work force (Broomhall 2008; Federici 2012). As Federici puts it, “the body has been 
for women in capitalist society what the factory has been for male waged workers, the 
primary ground of their exploitation and resistance” (Federici 2004:15). When thinking 
about work, does one see a gendered picture?

Not only did capitalism have to imagine and reproduce a new type of workforce, it also 
needed to produce a shift in language: specifically, it needed to compose a class 
through language. As Santos puts it, “every concept tends to become a conceptual 
monster” (Santos 2014:6). In the same way that people were extracted from their 
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modes of subsistence, the definition of work was extracted and reduced to wage labor. 
In his study of the word “work,” cultural theorist Raymond Williams describes how the 
meaning of this word carries a history of reduction, with work being reduced to the 
labor of capitalist industrialization, “to indicate activity and effort or achievement, has 
thus been modified, though unevenly and incompletely, by a definition of its imposed 
conditions, such as ‘steady’ or timed work, or working for a wage or salary: being 
hired” (Williams 2015:266). This colonization of production, of what counts as work, 
obscures other types of activity, other types of making, and other ways of making, 
which are no longer perceived as work and are transformed into what social critic Ivan 
Illich has termed “shadow work” (Zechner 2013:92). 

By the 19th century, industrial work and “employability” became a new aspect of Anglo-
American societies. Labor and employment together constituted a new cultural, moral, 
and legal model, forming infrastructures that were designed to administer social 
cohesion and thus to perpetuate the economic sovereignty of the elites. Collaterally, 
unemployment was criminalized as vagrancy (Gautié 1998; Mason 2017). As such, 

Since then, the world of commodities devours, progressively, natural 
resources, people and the most diverse material and immaterial products. 
Mercantile relations permeate social life and weave the reversal of social 
relations, or rather, they crystallize a process of objectification of social 
relations and personification or reification of things. These are expressions 
of the alienation of labor and the fetishism of goods which constitute the 
pillars of an alienated and pathogenic society (Franco 2011:174; tm).

It is as if work and alienation are necessarily two sides of the same coin. In the vocabulary 
of philosopher Karl Marx, “alienation” describes multiple processes of separation 
and loss of history: it is the effect of material separation of the worker and the result 
of their labor and thus from the collective body and from nature; this separation is 
achieved through the involvement of the productive body and a paradoxical lack 
of knowledge about the overall spectrum of the production-consumption cycle. 
Alienation also reflects the experience of the consumer, who is estranged and 
kept indifferent from the realities of the cycle of production (Franco 2011:171). 
For Marx, capitalist alienation was 

a condition inherent in the capitalist system where workers, lacking 
control over their labour, also lost control over their lives and identities. 
The concept moved into the realms of phenomenology and existentialism 
in the form of the inadequacy of human beings in their relationship to 
reality and the world, and became directly related to the concept of 
anguish (Gache 2014:36; tm). 

What is key to alienation is the “scoring” (i.e., the direction or choreography) of a behavior 
that estranges the subject from the means of subsistence and from the results of their 
making, which they must then strive to purchase. What makes it work is a schizoid 
desire to embrace work as if it were a form of freedom.
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Working at the assembly line is something — especially for somebody rebel-
lious — that is unbearable, that breaks you.

—Bruno Muel, “The Medvedkin Groups: from Sochaux to Besançon” (2014)

The world of industrial work (centering on the factory and, more specifically, the assembly 
line) became—along with the prison, the school, and the hospital—one of the means 
by which power manifested under capitalism, marking, using Foucault’s philosophical 
grammar, the shift from “societies of sovereignty” to “disciplinary societies” (Foucault 
1979). The constitution of industrial laboring tools and processes and (the body and 
psyche of) the laboring subject were integral to the advent of capitalist “disciplinary 
power” (Sakolsky 1992:115), which required means through which that power could be 
exercised. These means constitute “a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set 
of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a ‘physics’ or 
an ‘anatomy’ of power, a technology” (Foucault 1979:215).

No other technique or instrument has been as successful as the assembly line in scoring 
an emerging subjectivity. For the worker, the assembly line is more than a mechanical 
contraption: it is a mindset. The assembly line materializes the discipline-mechanism 
that labor came to constitute: it embodies the automation that became a crusher of 
subjectivity by subjecting the laborer to automatic responses. A loss of memory and 
a loss of imagination are the costs of introjecting such impassive and unchanging 
interactions into production. Through confinement, separation, and repetition the 
assembly line domesticated the rebellious possibilities of muscles and of imagination. 
Along with the worker, factories gave rise to another subjectivity, namely that of the 
supervisor or manager, an ever-present—and generally male—body, whose work 
consists in patrolling other laboring bodies. “Surveillance… became a managerial 
function that both constituted and objectified the laboring subject” (Sakolsky 
2012:118). The manager rises as human counterpart of the assembly line.

A new social order developed under the herald of efficacy, which, catching up with time, 
attempts to literally convert human bodies into robots. The robot is an archetype of 
an imaginary non-human entity designed around energy, acceleration, production, 
and complete subalternity that aptly translates to the ideal industrial worker. Traced 
in the term “robot,” introduced by Czech writer Karel Čapek in 1920 to describe 
robota, is the notion of forced labor (Wikipedia 2003: w/p). The happening Declaração 
Universal do Direito dos Robots [EN: Universal Declaration of the Rights of Robots] 
(2019) by artist and journalist Daniel Santiago comes to mind. For this happening, 
Santiago invited students from the Faculdades Integradas Barros Melo (Pernambuco, 
BR) to read a homonymous text written by journalist Raíza Cavalcanti while wearing 
masks made out of shoeboxes or similarly modest materials. It is not very hard to 
draw a parallel between the political rise of robots—to reappraise the subalternity of 
technology and things within the anthropocentric mindset—and the struggle of the 
industrial working class. 
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Along with what is seen when thinking about work, we must consider the categories 
of what can’t be seen and what is made unseen. I thought about this when looking 
at the South Wall of Detroit Industry (1932-1933), an outstanding set of murals by 
the Mexican painter and expert muralist Diego Rivera. At the center of the mural, a 
worker is depicted wearing a hat with the text “We want.” But what is shown is not 
a full picture. The entire text on the hat would read “We want beer,” a text tied to 
protests against the drinking ban supported by the Temperance Movement, which 
came to an end in 1933, the year that the mural was completed. “We want” is the 
only explicit piece of text in the mural. Although it contains other even more discreet 
textual moments (one page with the commission’s text and another page with Rivera’s 
signature), “We want” gains a special connotation when inserted into the assembly 
line of the Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge plant, where the Ford V-8 was built 
(production of the car took off in 1932). 

In line with Rivera’s leftist inclinations, the allusion to the “drinker’s struggle” allowed 
him to refer to the workers’ protests that were taking place at the time of his arrival in 
Detroit without facing censorship. With this subtle trick, Rivera pictures the unspoken 
wants that one cannot find in the encounter between human and capitalist automation. 
The murals Detroit Industry depict different stages of evolution: stars and planetary 
formation, the rise of living forms, the industrial way of life, the assembly line as the 
prominent subject, the factory as a jungle of steel, studded with the aligned bodies 
of workers. It is as if the evolution of the human species has been directed towards 
reaching this one meaningful moment of concerted action. The compositions are 
outstanding in their scale and detail, and as I look at the frescos, I image a similar effect 
when gazing into the far-reaching aisles of Detroit’s factories. And yet, my focus keeps 
returning to the detail of that collective want; I am spellbound by this muted desire, it 
calls to me from the hive of anonymous bodies.

As the core subject of Rivera’s commission, the assembly line is an operating mode that 
disregards the physiological traits of workers’ bodies. It repackages any rebellious 
forces, any want, subjecting it to the tempo of the running machine. The assembly line 

figure 2 — Left, Diego Rivera, Detroit Industry; South Wall (1932-1933). figure 3 — Right, detail South Wall.
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disciplines those bodies—assembles them—through their progressive improvement 
and incorporation into machinery and production technology (Franco 2011:174). 
Rivera challenges the apology of machinist evolution (the conductor of the Futurist 
intellectual movement), the prospect of technology being human-forming, and 
machinic interference in our most intimate human relations. He finds an exit from the 
dystopia of sameness in a double expression of desire: a desire to aspire and a desire 
for the communal. While I can’t figure out what that worker in the mural wants, I am 
shown a shared want. I see bodies tied to the production chain, but I can’t decide 
if the worker’s imagination might remain untied, free in their mind to study and 
locate a way out. My failure in determining this goes on in the mind of that worker 
as a possibility; it mirrors the transgressive work of want and imagination under the 
surveillance of the manager. 

3.3 Putting Sensitivity to Sleep
Film has flirted with the documentation of work from its inception. The first document 

in the history of cinema, Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory (1895) by Auguste 
and Louis Lumière, captures workers emerging from the dimmed interior of a factory 
into broad light. This documentation of the world of work, or rather, of the end of the 
workday, is the foundational image of the history of cinema. It is also the image of a 
new human condition: a picture of the society of mass production, with its accelerated 
bodies. The movement of the bodies leaving the factory is seductive. Yet maybe it’s 
what one doesn’t see, or better, what one can’t hear—the joy of the end of the working 
day, and the flight from the new reality of mass labor—that the Lumière brothers tried 
to fix on film. What one can know is that no one sticks around outside the factory. 
To recall a live question in the present study: What can and cannot be captured by 
pictures of work?

What follows is a reflection about several filmic examples that engage with sites or themes 
of work. Those examples demonstrate the diverse pedagogical and interventionist 
ways in which film operates through metaphor as means of social change. Through 
them, I return to the question of how to manifest work in pictures, how a life can 
be captured in pictures, but also, to observe how those artistic interventions are 
inadequate to fully capture the complex, temporal and collaborative exchange that 
takes place between film directors and workers.

For the worker, the assembly line is not a site of wanting, but of waning. This idea is one 
of the tropes explored by the post-WW2 film genre known as “neorealism.” Inspired 
by the fate of the lower class in a tumultuous and classist modernity, neorealist authors 
perceived the factory as a new stage of social oppression and the stage in a new 
chapter of class betrayal. Initially bounded to the industrial site, the neorealist gaze 
expands to the different physical and emotional spaces that the worker inhabits in 
order to document the full extent of the dynamics of the workers’ struggle and self-
organization. In this, it seeks to capture the chapter of industrial human condition 
in which one either “die[s] of work or die[s] of unemployment” (Smithc 2013:365)—
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or, we might add, was driven to madness. After all, what goes on in the workers’ 
mind at and after work? 

Filmmaker Jean Rouch and psychologist Edgar Morin co-directed the film-experiment 
Chronique d’un Été [EN: Chronicles of a Summer] (1961), through which they ask how 
a closer encounter with the world, with less mediation and preconceptions about its 
subjects, might be filmed. As I see it, their film is less passive than a mere documentation 
of reality and in this represents a development of the neorealistic concern with 
the human condition. In fact, Chronique d’un Été is often described as a form of 
observational cinema, that (literally) attempts to interview the real.

The film begins with a factory’s siren. Without a picture, the sound could easily pass for an 
air-raid alert. Both filmmakers participate in the film, as minds behind a film experiment 
in which they engage in a dialogue with non-professional actors, observing and 
commenting on how those actors are sent out onto the streets to interview the everyday 
French person (a selection that could be grouped as “working-class”) about their 
happiness, self-image, desires, thoughts on the war in Algeria, and capitalism. At play in 
the film is an experiment with the idea of cinema and truth: Is it possible, the film asks, for 
those participating in a film (including the directors) to act sincerely for a camera? By the 
end of the film, the protagonists and directors watch the footage and collectively discuss 
the act of sincerity in the presence of a camera. One reading of this experiment confirms 
the impact of image-making as a reality-altering process.

According to the directors, the intention of the film was to approach the everyday 
while trying to decrease the mediation that film inevitably inserts, and to forsake 
the representational—an approach that came to be known as cinéma verité (direct 
cinema) (Winston 2007:297-311). Direct cinema tries to defamiliarize the gaze. Here, 
the “defamiliarization” at work is not that suggested in 1917 by theatre director Viktor 
Shklovsky, who offered the term to describe the technique of presenting common 
things in an unfamiliar or strange way, and thus enhance the audience’s perception of 
the familiar (Crawford 1984:209), which was later popularized through theatre playwriter 
and theorist Bertolt Brecht’s distancing-principle in theatre. Rather, Chronique d’un Été 
employs defamiliarization to criticize the aloofness of the bourgeoisie from the everyday 
lives of the lower class by rehearsing the ways in which film and reality are mediated and 
thus the ways in which art participates in societal alienation. Direct cinema suggests film 
as an indirect language or tool that, to borrow the words of filmmaker Trinh T. Min-Ha, is 
used to “speak nearby” rather than to speak about (Chen 1992:87). 

Because distance is intrinsic to the ontology of film, steps must be taken to avoid filmic 
process that further objectify the subjects depicted. Such concern is explicitly stated 
in The Dziga Vertov Group (Jean-Pierre Gorin and Jean-Luc Godard) film Tout Va Bien 
[EN: Just Great] (1972), which thematically deals with the workers’ struggle. In the film, 
a worker admits to a reporter covering a strike that 

when you read about a factory in the paper, it’s full of boring details as 
if the guy had just discovered factories for the first time. He feels pity. 
He practically cries. But it never shows the struggle, how things change, 
how good it can feel to lay into a real pain in the arse. Workers are always 
made to look sinister (Gorin & Godard 1972; tm). 
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Workers are always made to look sinister! The sentence is a reminder that any attempt to 
represent is trope forming. For a new political imaginary to take place, a certain utopian 
longing is necessary. Old signifiers are held back so that a sort of horizontality takes 
place (Muñoz 2010: 21). The consternation of the worker is the result of having been 
reduced to characterization, to an entertaining image, an image that moves the cultured 
reader as a sad trope: the dramatic fate of individuals that cannot access the privilege of 
culture. The “lack of culture” of the factory worker is a mirror that confirms the privileged 
status quo of the cultural reader. It is also a situation of worlds seeing each other through 
difference and unlikely reconciliation. A similar account is given by a worker on strike in 
Bruno Muel’s film Avec le Sang des Autres [EN: With the Blood of Others] (1975): 

There is a lot I want to do, but I can hardly use a hammer. All of this, you 
understand? I can hardly write. I find it difficult to express myself. That 
is the assembly line’s fault. It is difficult, when you haven’t spoken for 
nine hours, you have so much to tell that you can’t speak any more. The 
words all come to your mouth at the same time, and you stutter, you get 
angry. Everything makes you angry, everything! Especially those who 
speak about the assembly line. They will never understand, that even 
if it is possible to improve it, the work remains. It is not easy to work on 
an assembly line (Muel 1975; tm).

Access to culture became a necessary part of the workers’ struggle. I understand the 
concerns of these film experiments in not establishing themselves as documentary, 
nor making a distinction between fiction and documentary. Fiction, allegory, and 
dramatization are often integral aspects of those experiences, and this demands the 
development of a filmmaking method that experiments with ways of documenting. 

Whereas Rouch and Morin’s film was still defined by authorial processes at the level of 
scripting and montage, new filmmaking experiments such as those performed by 

figure  4 — Chris Marker and Mario Marret, À Bientôt, j’Espère (1968; movie stills).
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the Groupes Medvedkine placed film as a means of direct intervention in the sites of 
the working class. In 1967, the Strike Committee supporting the occupation of the 
Rhodiaceta factory in Besançon, France, asked director Chris Marker for militant films 
that could invigorate the strike. Upon arrival, Marker started to film the ongoing strike on 
site and to interview workers. The film À Bientôt, j’Espère [EN: See You Soon, I Hope] 
(1968), which was co-directed with Mario Marret, resulted from that material. The film 
is an attempt to capture testimonies of the worker’s struggle and the ordinariness of 
exploitation, but also to be an experiment of subjectivation. In this, the film seeks to 
provide an opportunity for its subjects to act as co-authors, or at least have the chance to 
question the exteriority—read: righteousness—of the filmmaker’s gaze (Vigna 2000:1). 
Those experiments resulted in the formation of the Groupe Medvedkine in Besançon 
(1967) and Sochaux (1974). More than seizing the tools of representation, which was 
the aim of a direct cinema (as a meditation on mediation that enables a real democratic 
process), the films of the Groupes Medvedkine were both experiments in democracy and 
experiments with the use of pictures. These films were experiments in the artistic form in 
relation to mediations of the political. The resulting horizontalization of the roles within 
filmmaking was facilitated by means of inventive approaches to fiction and to the power 
of the storytelling and of other narrations—that is, new political imaginaries—in relation 
to the worker’s cause. The groups were composed by militant workers that, aided by 
filmmakers and technicians sympathetic to the workers’ cause, directed films about 
the struggle from an insider standpoint. Unsurprisingly, the impulse of the unchained 
(worker) is to run with their imagination. While professional filmmakers (in the earlier 
stages of these collaborations) were inclined to resort to a demonstrative discourse in 
the fashion of the anthropological gaze of the documentary, in their creative decisions, 
the workers made use of the pamphlet, humor, and satirical fiction in order to locate a 
positive political image by engaging with fiction (Vigna 2006:2).

The reactions to the productions of the Groupes Medvedkine reveal realism as an 
ideology without which the political cannot be claimed. For the trade unions of the 
time, the imaginative solutions developed by the workers-filmmakers were judged 
inappropriate as means to communicate the heroic workers’ struggle. For the general 
audience, the films were thought to be surprisingly creative. These reactions reveal, 
as mentioned above, the general perception of the aesthetic as lacking political 
gravity, as well as the way in which the worker exists in the social mind as a trope 
for a barren creative existence. The creative manifestations of those workers—not 
only their imagination, but also their enjoyment—are in conflict with the generalized 
archetype of worker. At stake here is a political and affective intimidation and 
“thingification” of the worker’s character as a (heroic!) sufferer with barren interiority. 
The political cause of the working-class exists because the worker identifies—read: 
shows—hardship and disaffection.

The anxious self-image of the worker is a key aspect of Elio Petri’s film La Classe Operaria 
Va In Paradiso [EN: The Working Class Goes to Heaven] (1971). While this film is not an 
example of neorealist filmmaking, nor of direct cinema, it condenses key aspects useful 
in contemplating class struggle, in particular the dread of falling out of character and 
falling out of the work that sustains one’s identity and worth. The film gravitates around 
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Lulù Massa, a real man-machine, a highly productive worker of piecemeal work. In the 
USA, the film was released under the title Lulu the Tool.

Self-perception is, paradoxically, confirmed through external validation. Nothing haunts 
Lulù more than the prospect of ceasing to be what he is: the factory equivalent of a hero, 
whose high performance is esteemed by his managers and resented/envied by other 
workers. Lulù finds self-realization in the efficient repetition of piecemeal work. He 
thinks of the machine as a series of female bums, and the movements of the machine—
sticking in and out—as a pleasurable and motivational metaphor for intercourse. Lulù 
flaunts his clever association without realizing that in each of his machinal gestures 
the machine sucks him out of desiring production. It’s a desire without attachment. A 
desire that works all day for money and has unlearned the ability to fight all night for 
love. Desire, exhausted by machinal reverie, dies within the factory.

Things change after Lulù loses a finger to the machine. The injury dissociates his 
character. He is no longer a working hero. Sensing himself losing touch with reality, 
Lulù visits Militina, a former worker admitted to the psychiatric sanatorium, in order 
to ask him about his becoming mad. But Militina only cares to know if the factory 
workers still remember him. After all, Militina grabbed a manager by the neck and 
demanded to know “what the hell are we making in this factory, what the hell are 
these shits for?” (Petri 1971; tm). 

In his newfound vulnerability in uselessness, and with all that free time, Lulù will discover a 
political purpose: becoming useful—and again, esteemed—to the collective liberation 
of the functionalism that oppresses workers. Petri uses this situation to document 
two conflicting factions involved in the support of worker’s struggles. On one side 
are the trade unionists, focusing on the “effective” improvement of the existing 
realities of work. On the other side is the student movement, which approaches work 
“existentially,” describing work as power-instituting and calling for the ousting and 
reconceptualization of all labor. The conflict between factions highlights the paradox 
offered to the working class: in order to imagine freedom, there must be already an 
alternative form of earning. To paraphrase the worker in Muel’s Avec Le Sang des 
Autres, even if it is possible to improve it, the work remains (Muel 1975). The workers 
walk in and out of the factory under the calling of these two factions; pressed by the 
need to earn and shamed by the explicit accusation of class betrayal. Liberation from 
work is trialed in relation to its plausibility; it is a fiction constantly overthrown by 
realism. For these workers, there is no immediate alternative, and the assembly line 
devours all their wants with its demands for concentration and repetition. It sucks the 
imagination and expressiveness out of the soul, because “when you haven’t spoken for 
nine hours, you have so much to tell that you can’t speak anymore. The words all come 
to your mouth at the same time, and you stutter, you get angry” (Muel 1975; tm).
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3.4 Time Without Time
No one is going to be the subject of a history that will overthrow capital-
ism, no matter how much it disgusts you. We are that, ah, we are capital-
ism. That talk of yours, that allusion to the European left, that left-wing talk 
is the same old shit. If you want to trace divisions in the world, of one against 
another, it’s not between left and right. It’s on one side of those who are in 
agreement with this world, those who accept all of this, and on the other, those 
who are ready to give up the comfort, the mobile phones, the trips to the moon, 
the Tupperware… . The sad news I have for you is that nobody is willing to give 
it up. Nobody is on that side. And the fewer resources people have, the more, 
and as soon as possible, they want to get to the other side.

—Pedro Pinho, A Fábrica de Nada (2017).

Capitalist work frees the idea of the subject as a whole “performance machine, which 
can run undisturbed and maximize its performance” (Han 2012: 37), because subjects 
want to become machines. People walked into factories because their means of 
subsistence had been razed by the new, capitalist ways of life, but poured out of 
them loving it. For philosopher Jean-François Lyotard, capitalism’s economic relations 
permeate everything, including human drives and desires; capitalism is essentially 
an economy of wants, a “libidinal economy.” In Lyotard’s Libidinal Economy (1993), 
he writes of how adhering to capitalism as a mode of life is a masochistic want more 
than an inevitability:

if they [the proletariat] choose that, if they become the slave of the 
machine, the machine of the machine, fucker fucked by it, eight hours, 
twelve hours, a day, year after year, it is because they are forced into it, 
constrained, because they cling to life? Death [to do that or die] is not an 
alternative to it, it is a part of it, it attests to the fact that there is jouissance 
in it [an intensity that is excessive, pleasurable but dissociative, and in 
this way, indistinguishable from pain]… they enjoyed it, enjoyed the 
mad destruction of their organic body which was indeed imposed upon 
them, they enjoyed the decomposition of their personal identity, the 
identity that the peasant tradition had constructed for them, enjoyed the 
dissolution of their families and villages, and enjoyed the new monstrous 
anonymity of the suburbs and the pubs in the morning and evening” 
(Lyotard 1993:111; em). 

This passage brings Lulù “the tool” to mind. Lulù discovers jouissance in the repetitive 
and never-ending piecemeal work, and his psychology mirrors this process: 
imagination is reduced to momentary concentration, drive is channeled into efficiency, 
continuity is reduced to quantity. Lulù is aroused by the quantifiable, as the example 
that he gives of his successful working method as sublimated coitus—each completed 
piece is the start of another penetration, a little delight that repeats endlessly. 
Something happens inside. With the assembly line, the body learns the “tyranny of the 
quantifiable, the tyranny of certainty” (Solnit 2016: w/p), and the tyranny of the same, 
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of the same, of the same, that discontinues the sense of time and the experience of 
difference, and no longer makes room for the unpredictable, the surprising, the not-
knowing and wonder. The work of repetition is an apparatus of physical entrainment 
and pure hierarchy, deprived of any intelligence or creativity (Berardi 2009:93). As 
Lyotard writes, “what counts here, in capital, is that they [the production of products] 
are endured and endured in quantity, it is the quantity, the imposed number that is 
itself already a motive for intensity” (Lyotard 1993:114; em). 

In Greek mythology, the relation between repetition and sameness, which acts as a 
deliberate thinner of rebellious spirits, of impetuous and creative forces, finds its 
place in the tale of Sisyphus, King of Corinth. Sisyphus insults the gods by using his 
creativeness and cunning to trick death (twice!!!). As punishment, he is sentenced to 
perform the repetitive task of rolling a large boulder uphill, only for it to roll down the 
hill every time it nears the top. Eternal repetition ties Sisyphean time to present action. 
Like Sisyphus and his perpetual doing, the time of the assembly line binds Lulù to a 
hiccupping time, which is no longer chronos—the chronological and sequential time of 
past, present, and future—but a temporal sense tied to the instant of action, a time of 
the same, the same and more, more of the same. Sisyphus is a potential archetype for 
today’s subject; a metaphor for a life that is simultaneously compressed to the now and 
accelerated by the completion of one action and its repetition. This is a life left time-
less; it is not only left with rushed time but is literally deprived of the sense of time itself 
(Han 2015:25). 

With the advent of capitalist time, more is lost than simply the subject’s sense of presence. 
Memory, hope, and imagination are placed at a loss too. When time collapses into the 
instant, there is no lack, no sense of a missing “queerness, [that] ’not yet here’… that 
thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough” (Muñoz 2009:1). There is equally 
no sense of the “unfinishedness” that critical theorist Jose Esteban Muñoz defines as 
the seed of hope (counter to the normative understanding of time and present). As I 
see it, capitalist time is a technology of sameness, a technology of disaffection, that 
neutralizes the need for wonder and hope—that pulls from the past that unfinished 
business which has as its purpose the aim of sustaining of the (queer, not-yet-here) 
subject within it (Berlant 2011:13). For philosopher Catherine Malabou, the outcome 
of such disaffection is indifference, which is not meant in the sense of an apathetic 
sadness but rather as a loss of the capacity to wonder, to touch, and to be moved—this 
is a loss that enables domination (Malabou 2013). Any reform of capitalist hegemonic 
psychology calls for a battle for the imagination. As neurologist Oliver Sacks wrote,

to live on a day-to-day basis is insufficient for human beings; we need 
to transcend, transport, escape; we need meaning, understanding, 
and explanation; we need to see overall patterns in our lives. We need 
hope, the sense of a future. And we need freedom (or at least the illusion 
of freedom) to get beyond ourselves, whether with telescopes and 
microscopes and our ever-burgeoning technology or in states of mind 
which allow us to travel to other worlds, to transcend our immediate 
surroundings. We need detachment of this sort as much as we need 
engagement in our lives (Sacks 2013:90).
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We need “detachments” that are not alienation or escape but opportunities to intensify 
the presence of other worlds already asking for passage within ourselves, crawling into 
presence in our imaginations.  

What makes capitalist time so persuasive, then? Capitalist mechanization of time, 
writes social psychologist Erich Fromm, is more than a command to increase 
production: acceleration and fragmentation of time is one of its palliatives to deal 
with the aloneness that, paradoxically, results from the capitalist modes of life 
(Fromm 2006:80). One embraces the accelerated hiccups of capitalist time with 
the unconscious expectation that the pain of separation created by capitalism will 
be healed. Critical appreciation of this contradiction and the attempt to visualize 
it guides the artistic projects that compose the initial part of this research. 
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Exhibition
Cuestionamientos: Sociedad 

Date Venue
Spring 2016 Centro de Arte Joven – Madrid, ES

Curator
Martim Dias

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/suspensionados/ 

“Rather than something for the elderly, they built this thing. I have no idea what good is this!?” 
said the tightly curled elderly woman as she walked out the door of the retirement home 
above the Sala de Arte Joven de Madrid (Youth Art Centre in Madrid). This was her neigh-
bourhood, I assumed, and she wanted the bunch of young artists passing by the site to 
know how she felt about it. I leaned against the art centre’s doors. Her words grew louder 
in me. Claiming the “useful”—useful in what way? Useful bodies, spaces? Where’s the line 
between usefulness and uselessness?— is tricky, at least from the capitalist standpoint, 
wherein the useful is related to need and value. Art, as she implied, is useless. Ironic, I 
thought, as in our society, the elderly are also deemed useless. 

It was early 2016. I had just begun my PhD project, which focused on the ties between work and 
the flattening of subjectivity and relationality, and curator Martim Dias had invited me to join 
a group of “young” artists for the exhibition Cuestionamientos: Sociedad [EN: Questioning: 
Society], which was to take place at Sala de Arte Joven, a venue created to give a platform 
to emerging artists within the professional art world. Is age reflected in the experience 
of art? Does more experience reflect in better art? There are many invisible thresholds of 
age in our society, and my situation in this exhibition crossed one of those lines. Sala de 
Arte Joven promotes art practices, but also builds identities, and the chief requirement 
for exhibiting artists is that they are be under the age of 34. I would soon be 35 and no 
longer a young—inexperienced?—artist, but simply an artist. In order to circumvent that 
age threshold, curator Martim Dias moved the pre-inauguration date to my 35th birthday. 

Originally, my plan for Cuestionamientos: Sociedad was to create a series of pictures about 
the mentality of productivity and its impact on subjects. Both the elderly woman’s remark 
and my age as an issue in this situation directed my focus to the temporal and energetic 
aspects of production, and the ableist divide between those who can or are considered 
able to produce or not produce—what is our expiry date in this ableist productivist society? 

Suspensionados 

The neologism that figures in the title of my project Suspensionados [EN: Suspended] was 
composed from the words “suspension” (in Spanish, suspensión) and “pensioner” (in Span-
ish, pensionado). This construct alludes to retirement as an impassive state of non-activity, 
of waiting. As the idiom has it, time is money, and under capitalism’s economy of time and 
from the standpoint of acceleration and optimal productivity, things that take time, that drag 
on in time, are either negative or an extravagance, a luxury. This assumption manifests not 

Suspensionados 
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only in classist divides but also in the ways we perceive non-activity as laziness, and in that 
“suspension of subjectivity” that results from being out of touch, out of this—voluntary—
accelerated capitalistic world, out worldly, or indulging in folly. Usefulness is a threshold. 
Who’s in and who’s out of such sense of world? Does one get in and out willingly?

 Alluding to the politics of exclusion tied to capitalism productivism, Suspensionados was 
composed of two parts: a display of a series of text-based paintings (that I describe as 
“poem-pictures”) and an encounter with users of the retirement house Centre de Perso-
nas Mayores de la Guindalera. Entering the exhibition space, passersby were faced with 
the text ¿para qué sirve un viejo? (“What’s the use of an elderly person?”) written in white 
chalk over a dark blue wall, and beneath this, a painting (a poem-picture) depicting an 
open blank book and the text ¿de que nos vale la experiencia ajena? (“What’s the point of 
others’ experience to us?”). On the surrounding walls, other poem-paintings alluded neg-
atively to the relationship between the subject and productivity: sociedad sin production 
(“society without production”), una gravidad que prospera sola — ni viejos ni fracasados 
ni retardados — cuerpos contenidos (a gravity that thrives alone—no old, no failed, no 
delay—tamed bodies”), peso sin gravidad (burden without weight), todo se resume a humo, 
(“everything turns to smoke”). And by the exit, the wall-text suspender atrasar retrasar un 
mundo enfermo (“suspend, delay, retard a sick world”). 

There is a poetic and material mirroring between the fragility of bodies and the psyche and 
these poem-pictures, paintings made over screens for overheads. The surface of those 
screens is made of shimmering glass micro-spheres that peel off if touched or if the surface 
creases (rather than rolling). Their brightness is seductive, but glares. In order to avoid the 
reflex and see them, passersby must find skewed positions in the room. The shadow of their 
bodies project over the walls and other paintings, as if they too were part or complement 
to the discourse taking place.  

No estamos en ningún lugar  

Longing for belonging. Is that the core of our sweeping surrender to a destructive, capital-
ist mode of existence? A surrender to the capitalism economy of work-worth, which is a 
paradoxical surrogate of the capitalistic destruction of connection? Why does one work? 
When does one “expire”? Ageing is not a trendy theme in modern, western society, and 
this has repercussions for the thematic interests of art. How many art biennials have been 
dedicated to this theme? 

Curator Juan Luis Toboso (a Spanish accomplice in many projects, and, like myself, an en-
thusiast when it comes to the elderly) and I brought these questions to an encounter with 
15 users of Centro de Personas Mayores de la Guindalera. Inspired by the participatory 
mixed-media exercise of poetic communication Nós Não Estamos Algures [EN: We Are 
Not Somewhere] (1969) by artist Ernesto de Sousa, we called that encounter-conversation 
No Estamos En Ningún Lugar. If with Suspensionados, I advanced the question “what’s 
the use of an elderly person?”, views about the relationship with productivity, about the 
canonization of functional subjectivities, about the status of performance and speed in a 
society of permanent replacements, and about the appeal of the new and the fast, No 
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Estamos En Ningún Lugar handed those inhabiting the experience of being “retired from 
work” the right to reply to my discourse. Here, my concern was to not constitute them 
as an otherness in relation to (my) artistic discourse. That is, this was not only a way to 
avoid reinforcing their objectification, to check myself, and to listen to insights that only 
I could project.  

In the conversation, the group promptly raised concerns with my use of the term viejo (“old”), 
arguing that “¿para qué sirve un viejo?” was pejorative, and a poor choice of words. Soci-
etal changes reflect in language changes. This emotive observation from the group led to 
the first gesture made on the walls of Suspensionados, with the strikethrough of the word 
viejos (“old”). We ended by selecting some of the testimonies that were collected and 
written down during the workshop and transcribing them onto the exhibition walls. A lived, 
existential landscape emerged alongside my idealized discourse. With such spatialization 
of the personal experience of others, absences become (temporarily) presences.

Hay una actitud de ser mayor que uno puede asumir o no.
Se puede tener muchos años y seguir siendo joven.
To be elderly is an attitude one can assume or not.

One can be very old and still be young.

Dar la vida.
Giving life.

Para mi la vejez no existe si la experiencia hay que sobreponerse a los años con 
actividades que te hagan feliz y exponer tus conocimientos basándonos en la realidad y en 

la época que vivimos que no se parece nada en la que nosotros  nos hemos desenvuelto.
For me, age does not exist. One must overcome age with activities that bring joy and 

reveal your knowledge based on the reality and the time we live (which is nothing 
like the time we grew up in).

La persona joven todavía tiene que vivirlo.
Pero una persona mayor puede enseñar mucho.

The young person must live a life.
But an older person can teach a lot.

Para mi la vejez será cuando ya no pueda valerme por mi misma.
For me, old age is when I can no longer stand on my own.

Las guerras no solucionan nada. Hay que buscar y encontrar soluciones. 
¡No fabriqueis más armas!

Wars don’t solve anything. Solutions must be sought and found. 
Don’t make any more weapons!

Un objeto es viejo pelo no una persona.
Objects can be old, not people.
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3.5 Suspended Efficacy  
The story of the modern west follows that of work. Work “dominates everyday life, 

from early childhood to adulthood, the pressure and obsession with employability 
designs the toys we have and the education we provide” (Fernandes 2019: w/p). We 
play with the fantasy of work from childhood, and from early on we learn that certain 
productions are better than others. We learn how to satisfy expectations by producing 
what is valued, and to measure ourselves accordingly: self-worth mirrors value-work 
and we strive for work as if striving for ourselves. 

In our work-oriented society there is one moment when the call to work quiets. Retirement 
is a policy introduced by statesman Otto Von Bismarck in 1883. Described as a form 
of achievement or jubilation for those disabled [sic] by age or invalidity, retirement 
policies were an ideological attempt to deter the growing interest in socialism 
(Weisman 1999). Under the policy, persons over the age of sixty-five would be 
allowed to claim care from the state and earn the right to a pension if they could 
prove that they had paid taxes, thus setting the “arbitrary world standard for the 
exact year at which old age begins and established the precedent that government 
should pay people for growing old” (ibid., 19). What does one retire from, 
though, after a life that is structured upon optimal performance and competition? 
From productivity? From life itself? 

 I am brought to these questions after overhearing a conversation between two elderly 
ladies exiting the retirement home above the Sala de Arte Joven de Madrid [EN: (the 
Madrid Room for Young Art)], an artistic venue I was visiting in 2016 in preparation 
for a group show curated by Martim Dias. Possibly trying to seize the attention of the 
group of artists at the entrance of the cultural venue, one of the women said: “Another 
thing for the young. And how about the elderly... what is formed for the elderly?” 
What is “formed” in the sense that it is done, constructed, or made for the elderly? 
Her comment made me self-conscious; I felt complicit in her sense of exclusion and of 
the many invisible thresholds of age—that also permeate sites of art. As the arbitrary 
age of retirement, at some point, one ceases to be a young artist and becomes an 
artist. What distinguishes the two? Some countries set an age parameter where the 
age of the artist “begins,” in order to intentionally secure opportunities for younger 
professionals. It would be naïve not to see a market-logic of early investment projected 
here through the appetite of the art market for the next bright-young—profitable—
artist. Similar to many other cultural venues dedicated to the promotion of young 
artists, Sala de Arte Joven de Madrid has an age standard set on paper: no artists over 
the age of thirty-four are welcome. Of the exhibiting young artist group, I was the 
oldest, soon turning thirty-five, and thus the old elephant in the room. To circumvent 
this legality, curator Martim Dias had set the pre-opening date to my birthday. The 
resentfulness of the elderly rebounded in my thoughts: Will I become one of those 
artists, I wondered, who resents young artists for their vitality and their suitability for 
the marketing of freshness, a logic that runs the art world? 

Some of the artists giggled to shake away any nervousness brought about by the 
woman’s underlying accusation: this will also happen to you, just wait and see. 
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Who knows what the causes of her grievance were, but the hierarchy she pinpoints 
is straightforward: young > old, old = unvalued. I think about the dissociation of 
character that takes place in a performance-oriented society, the abrupt reform 
from active to retired, from young > to older > to old, and thus > to being left 
out. In her accusation I heard more than hard feelings. It highlights the inevitable 
exclusion of those living in an ableist world. What does it mean to be old in a 
society that is organized around a default of optimal efficacy, quantity, and speed? 
To return to Von Bismarck’s wording, when thinking about those who are “disabled 
by age,” does one see non-functional, non-worthy subjects? The accusation of the 
older lady got into our heads because the discrepancies in our society regarding 
functionality are tangible.

What do we see when we think of a body that is marked as “disabled by age”? What 
do we not see? What happens when the body starts to fail in its productive duty 
and crumple? (O’Neal 2017: unpublished). Self-segregation and internalized shame 
are predictable things to feel by those seen as inapt in a society that is obsessed 
with youth and efficiency (Applewhite 2016; Bousom 2016). The functional and 
willing—or at least with only minor resistance —giving of the body’s energy and 
psyche is the premise for processes that will lead to the accumulation of wealth 
(Federici, 2016). The “worn-out bodies of the factory workers, or other laborers, 
are retired or dumped to be replaced by new ‘younger and stronger’ bodies” (Noys 
2014: 22). What do bodies have to say, though, about the ways in which they are 
mobilized as vehicles for the construction of values like functionality, speed, and 
obsolescence in the logics of the modern west?

The artistic project Making the Crystal Quilt (1987) by artist-activist Suzanne Lacy comes 
to mind. In this project, Lacy gathered 430 women over the age of 60 on Mother’s 
Day to share their views on growing older, ageing, and visibility. While enacting the 
event on Mother’s Day addressed the crucial role of reproductive and domestic labor 
and care at the center of capitalism (Federici 1998), it also provided an opportunity 
to reflect about age from the point of view of celebratory economy. For instance, it 
opened up for consideration of how Mother’s Day is more widely celebrated than the 
International Day of Older Persons, which is observed on October 1st every year.  

What is worthy of celebrating in the old? I was particularly moved by the testimony of 
one of the participants in the Crystal Quilt project: “We don’t have a vocabulary 
to describe what it is we think is beautiful about them [older women]… Mom, 
your hands are beautiful; when you think of all the work they have done: they’re 
beautiful!” (Lacy 1998: video). We might need to develop a language to describe 
not only the beauty of an aged body but also what the subjective dimension 
of the experience of being elderly might be. My project Suspensionados 
[EN: Suspended] (2016), developed for the exhibition Questionamientos: 
Sociedad [EN: Questioning: Society] for the Sala de Arte Joven de Madrid, 
speaks to this question.
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Suspended Efficacy

Suspensionados was designed as a two-part project: an installation of poem-paintings 
and text, and a conversation with the members of the retirement home above Sala 
de Arte Joven de Madrid about the fate of the human in a society based on relentless 
production, about ageism and the separation between young and older; it was also 
an examination of my assumptions about the experiences of the elderly and dealt with 
questions like “Is my picture-making a listening reflection or a thematic fetishism?” My 
invitation was also a moment of collective study of the affective dissociation of being 
“disabled by age.” I wanted to know how such societally enforced dissociations might 
be located and seen. Suspensionados therefore tries to collect language about those 
experiences, collecting personal accounts and inscribing them in the walls next to my 
poem-paintings, allowing them to reform my installation. 

Allow me a short, linguistic detour. The Portuguese word reforma, which is equivalent to 
the English “retirement” and the Spanish jubilación, also means to “reshape.” When I 
think about reform, I think about metamorphosis. And yet, in this context, I can’t help 
thinking that reforma, in the English sense of retirement, or something meant to be 
put aside, also sounds like something that is meant to be tired again. I think how the 
accounts gathered in my conversation with the elderly reshaped something for me, 
and how all learning is a form of unlearning and relearning, with reforming therefore 
being an act of putting away and continuous making. This project can in this sense be 
thought of as “an evolving shape — and meaning-making event in the interaction with 
others” (Mey 2010:334). The words ¿de qué nos vale la experiencia ajena? [EN: What’s 
the use of others’ experience to us?] facing the entrance of the exhibition room is a 
reminder of that.

“What’s the use of others’ experience to us?” is a profound philosophical question and 
an ontological thread that echoes in this research’s vindication of affectability and 
memory. As I see it, an artistic encounter is also always a request, which asks us to 
view in a specific way, only to initiate a chain of production of new aesthetic insights 
and meaning. How does (my) artistic research mobilize such openness in the sites 
of its dissemination—and in particular in those sites that are unaccustomed to the 
academic inclination to unguarded communication and debate—though? How might 
a recuperation of collective experience in society be scripted? 

figure 5 — Left, installation view of Suspensionados.
figure 6 — Right, Installation view of Suspensionados after the workshop We Are Nowhere.
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High on the wall facing the entrance to my installation’s room, I wrote “¿para qué sirve 
un viejo?” [EN: What’s the use of an elderly person?] (fig. 5-6). In this encounter with 
the elderly, my choice of the term viejo— which in the English equivalent carries a 
pejorative reading, meaning “old” as in “spent”—was questioned: my choice of 
language was deemed old-fashioned. Their remark roused a sentiment of inadequacy 
in me, with respect to my poor choice of words, and as I felt it then, roused in them 
some hotblooded stuff that was palpable in their voices. Striking through the word 
‘Viejo’ was conditional for a sincere encounter, thereby (to paraphrase Minh-Ha) setting 
a condition which I could not criticize without taking away the secure ground on which 
I stood (Chen 1992:85). With this gesture, I also found one of the key concerns of this 
inquiry: How can (my) artistic research find ways to listen to what I do not yet know? 
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Exhibition
Cuestionamientos: Sociedad 

Date Venue
November 2016 Centro Cultural Vila Flor – Guimarães, Portugal

Curator
Martim Dias

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/a-dance-that-never-ends/ 

Uma Dança Sem Fim [EN: A Never-Ending Dance] (2016) was developed for the sec-
ond part of the project Cuestionamientos: Sociedad [EN: Questioning: Society], which 
was curated by Martin Dias and took place at the Centro Cultural Vila Flor (Portugal). 
Uma Dança Sem Fim experiments with how to visualize the worth-work of capitalism’s 
productive society, something that I started working with in Suspensionados (2016). 
This time, I placed a stronger emphasis on how to visualize the correlation between a 
capitalist ideology of performance and the fallibility of human bodies and minds. 

Air-Dancer

The advent of industrial capitalism interrupted human relationships with the cycles of nature, 
as a result of the symbolic insight that the human is “not (of) nature.” No matter how much 
one tries to deny it, however, as fleshy entities, humans are tied to cycles of energetic de-
pletion and restoration within the arc of a lifespan. What images come to our mind when we 
think about “work” and the idealized workers who are up to the task of performing work? 
What does today’s capitalism ask from today’s workers? The inflatable air-dancer came 
to mind as I pondered the self-sufficient, tireless, confident traits that are expected from 
the workers of today’s accelerated postindustrial capitalism. Uma Dança Sem Fim alludes 
to the air-dancer as an artistic archetype embodying the expectations of today’s worker. 

 What do we see when we see an air-dancer? The air-dancer is a cultural artefact telling of 
the contemporary exacerbated state of distractedness. Its function? To capture attention 
and to induce attraction: the luring movement of the indefatigable humanoid is at the 
service of consumption. The “face” of the air-dancer is a fixed expression of joy. Artist 
Peter Minshall, credited author of the inflatable human puppet designed for the 1996 
Atlanta Summer Olympics, which was originally called “Tall Boy” and was later patented 
by co-creator Doron Gazit in 2001, explains that if “they were made to look like people, 
they would dance just like people did back home in Trinidad & Tobago—limpid, loose, 
and gracefully” (Greenspan 2014: podcast). The unworldly relentlessness of the air-dancer 
is charming. Who would not want to be like the air-dancer? To match the idealized subject 
that capitalism wants: a subject that is always energized, always on, always joyful. The 
air-dancer contrasts with our limitations, our vulnerable and limited “natural” resources; 
an inverted mirror that reminds the absurd of our collective rush and surrender of the body 
and the psyche to capitalist extraction. 

Uma Dança Sem Fim 
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Uma Dança Sem Fim

With the air-dancer at its core, the installation Uma Dança Sem Fim attempts to visualize our 
paradoxical desire to be liberated through work. Uma Dança Sem Fim consists of two 
elements: wall-drawings and a video triptych. The first element that passersby meet is 
a large-scale wall-drawing of air-dancers based on the illustrations of the original patent 
“Apparatus and Method for Providing Inflated Undulating Figures” (2001) registered by 
Doron Gazit. The drawings offer a sense of great movement, a dance, accentuated by the 
drawn words that swirl around the anthropomorphic figures, while alluding to the paradoxes 
of our relationship and the desensitizations of work. The paradox is accentuated by the fact 
that the texts of facing walls function as negatives of each other: “free the work” versus 
“the work frees”; “enthusiasm only; energy only” versus “enthusiasm only; energy only”; 
“soulless rhythm” versus “soul without rhythm … ”.

At the centre of the installation are three aligned screens facing upwards. In this video tryptic, 
different people test their ability to imitate the gestures and the energy of the air-dancer. 
Arms wave and smiles are wide. The videos try to capture that specific moment when 
fatigue—and exasperation—starts to show; the moment when joy turns into sorrow. How 
long does it take until failure kicks in?
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3.6 Dreaming of Efficacy

One thing seems certain: after the disappearance of manual labour from the 
lives of most people in the Western world, we have entered into a culture where 
we no longer just work, we perform. We need to perform because that is what’s 
asked of us. When we choose to make our living on the basis of doing what we 
want, we are required to get our act together and get things done, in any place, 
at any time. Are you ready? I ask you and I’m sure that you’re as ready as you’ll 
ever be to perform, prove yourself, do things and go places.

—Jan Verwoert, Exhaustion & Exuberance: Ways to Defy the Pressure 
to Perform (2008).

What bodies does one see when thinking about work? In addressing this question, Uma 
Dança Sem Fim [EN: A Never-ending Dance] (2016), an installation presented at the 
Centro Cultural Vila Flor (Guimarães, Portugal) proposes the inflatable air-dancer 
as an artistic archetype for the idealized body—always energetic, always positive, 
always obedient—that capitalism so desires. In Uma Dança Sem Fim, the air-dancer 
is used to visualize the self that we want to emulate but fail to be: the unrealistic 
version of our capitalist selves, tireless smilers unbothered by our aloneness. The 
installation was composed of wall-drawings with text, and a video triptych; it tried 
to find ways to document the impoverished human body and mind that capitalism 
represents. “How might we trace the impoverished, not only rhetorically but through 
embodiment?” it asked.

At the center of Uma Dança Sem Fim there is a video tryptic, with screens facing upwards, 
which documents different people trying—and failing—to mimic the movements and 
stamina of the air-dancer. Each body unfurls from a ground position, stretching its 
arms, waving smoothly, cracking a smile. In the beginning, these air-dancer copycats 
wiggle diligently, effortlessly and joyfully wielding their stupendous smiles. From the 
start, though, the attempt is bound to fail. Each air-dancer wannabe must discover 
by doing what will lose vigor first: the arms or the smile? As the arms begin to weigh, 
smiles begin to grow crooked. It’s a smile on the verge of crying: a smile that, like 
the arms, curves down towards defeat. Their grins, like the Cheshire Cat in Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, sticks in the mind; a haunting vision of a 
smile persists even after bodies deflate into invisibility. The videos don’t show how 
those different bodies shared the same suit, the same “skin.” This happened out of 
convenience. And yet, it poetically registers an impossible universal standard that 
negates the vitality of rest. These human bodies replace one another, piecemeal, 
failing to become the impossible, ideal, working dancer.  

For capitalism, the human body is a “dancing puppet following the rhythm of production 
that feeds the cycle of accumulation” (López-Cleries 2019:65; tm). Unlike the tireless 
air-dancer, humans alternate between cycles of energetic depletion and restoration 
within the arc of a lifespan. Unlike the replaceable, hollow, flapping figure of the air-
dancer, our bodies and psyches are dense and fragile—they are singular, irreplaceable 
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events. The body of the air-dancer is a border, a silhouette, a line between the air 
inside and the air outside. Drawings of several air-dancers fill the walls around the 
videos. Entering the installation room, those drawings are the first element visible to 
the viewer. The drawings are floor-to-ceiling blow-ups of the air-dancer—bigger than 
life, bigger than our own scale—that have been retrieved from the illustrations of the 
original patent of the air-dancer. The scene suggests a weird, clunky dance, and short 
texts flow around these figures, reinforcing the sensation of movement. Those texts 
follow the beat of the air-dancer, as voices narrating the relationship of subjects with 
capitalistic work. Voices are an inside that is always an outside. But these textual voices 
are also an outsider: as unfit as one’s own experience. In fact, these textual voices 
surround the air-dancers, mirroring for the contradictory experience of submitting 
oneself to a type of work that inflates, inflates, inflates from what it takes. I tried to 
make this contradiction visually tangible, by placing opposing texts on facing walls: 

Corpo após corpo após corpo
Trabalho é um ser sem fim.

Vazios, mas felizes
Apenas entusiasmo, apenas energia

Um trabalho que liberta
Quem nunca cansa?

Máquinas de trabalho felizes
Ritmos sem alma

Alma sem ritmo
Estratégia de autoexploração

Libertação do trabalho
Entusiasmo só, energia só

Felizes, mas vazios. 
Ser é um trabalho sem fim

O que fica depois da exaustão?
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Corpo após corpo após corpo
Trabalho é um ser sem fim.

Vazios, mas felizes
Apenas entusiasmo, apenas energia

Um trabalho que liberta
Quem nunca cansa?

Máquinas de trabalho felizes
Ritmos sem alma

Alma sem ritmo
Estratégia de autoexploração

Libertação do trabalho
Entusiasmo só, energia só

Felizes, mas vazios. 
Ser é um trabalho sem fim

O que fica depois da exaustão?

Body after body after body
Work is a never-ending being

Empty but happy
Only enthusiasm, only energy

Work liberates
Who never tires?

Happy working machines
Rhythms without soul
Soulless rhythms
Strategies of self-exploitation
Liberating work
Solo enthusiasm, solo energy

Happy but empty
Being is a never-ending work

What remains after exhaustion? 
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Like the air-dancer, we too must embody vitality and smiles. What imperceptions does 
the air-dancer, as a model through which to visualize ourselves, allow us to see? In 
Uma Dança Sem Fim, the sensation of limit is registered in the bodies of those who 
attempted to become an air-dancer. In order to experience that limit, one is dared to 
fail, to probe how long one is able to endure the ideal of continuous performance. 
The experiment is comical, demanding, and (understandably) intimidating. After all, 
the experiment puts physical well-being to the test. Perhaps, besides a concern with 
well-being, this experiment—even if a playful and safe form of rehearsal—triggers a 
(capitalistically trained) instinct to avoid risk and the negative sensations that failure 
carries. How can such “capitalist affect” be translated in order to expose its deep 
functioning within us? How can the visualization of that affective intensity manifest in us 
to protect the body and the psyche from capitalist extraction and disaffection, helping 
us to reform the complexity of our relationship with it? The artistic projects of this 
research follow this question.

To be in contact with our own vulnerability, to lose control, and to know the limits of a 
body (and by extension, the limits of the imagination) clashes with the prestige that 
positivity has within capitalism (Halberstam 2011; Ngai 2005; Han 2015). To return to 
Laing’s study of contemporary loneliness: 

there is a gentrification that is happening to cities, and there is a 
gentrification that is happening to the emotions too, with a similarly 
homogenising, whitening, deadening effect. Amidst the glossiness of late 
capitalism, we are fed the notion that all difficult feelings — depression, 
anxiety, loneliness, rage — are simply a consequence of unsettled 
chemistry, a problem to be fixed, rather than a response to structural 
injustice or, on the other hand, to the native texture of embodiment… 
with all the attendant grief and frustration that entails (Laing 2016:280). 

When speaking about capitalist disaffection, we have to attend to this emotional 
flattening, the inhibition of feeling, which remembers all too closely the fascist 
suppression of feeling as a potential awakening of desiring-production. To recover the 
language for those intensities, to recover sensitivity, is our first— and likely best—route 
in circumventing capitalism’s imperviousness. Feelings are embodied knowledge. 
How can (my) artistic research incrementally build our listening to the “vulnerable 
knowledge” of the world that is in us, in order “to poke holes in the toxic positivity of 
contemporary life?” (Halberstam 2011:3). 
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Exhibition
Trabalho Capital: Ensaio Sobre Gestos e Fragmentos

Date Venue
April 2019 Oliva Creative Factory – S. João da Madeira, PT

Curator
Paulo Mendes

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/o-papel-da-fabrica/ 

O Papel da Fábrica [EN: The Role/Paper of the Factory] was developed for the group exhi-
bition Trabalho Capital: Ensaio Sobre Gestos e Fragmentos [EN: Capital Work: Essay/
Rehearsal About Gestures and Fragments] (2019), which was curated by Paulo Mendes. 
It took place at the Centro de Arte Oliva (S. Jõao da Madeira, Portugal), which is currently 
a creative and artistic venue but was once an internationally renowned factory that pro-
duced an array of metallurgic commodities. In the words of the curator, the aim of Trabalho 
Capital was to research the different ways that work is narrated in different artistic works 
(selected for the exhibition) and in the documentation retrieved from Oliva’s archives.

O Papel da Fábrica is a two-part performance that combines physical play of objects and two 
texts about work. The length of each part was determined by the pre-recorded narration 
of the texts “Poder Dizer Que Estamos Com Trabalho É Tudo O Que Queremos” [EN: 
To Be Able to Say We Are with Work Is All We Ask], which is referred to as “Poder Dizer” 
from here on, and “O Papel Da Fábrica” [EN: The Paper/Role Of The Factory], which is 
hereafter referred to as “Papel.” “Poder Dizer” was inspired by Gilbert & George’s text 
To Be with Art Is All We Ask (1970). In that text they try to describe the feeling of their 
fascination for art. “Oh art, what are you?” opens the text. Is the awe and allure expressed 
by Gilbert & George in relation to art sarcastic? “Poder Dizer” follows their interpellation 
of art as inspiration in order to address our ties with work. Similarly, my text opens with a 
question—“We try to know you, ‘work’. What are you?”—that remains unanswered. The 
second text, “Papel,” describes my habit of roaming around sites of deactivated industry 
and gleaning leftovers of their past activity. A key question that the text poses, in address-
ing topological shifts in labor in recent decades, is: “How will current immaterial work be 
studied, and what other ways (perhaps a ‘new science of work’, an ethno-psychoanalysis 
of work?) will be employed to document the psyche as an item that is simultaneously 
prime-matter, site, and a destination of production?”. The results of the “new science,” 
suggests the text, won’t engage in photographic superficiality by shaping retinal pictures, 
but will rather encompass the capture of senses and memory.  

O Papel da Fábrica begins with the narration of “Poder Dizer.” The text emphasizes the 
search for meaning in the relationship with work, which is materially reinforced by the 
approach of tall figure—myself, a 193-cm-tall figure—who, dressed in a white protective 
suit and safety glasses, bends over a round table and blows a layer of shimmering sand 
that covers its top. The act of blowing reveals, bit by bit, that the top of the table is a 
mirror, in which the working figure finds its own image. As the narration comes to an end, 
and before leaving the scene, a discreet drawer is pulled from beneath the table with 

O Papel da Fábrica 
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strange organic formations, which the following narration describes as stalactites found 
on the inside of a deactivated factory. 

With the beginning of “Papel,” a collaborator approaches the table and drop a handful of 
metallic thimbles over its mirror top. Symbolically, the thimbles are suggestive of the met-
al-based manufacturing past of Oliva, but as the narration will describe, they are tied to 
other branches of industry, and to my childhood memory of entire families sewing shoes 
at their home for those factories. Several other collaborators subsequently approach 
and move the stalactites from the drawer onto the table. Passersby are invited to join 
the process. In the meanwhile, the narration explains how those stalactites were found 
at a deactivated shoe-making factory—the same that outsourced the labor of sewing 
the shoes—and speculates about the difference between the two types of stalactites: it 
reports that the sturdier brownish stalactites are a result of mineral sedimentation (thus 
recording the time of factory inactivity) and that the paler stalactites are formed by the 
accumulation of wall-paint that washed through the cracks in the floor as the factories 
wall were left exposed to the elements. It is as if the spatiality of the factory, the mem-
ory of that giant workplace, shrunk into the shape and size of a paint-stalactite, the text 
observes, a physical remainder so faint that it can only handle the most delicate touch.

The placement of stalactites on the table is cue for my return to scene, this time wearing 
blue denim overalls—an aesthetic truism regarding industrial work. As the text speaks of 
memories of growing up witnessing the shifting realities of industrial labor over recent 
decades, I take a thimble with my index finger and start pressing every stalactite against 
the table, as if to distinguish the mineral stalactites (which are solid, hardly breakable) from 
the paint stalactite (which is fragile, easily crushed). The act is destructive, transformative, 
as the stalactite formation returns to grains, to powder. Simultaneously, “Papel” reflects 
about the replacement of industrial sites, of physical effort, by a typology of immaterial 
making, by the role of ideas, experiences, and communicative interactions as new the 
feedstock of a new capitalism economy. I exit the room after compacting all the stalactites; 
the narration comments that “in them [the stalactites], is all the memory of what you do 
not see when you see images of the work.”

Translated Scripts:

“Poder Dizer Que Estamos Com Trabalho É Tudo 
O Que Pedimos”—To Be Able to Say We Are with Work 

Is All We Ask.

We try to know you, Work. Compliment you for what you bring us. Your magic makes our 
sweat be seen as shimmering glitter. How much we grow with that glow! How happy it 
makes us to do, do, do, do, do…

You refuse no one—how modest—and for that reason, you can be found in any place where 
life is. You turn any space into a stage where our bodies exhibit how well trained are your 
sweet speeds and our focus. Without you, our bodies wane and attention go astray. Your 
speed lingers in our flesh, living archives of the monumental memory of this history of 
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making.  What a comfort it is to be touched by you, work!
When we do not know about you Work, our heads turn upside down and our hearts agitate 

anxiously. We do not want to be left. To be without you is to be worldless. And if you 
withdraw, we turn numb during the day and awake during the night, imagining your return, 
dreaming to have you back, to practice you, figuring out how to get you back. When we 
have you, the delight is total. Nothing lacks.

What are you, Work? You have the unique capacity to make us one. All of a sudden, we exist, 
we are alive. We run towards you, Work. We need so much help to live in these current 
times and you bring along your emotional and capital comfort, like an answered prayer. 
You give meaning to things. Everything makes sense if you are around. And that is why we 
celebrate you everywhere: in symposia, meetings, fairs, spreading your name: Wooork. 
On arrival, we share a glint in our eyes; a testimony of our shared dream.

We try to understand your complexity with words, but this task doesn’t prove easy: you are 
so complex and have so many meanings. So, everyone tries to speak about you in their 
own way, piecing together the facets to form your distinct image? We investigate the 
objects we made with you, the photos of the spaces where our production took place, 
and we close our eyes, trying to relive the smells, the sounds, and the choreographed 
gestures that became natural to our bodies. We try to unveil you, but this archaeology is 
a vain attempt, because you are as elusive as the deceiving layers of a painting, veiling 
energy and time under the surface of the image. 

We are so connected to you, Work. Totally at your mercy. But you know that. It gives you 
pleasure to be elusive—and even wicked. You tell us your plans to treat us with more 
dignity, but immediately reserve that you might leave at any point and that what matters 
is the here and the now… Yet even those empty promises make our heart pump, hyper-
ventilating, increasingly confused:       beating to your sincerity? Or to your deception?

Panic seizes us when you lose your force (or when we lose our force). The spell breaks: 
Have we lost you forever? But then you come along as if nothing had happened, with a 
renewed vitality. If we could only recover as fast as you… But how can we condemn you? 
We are so needy! We just want for you to seduce and entrance us again, for you to place 
us again inside the productive landscape. You accept so promptly our exasperated want. 
What does it matter if you estrange us from each other? What does it matter if you tame 
our explosive nature? What does it matter if our desires wane with your lulls? We will not 
apologize. No one has ever apologized for feeling love and we love you, Work—even 
if you are cruel. We need you. Don’t ever go away, Work. To be able to say we are with 
you is all we ask.

“O Papel da Fábrica”—The Role of the Factory.

The role of industry, as an economic activity, is to transform raw matter into commercial goods. 
For that, industry makes use of human force, machinery, and energy. There are anthro-
pological arguments that describe the places of industry as scenarios where the innate 
predisposition of the human is distilled and converted in productive energy. According to 
this reading, the factory is a scenario that is able to profit and to discipline at the same time.
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I grew up in a scenario like that, in a factory where millions and millions of pictures have been 
wetted and grinded until becoming a soft, grey, indistinct pulp. All images wear out in 
time, and the role of this paper factory only seemed to accelerate a process natural to 
images: forgetfulness. 

It is becoming rarer to find “skeletons” of industrial activity; spaces that recall a lot of dis-
carded photographic folios, with negative spaces marking the placement of machines, 
and makes us wonder what images are missing. I roam through abandoned industrial 
scenarios, looking for material traces and mirages of their former activity. But my questions 
turn to the present. How will the study about today’s work be carried? This type of work 
that is less and less physical, constantly moving, like the wind. We will perhaps witness the 
spectacular appearance and spreading of a new science of work. A kind of work of psy-
choanalysis that studies our psyches as a scenario that is simultaneously raw-material, site, 
and destination of production. New types of images will result from these new incursions 
into the mind. Those images will be able to go further than photographic superficiality. 
Who knows, they might even be able to capture other senses: the sensations of rhythm, 
duration, and the memory of all the steps that happen throughout an experience. They 
will no longer be images-mirage but mirror. 

I walk through the scenario of an abandoned shoe factory that was very active during my 
childhood. Its operating mode predicted already then today’s production, in which 
everything is dislocated and unstable, in which steadiness gives way to flux. In the morn-
ings, bags with soles and leather shoes were distributed in the villages around the factory. 
In multiple houses, groups of people armed with thimbles and thick tread made ends 
meet by adding the pairs of hand-stitched shoes. The scene grew throughout the day, 
with the return of children from school and of those working elsewhere. These were 
portraits of families rushing against the clocked daily collection of their labor by nightfall.
Stories like this want to unbury themselves from the factory’s walls, springing from those 
walls in order to report the minutia of the precise, insistent, vigorous fingers, and their 
delicacy, increasingly shattered by daily callouses. They become real, in the shape of 
stalactites that I found when I walked the basement floor.

Rain made its way in as soon as the metallic gate and ceiling were removed for sale. With 
each drop, the painted wall extended into the ground, crossing the concrete, stopping 
the clock in little sediments of paint. At first sights, they are indistinguishable from mineral 
stalactites. But touching them is enough to reveal the difference. They do not resist to 
touch, they pulverize. They are soft, the softest things, like the soft surfaces of skin unable 
to thicken, given the constant friction. They gather the unseen memories that escape 
sight when one sees images of work. 
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3.7 To Be Able to Say We Are With Work 
Is All We Ask

To fabricate: the process of inventing or manufacturing something. Factories: sites that 
fabricate things and subjects. The world is a factory of subjects. Where does capitalism 
find its appeal, then, considering its extractive economy and the harm that it does to 
bodies and psyches? To use a Spinozian maxim, why does one fight for servitude as 
if fighting for freedom? And why, by extension, does desire desire its own extinction? 
(Deleuze & Guattari 1983:38). The libidinal relation with capitalism, the ties between 
self-worth and work-value, are the focus of my performance O Papel da Fábrica [EN: 
The Role/Paper of the Factory] (2019). O Papel da Fábrica is divided into two parts, 
each of which is structured around the narrated texts “Poder Dizer Que Estamos Com 
Trabalho É Tudo O Que Pedimos” [EN: To Be Able to Say We Are with Work Is All We 
Ask] (subsequently referred to as “Poder Dizer”) and the homonymous “O Papel da 
Fábrica” [EN: The Role/Paper of the Factory] (subsequently referred to as “Papel” in 
order to distinguish from the performance title). In different ways, both texts explore 
what remains unseen in our relationship with work, with a special attention to the 
ongoing dematerialization of work, and how to see the abstract and immaterial as a 
type of productivity.

The first part of O Papel da Fábrica begins with the pre-recorded narration of “Poder 
Dizer,” which is read by a female voice while a man in a white lab suit—me—leans over 
a table covered with fine sand and blows the sand away to reveal the table’s mirror 
top. The second part begins when the pre-recorded narration of “Poder Dizer” kicks 
in. Soon after, I return to the scene dressed in denim overalls to enact a repetitive 
destructive gesture. The text “Poder Dizer” was inspired by Gilbert & George’s art-text 
To Be With Art Is All We Ask (1970), through which the artist duo offer an emotional 
account of their fascination for art. Similarly, “Poder Dizer” tries to translate a 
fascination for work. The text makes use of the plural form “we” in order to accentuate 
that abstract entity that is the worker. There is no description of the type of work that 
is being referred to. Such vagueness is intentional: it seeks to incite the imagination 
of passersby by not distinguishing industrious activity, time-based work, waged-work, 
and today’s increasingly cognitive work. The text begins with the phrase “We try to 
know you, Work. Flatter you for what you give us. Your magic makes our sweat be 
seen as glow. How much we grow with such glow! How happy it makes us to do, do, 
do, do, do…”. But the character Work does not reply to this call. The lack of reply is 
helpful; it emphasizes the emotional shifts in the monologue, but above all, reflects 
one’s compliance to whatever Work dictates or expects from us. This somewhat devout 
feeling is felt most fully in the plea that ends the text: “To be able to say we are with 
work is all we ask.” 

“Poder Dizer” is an interlocution, a monologue that is never broken. The voice of “we” 
remains that of a solo in its dramatic intensity, like a murmur inside your head. The 
character Work is a presence that offers nothing in return. However, the slightly 
negative sentiment doesn’t rise to resentment. Instead, this sentiment follows 
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the jolly logic of the air-dancer: doubts and complaints, frictions, quickly turn into 
forgiveness, and then into excessive positivity. “Poder Dizer” shows us work as 
mental image, as the ideation of a tamed subject, showing on how we might relate 
to that image. I wonder, did passersby listening to the performances see themselves 
in the narrated sentiment? Did they seek approval—were they wanted for their work 
value—as much as the narrating voice? That is, are they devoted to work? How does it 
affect their voices? 

Whereas “Poder Dizer” is more poetic, “Papel” is a more analytical piece of writing. In 
“Papel,” I turn to autobiographical memories of my rural-industrial upbringing and the 
exploration of factories that were once active in my childhood, which have since been 
deactivated, as research material. “Papel” is a form of ethnographic notetaking, which 
reflects upon narrated questions about the differences between the documentation 
of industrial and material modes of making and the new forms of immaterial labor. 
How to see types of work that are out of sight when what is at stake is not the material-
commodity-producing activity of traditional wage-based labor but immaterial labor?

Immaterial labor, as philosopher and activist Maurizio Lazzarato describes it, can be 
defined as a new aspect of work, which involves “the application of subjectivity, 
particularly for the purpose of activating and managing productive cooperation, 
as integral to the necessity of work” (Lazzarato 1996:134). “The application of 
subjectivity” refers here not only to the application of the faculties of the mind and 
the exercise of skill of self-management but also an employment of the subjectivity 
of one’s own experiences. This new type of production represents a new opportunity 
for the “’extraction exploitation’ of social cooperation and not… the exploitation 
connected to the industrial and temporal dimensions of labor and of valorization” 
(Negri 2015: web). 

Immaterial labor is no longer disciplinary—rather, it is self-disciplinary; we are now 
responsible for the continuous monitoring and reform of ourselves, as Deleuze puts 
it, through the transition from the disciplinary mold to self-modulation. The worker is 
no longer only a producer-consumer or a manager, but a stakeholder (Deleuze 1992). 
Today, not only are subjects involved in the production of immaterial goods, they 
are also responsible for “regulating, modulating and channelling flows, frequently 
regulating people’s access and movement via passwords/codes (especially as 
concerns access to information)” (Datta 2013:1). The technologies used to control 
these immaterial goods, and therefore to control trades and the market, are also 
technologies used to invigilate the working subject. Society as a whole becomes 
a stage for labor, replacing the site of industry. “Papel” then asks: “How will the 
study of today’s work be carried out? This type of work that is less and less physical, 
constantly moving, like the wind. We will perhaps witness the spectacular appearance 
and spreading of a new science of work. A kind of work-psychoanalysis, that studies 
our minds as a scenario that is simultaneously the raw-material, the site, and the 
destination of production.” How can immaterial work—its “objects,” its relations, its 
affects—be documented and visualized?  
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Date Venue
2017-2019 CAA Conference – New York, USA

Parse: Work – Göteborg, SE

Archive CAA conference
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/body-at-rest/;  

PARSE journal
             https://parsejournal.com/article/body-at-rest/ 

Body at Rest is an essay which focuses on the value of optimal performance and uninterrupt-
ed production in late capitalism. It was developed in different formats—textual, video, 
and performative-lecture—over the course of two years. An important aspect of Body at 
Rest is the tie between activity and visualization. What does “productive” or “active”—
and therefore work—look like? With that in mind, how can the non-visual productivity 
of immaterial work be made apparent? At stake with Body at Rest is the subjective and 
social implications of today’s atomization of time and attention, and the way in which 
subjectivity forms a new territory of post-industrial work and consumption. And how do 
these aspects reflect in the experience of art? 

The first version of Body at Rest was developed in response to the question “What happens 
when the body or text that writes or communicates the body fails in its duties to be clear, 
communicative, and convincing?”, which was posed by artist Lauren O’ Neal in the call 
for the panel Bad Bodies: Inscriptions of Fatigue, Instability and Resistance of the College 
of Art Association Conference (CAA) in 2017. Body at Rest responded to this question 
in two ways. First, it reflected on the contemporary status of the psyche, as an arena of 
intensifying interest and extraction within postindustrial capitalism; second, it speculated 
about the collateral implications that this might have for art. The essay ties hyper-produc-
tivism to “chronopathy,” a sickness of time, and a growing indistinction between work 
and life. It asks: Can art contribute to reshaping the logic of productivism that permeates 
our culture? And if so, is art really the appropriate means to do this?

Body at Rest turns to the possibilities of interrupted activity, and the study of other artists’ 
representations and actions of withdrawal of activity, non-action, or rest—in particular, 
of sleep—as critical approaches to time and relentless making. Taking a closer look into 
the reality of immaterial work as a new subjective-political composition of the working 
class, the essay asks what productivity looks like. Developed around Mladen Stilinović’s 
sleeping performances Artist at Work (1978-2015), which took place within art venues, 
and George Perec’s book A Man Asleep (1967), Body at Rest tries to articulate how the 
intensification of (new) work patterns is tied to the waning of attention and, more impor-
tantly, to the rarefication of imagination and sensitivity.

Body at Rest
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Body at Rest performative-video version

One of the arguments made in Body at Rest is the impact that patterns of consumption have 
on our ways to perceive reality. This is a question that has consequences for the economy 
of knowledge production and the dissemination of art. How are formats of distribu-
tion—and consumption—of artistic research affecting (regulating and standardizing) the 
intelligibility of the experimentation and the aesthetic element of research practice? The 
writing of Body at Rest responded to an academic conference call for papers. As I see it, 
the logic of the general examples of academic conference format—with its time-based, 
topic-based, and text-based structure—produces and maintains a divide between the 
intellectual and the artistic. One of my concerns with the distribution of Body at Rest was 
to reflect in its presentation the concern of the essay with expectations about artistic 
production. How could my presentation contribute to highlight the conference format 
as a normalizing structure of knowledge dissemination?

The presentation of Body at Rest at the CAA conference is better described as a 
performative-video essay. Inspired by the performances Mladen Stilinović’s sleeping 
performances, with my presentation I wanted to expose the underlying dynamics of spec-
tatorship, to play with the unthought expectations and assumptions of conference-con-
sumers in relation to presentation format and the presenter’s role. The presentation of 
Body at Rest was timed by the prerecorded narration of the essay and a video that shows 
photos of the artistic examples of sleep mentioned in the essay. The presentation began 
with my lip-syncing reading of the text and, when the essay suggests the critical possibil-
ities of non-action and sleep to question today’s hyper-productivism, I slowly closed my 
eyes, dropped the mic and rested upon the conference table as if having fallen into sleep. 
My action triggered, expectably, a restlessness in the room—I could feel it, I could listen 
to it—which was quickly quietened by the video’s narration. While I continued “inactive” 
throughout the remaining presentation, the audience remained at work, performing the 
work of attentiveness. As the video progresses, they too are offered (some) relief from 
such work, with the narration suggesting the closing and opening the eyes; pauses in 
their work of attentive listening.

The aim of my presentation was to play with the “serious” and competitive structure that 
is the academic conference—which aims to make the research shine, to network it, to 
network yourself, to seed your future. But more significantly, I sought to emphasize the 
challenges that artistic research confronts at the level of distribution and to experiment 
with the academic conference not only as site for research consumption but as another 
opportunity to experiment and to produce research. 
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3.8 We Want Self: The Paradoxical 
Excessive-Impervious Self of Neoliberal 

Political Imaginary 
Two hundred years ago the elites of Europe and its colonial projections ac-
cepted with open arms the end of slavery. That was only due to the fact that 
capitalism started offering an abundance of much cheaper and skilled labor: 
millions of human beings willing to give away a major chunk of their lifetime so 
that they can gain the freedom to buy things. But today, when a tragic surplus 
of workers floods European borders, in what turned into an unprecedented 
human catastrophe, it is the very engine of capitalism—human work—that, no 
matter where you look at it, is becoming unsustainable and obsolete.

 —Pedro Pinho, A Fábrica de Nada (2017)

In the postindustrial chapter of capitalism, the type of work taking place is no longer 
defined by the use of brute force but by a systematization of time that keeps the 
intellect, communication between people, and pleasure tamed under the tyranny 
of the clock. Commodities and labor time are no longer the center of exchange 
value, but the intensification of the “brain as the market,” the extraction of social 
communication, and the production of subjectivity (Berardi 2009). In postindustrial 
capitalism—which philosophers Byung-Chul Han and Franco Berardi respectively 
call “the burnout society” (Han 2012) and “semiocapitalism” (Berardi 2016)—labor 
intensifies creativity and communication, seeking to convert mental states, feelings, 
and imagination into a form of data that has become the new source of capital 
value (Berardi 2009:136). When we think about the immaterial types of work that 
characterize postindustrial capitalism, what do we see, though? Do we find artistic 
work there?

What had been previously repressed by means of industrial labor production—forms 
of sociability, creativity, flexibilization, self-management—have been progressively 
integrated within the work system. It is as if the factory is now nowhere and 
everywhere, wherever we go. It is as if in this capitalism of abstract modes of making, 
it is impossible to leave the site of work. It is as if we are leading a life to communicate 
with others, as if our knowledge(s), our sensations, our gestures—that is, ultimately, 
every dimension of our existence—has become part of what is seen as work. Our 
selves have come to coincide with work, as if our know-how and our emotional and 
cognitive competences have assumed the role previously played by machines (Scotini 
2010). Within this new economy of immaterial labor, the new great task for the self is 
the regulation of itself (Han 2015; em). According to social philosopher André Gorz: 

selling oneself extends to all aspects of life. Everything is measured 
in money. The logic of capital, of life turned into capital, takes over all 
the activities and spaces in which the production of self was originally 
supposed to flourish as the free expenditure of energy to no other end 
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than to develop human capacities to their highest degree (Gorz 2010:23). 
It is as if this new type of economy has managed to reach so deeply inside us that 

we have turned that economy inside out, making it the center of contemporary 
imagination and erasing the history of social autonomy brought about by a 
refusal to work. Berardi asks: “Why do such a large part of workers today consider 
work the most interesting part of their life… [and are] choosing to increase it?” 
(Berardi 2009:80).

In postindustrial societies, “life, as production, became a phenomenon which [in] essence 
is time itself” (Soares 2016:123; tm). Given the new proprieties of what constitutes 
postindustrial work, the difficulties of documenting the image of the collision of work 
with the self brings new challenges to picture-making. Filmmaker Harun Farocki asks: 
“if the flexibility of daily labor stole the strength of the images that helps us think 
about labor, what ‘new’ images can we find to think about flexibilization?” (Farocki 
2004:5-6). What do we then see when thinking about the new type of immaterial work 
of contemporary society? Do we see ourselves? 

Consider artist Oscar Bony’s performance La Familia Obrera [EN: The Working-Class 
Family] (1968), presented at the exhibition Experiencias 68 at Instituto Torcuato Di 
Tella (Buenos Aires, AR) (fig. 7-8). In the performance, Bony used his commission to 
pay a working-class family to sit on a plinth for eight hours. At the same time, recorded 
sounds of the family’s dwelling—the natural habitat of this species—played in the 
background as if to acclimatize the social animals on display. The payment was twice as 
much the monthly income earned by the family. Which family could afford to refuse such 
offer, to say no to a possibly undignified event? Those well-off families—likely those 
who found the display of the lower-class specimen a distant image, rather than a mirror. 
Along with the title, Bony described the payment. The economic transaction between 
artist and working-human-material was the media that allowed the performance to 
translate economic exchange as a medium of social attribution. In exchange for their 

figure 7 — Left, Oscar Bony, La Familia Obrera, (1968).  
figure 8 — Right, Oscar Bony, La Familia Obrera, (1968). 
Documentation of live installation and the public in Experiencias 68.
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“real work,” such a sanctified trinity of labor—the physical labor of the father, the 
reproductive and domestic labor of the mother, the intellectual labor of the son—
became workers of a different economy: the economy of artistic spectatorship, for 
whom the lives of that family became publicity-work. The vicissitudes of the life of this 
family were “a consciously arranged image of [a] ‘historical event’” (Quiles 2014:7), 
which sought to expose the dire economic situation of the Argentinean working class in 
a time of military dictatorship (1966-1973).

La Familia Obrera is not a performance about the flexibility of contemporary labor, and 
yet, if it were to be re-enacted in the context of today’s flexible and immaterial labor, 
what would one see? First, we need to reassess how the working class is perceived 
today. While recent decades have witnessed consistent growth in the size of the global 
labor force (Mason 2017:265; OECD 2020), public awareness of the presence of the 
working class is unevenly distributed globally. Today, in the richer countries, with the 
dislocation of working-class labor to cheaper geographies of production, the increasing 
tertiarization of work, and the reality of immaterial labor, the working class might 
start to sound like a fable from the olden days. Consequently, as classes become less 
represented in society, sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello note that class 
criticism becomes less exciting. Little by little, class debate shifted first to the theme of 
inequality and later to the theme of exclusion. Boltanski and Chiapello ask: “What is the 
impact of this blurring of social identities?” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2007:329). 

Re-enacted today, La Familia Obrera would likely be paired with feminist artistic 
interventions of care in public space through processes of critical and political 
intervention in the social sphere—of which American artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s 
1973 “maintenance art” series is likely the most emblematic example. Read through 
today’s flexible labor and the absence of cohesive social class identities, La Familia 
Obrera would most likely need to be retitled Family on a Zero Hours’ Contract, thus 
alluding to the precarity of contemporary forms of labor, and the loss of rights and 
quality of work furthered by neoliberal politics. Or perhaps Working Family Brings Work 
Home or even Work for Dinner might be accurate, in light of the inescapability of work 
today, capturing the indistinction between the sites of work and of leisure. Adjustments 
in the title would update the critical potency of the performance to describe what we 
see as work today. However, the economy of spectatorship that the performance takes 
place in remains unchanged. Does the public work of this family, which is similar to the 
ways that the worker is perceived by the cultured citizen in The Dziga Vertov Group’s 
Tout Va Bien (1972), confirm the expectations of passersby about their condition? Is this 
performance satisfying the desire of (cultured) passersby to consume “real” pictures? 
Doesn’t the passersby’s gaze mirror the surveillance of the industrial manager?

Artist Mladen Stilinović was particularly interested in these problems, although rather than 
a working class subject, he put his own work as a (performing) artist at the center of 
the discussion of what can be seen as work in today’s market-based society. Between 
1978 and 2015, Stilinović developed a series of performances for museums titled 
Artist at Work. Under the suggestion of being-at-work, passersby would find him 
sleeping or resting in the exhibition space—both physically within the gallery, but 
also in the photographic documentation shown on its walls. Artist at Work offers a 
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critique of the role of the exhibition format in the production of subjectivation. For 
Stilinović, the art exhibition relies on transactions of production and spectatorship, 
on expectations that the result of the artist’s production process will be seen, and 
conceptions of the spectator as a subject who prefers to consume rather than to be 
a worker/producer (Stilinović 1988 w/p). For the passersby of Artist at Work, what is 
the work of the artist supposed to look like? For Stilinović, the identity of the artist 
exemplifies the impossibility of interruption with respect to production—the artist is 
always at work and therefore one’s persona is the work that Stilinović chooses to put on 
display. The difficulty of making a distinction between life and labor is a condition of the 
contemporary time-based economy. Stilinović, you, me, and everyone else, could be 
the subjects of that performance. 

Twenty-first-century society is no longer a disciplinary society, but rather 
an achievement society [Leistungsgesellschaft]. Also, its inhabitants are 
no longer “obedience-subjects” but “achievement-subjects.” They are 
entrepreneurs of themselves. The walls of disciplinary institutions, which 
separate the normal from the abnormal, have come to seem archaic.

—Byung-Chul Han, The Burnout Society (2015).

If it is possible to govern through satisfaction, why risking creating uprisings by 
insisting on the use of discipline? Instead of being overworked by machines, in the 
postindustrial society, the individual is the satisfied machine that overworks itself. Just 
living, says philosopher Remo Bodei, is not enough. The meaning of life is now “based 
on the continuous invention of oneself and the improvement of all aspects of life, ‘not 
only the house and the garden, but also career, food, clothing, sex life, our face, our 
mind and our body’” (Bodei 2014:251). The value of life that the “entrepreneurial 
self” seeks is not shaped by a curiosity to further interiority—that ethics of existence 
as an aesthetic practice that Foucault described in terms of a “technology of the self” 
(Foucault 1988)—but is mired, in a late-capitalist lifestyle, in consumption. 

What do we want? We want happiness! Happiness, in the form of the satisfaction 
of consumption, is the biggest concern of contemporary capitalism. In order to 
have that happiness (in order to consume), we must be ready to invest our lives. 
According to philosopher Alain Badiou, in order to preserve the harmony of 
satisfaction—that “mode of existence for the market” (Pelbart 2014), which is 
experienced as a sense of freedom and independence—existence must avoid any 
friction or threats (Badiou 2015). 

While leaving the factory offered a clear separation between work and leisure, with 
self-production at the center of immaterial work, thinking through this divide is no 
longer useful. With the self at the center of what is produced and consumed, can a 
time outside production still be found, though? This shift clearly represents more 
than an “end of inactivity.” While the factory was once a structure of power that 
produced enclosures in order “to concentrate; to distribute in space; to order in time; 
to compose a productive force within the dimension of space-time whose effect will 
be greater than the sum of its component forces” (Deleuze 1992:3), the parameters of 
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power in today’s society-as-factory, according to Deleuze, are no longer involved in the 
production of enclosures, be they physical or conceptual, but are rather caught up in a 
sense that one is never finished with anything (Deleuze 1992:5). 

In the book 24/7 Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (2013), visual culture theoretician 
Jonathan Crary explains that the military is conducting research on sleeplessness in 
order to overcome the adverse cognitive and physic shortfalls that the deprivation of 
rest represents for the human. According to Crary, because war-related innovations 
are inevitably assimilated into a broader social sphere post-war, research on 
sleeplessness will similarly have a broader social impact. The drugs developed for the 
sleepless soldier will be a forerunner for a sleepless worker and consumer, enabling 
a closer integration into the 24/7 infrastructure of continuous work and consumption 
on the global market (Crary 2013:3-4). If the activity of the late-capitalist self is 
indistinguishable from labor, where does work stop and “off-work” begin? What critical 
possibilities can art offer, in questioning the acceleration of “24/7,” though, given that 
art is not external to expectations about production and consumption? How does this 
indistinction affect how art is perceived? Is art read as work or as “leisure” (Powers 
2010: video) ? Throughout the different phases of capitalism, the capture of time has 
remained a key interest of capitalist extraction. Within postindustrial society and in the 
face of increasingly immaterial labor, uninterrupted activity becomes a synonym of life. 
Personal and social identities form around productivity and scarcity of time. Lack of 
time is a crisis of the subject. If a contemporary version of Chronique d’un Été were to 
be made, instead of asking the passersby if they were happy, one would have to ask 
instead if they have time to be happy.

These concerns led to my project Body at Rest (2017), a performative video-essay 
that was presented in the panel Bad Bodies: Inscriptions of Fatigue, Instability and 
Resistance at the College of Arts Association conference (CAA). Body at Rest collects 
examples of artists who use representations and performances of sleep—special 
attention is given to Stilinović’s sleeping performances at art venues—in order to 
problematize today’s subjectivity-as-work. Through it, I ask how inactivity is able to 
expose the consequences of the “end of inactivity” in contemporary society as a form 
of “chronopathy,” a pathology of time. How, the project asks, can (my) artistic research 
help reveal how this intensification of time and of work reflect in patterns of artistic 
production and dissemination? 

The presentation of Body at Rest at the CAA began with a video and a pre-recorded 
text (which I lip-synched) that kicked-off with the question “What is a worker?”. Soon 
after, I simulated falling asleep on the presenter’s table. My withdrawal from activity—
here, the dissemination of knowledge—sought to establish a parallel between the 
examples in my video essay and my own act. But it also stressed—literally enervating—
expectations around spectatorship in relation to knowledge distribution in the arts, 
and in particular, the standardization of time and formats effected by the conference 
layout. Restlessness took over the room: nervousness from the audience (graspable 
in the rustling sounds in the room); nervousness from the sleeping presenter (my 
heartrate raced with the experiment). But who knows? The audience’s reaction might 
also have been related to surprise. Perhaps the motion in the room was curious heads 
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looking for a surprise. Perhaps none of this uneasiness took place. Perhaps it was just a 
sensation within my rest. Perhaps it was just my own restlessness in relation to testing 
the expectations that surround performance. 

What room is there for the less translatable aspects of artistic experience—sensation, 
those things that are elusive, not-known, not here yet… —within the overly 
determined dissemination platform that is the conference? What place is there for 
inefficient workers, for those artists for whom wordily communication is not their 
primary material? How does the conference, as a site of communicative production, 
support or act in complicity with the exclusion of those artists? Instead, and to borrow 
the title of the conference panel Bad Bodies: Inscriptions of Fatigue, Instability and 
Resistance, how can “bad bodies”—bodies that endure the normative structures of 
productivity and the widespread chronopathy of contemporary society—enable new 
critical entries departing from such a bad place? Latent throughout this document 
is the question of what new avenues can exist in “ways of being and knowing that 
do not fit the conventional understandings of success?” (Halberstam 2011:2). This 
touches upon a chief concern of this inquiry—namely, how life, in its already existing 
commotion, constitutes a site for artistic experimentation—and raises another 
question: Can (my) artistic research, with its interest in other possibilities of knowing 
and productive difference, and the hesitant and vague aspects of aesthetic reason, 
dodge the capitalist subsumption of time? 

With these questions in mind, I turn to another artistic example in Body at Rest. In the 
book A Man Asleep (1967), writer George Perec tells the story of an adult student 
who reacts to the project of an all-encompassing society that assimilates the intensity 
of the struggles in culture by progressively integrating those into its system, and in 
this way making those who were once excluded from the system defend it (Perec 
2011; Marcuse 2005). Anticipating his entrainment in the sleepy collective soul, in 
this state of immunization—or rather, a State as a project of immunization (Esposito 
2009)—the student decides to withdraw from the social world and confine himself 
to his bedroom, progressively reducing his daily actions to a minimum. It is as if the 
student is testing the possibilities of his indifference to a society where everything is 
predetermined—his indifference to indifference. In his place, the student believes 
(the narrator’s voice explains) there will be “someone else, your twin, a ghostly, 
conscientious double... performing in your seat, one by one, the actions you have 
eschewed” (Perec 2011:138). This storyline rhymes with past literature, when the 
writer Herman Melville tells the story of Bartleby, the Scrivener (1853), a Wall Street 
scrivener who creates a mess by replying to any request with “I would prefer not to.” 
Through today’s lens, it’s difficult not to read both of these examples of  “withdrawal 
as resistance”, in line of clinical depression. To borrow Han’s reflection about Bartleby, 
the withdrawal described here has nothing to do with the feeling of inadequacy and 
inferiority or anguish in the face of failure, the traits of constant self-accusation and 
self-aggression that characterize the type of depression prevalent in the contemporary 
“burn-out society” (Han 2012:33). Instead, and to return to Malabou, those are traits 
of a pathological form of indifference, a loss of wonder, a loss of touch with feeling, 
a loss of vulnerability to the other, a shutting off that  echoes in the Neoliberal-Teflon 
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imperviousness—that thickened subjectivity that interacts with the world exclusively 
on the premise of sameness and the refusal of risky alterity, an impermeable 
subjectivity (Ferraz 2013; 2018).

In the closing of A Man Asleep, Perec ties indifference to fear, rather than to resistance: 
you have learnt nothing, except that solitude teaches you nothing, except 
that indifference teaches you nothing. …You were alone and that is all there 
is to it and you wanted to protect yourself. …Indifference is futile. It really 
does not matter whether you wish or you do not wish. …But your refusal 
is futile. Your neutrality is meaningless. Your inertia is just as vain as your 
anger. …Indifference has not made you any different. You are not dead. You 
have not gone mad. … You are no longer the inaccessible, the limpid, the 
transparent one. You are afraid, you are waiting (Perec 2011:219-22). 

Something needs to happen to tear us from our powerlessness and indifferent existence, 
says Garcés (Garcés 2008). Is artistic research the appropriate site for such reactivation? 
Garcés suggests that in order to shake this systemic indifference, it is necessary to 
acquire an “affected body”—both in the sense of something sensible and something 
damaged—“if consciousness only leads to individual judgement as to the evidence of 
the word (world), affectability/affection opens up a common field of experience and … 
another horizon of expectations where we do not know exactly what we are capable of” 
(ibid., w/p, tm). Suggested here is the chance to shake indifference off by producing a 
shift from consciousness to affection; a shift that moves the focus from mind to body, 
that “brings the duality [of Critique] light/darkness to the ambivalence of vulnerability” 
(ibid., w/p, em). Vulnerability is intertwined with the capacity to be affected. In this 
sense, “to be affected,” to be vulnerable, is not a disadvantageous standpoint, but 
a necessary potential to collective power (Halberstam 2011). This understanding of 
vulnerability is not defined by powerlessness, but by the revelation of the impossibility 
of being an individual without affectability, the understanding of the individual as 
a nexus of relationality. 
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Date Venue
May 26, 2019 Flatland – Chicago, USA 

Curator
Chris Reeves  

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/ 

Fabrica was an exhibition that I co-developed with artist Kristin Abhalter-Smith around our 
shared interest on the inflatable air-dancer. Our collaboration was made possible by 
curator and art historian Christopher Reeves, who initiated the development of a project 
for the artist-run space Flatland (Chicago, USA), which he founded in late 2018 with 
Curtis Miller, inside of the Central Manufacturing District (CMD) in Chicago, a 265-acre 
deactivated industrial complex built in 1905 as the first planned office park in the USA. 

As a cultural artefact, what does the air-dancer signal about today’s culture? Abhalter-Smith 
and my interest in the air-dancer was as much symbolic as it is material or artistic: the 
dynamism of its anthropomorphic form, the random flow of movement, the delicate yet 
sturdy fabrics, and the soundscape that resulted from the fans and the flapping of the 
air-dancer. From my part, in Fabrica I saw the possibility of overlapping two images: a 
deactivated site of work (CMD), an image of the shifting history of capitalist work, and 
the frenzied and elated air-dancer, a metaphorical image for today’s idealized, hyper-pro-
ductive, and positive subject. 

Entering the Factory

From an early stage, Abhalter-Smith and I decided that our intervention would leave Flatland 
and dialogue with the Central Manufacturing District. The building is a dirty, cold, unsafe, 
and noisy site now stripped down to basic architectural framing. Only the smallest part 
of CMD hosts small industries, 120 in total, which are low-staff, low-profit, or non-profit, 
some of which are creative businesses or artist studios such as Flatland. Within this in-
dustrial colossus, art has no special status.

The CMD is mostly vacant and only a few sections are open to circulation. Abhalter-Smith 
and I studied the CMD through photographic documentation, mapping sites for our 
possible intervention. Fortuitously, on our first days on site all areas of the compound had 
been unlocked. In one of those areas, I found a number of traces that related to workers’ 
organization and that gave some insight into the local “spirit of work,” which I would later 
incorporate as part of Fabrica. We were chasing the spirit of past activity, and yet, those 
findings spoke strongly about our contemporary working ethos.

Fabrica (with artist Kristin Abhalter-Smith)
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Central Manufacturing District. May 2019 (field documentation).

“Spiegel Spirit” campaign; date undetermined. 
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Detail of the “Spiegel Spirit” poster. 

The first of those findings was a brightly coloured poster—that outdid its faded surrounds—
taped against a massive iron door. The header of the poster reads “Show Your Spirit,” a 
slogan that floats above an abstract, human-like, hopping figure that has been crudely 
scratched out. The poster is a trace of the presence of Spiegel—one of the largest direct 
marketing and catalogue companies in the USA—at CMD. Spiegel, which was founded 
in 1865, suffered repeated economic falloffs and did not survive the new millennium. 
The poster is telling of the shifts in the language of work. The positive and encouraging 
emphasis of the poster makes me think about the turn of postindustrial work to self-man-
agement and self-sufficiency:

“Show your spirit.

It’s here! The Spiegel spirit employee Recognition Program you’ve been waiting for!
Show your Spiegel Spirit: outstanding work performance, customer service, productivity, 

innovate or cost-saving suggestions, project team involvement or community service. 

And be recognized!”
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Was the worker rewarded (financially or otherwise) or simply recognized, appreciated? What 
shapes such appreciation and makes it worth working for? Validation—in the poster, 
expressed in the phrase “and be recognized”—speaks of a longing to belong, to be 
seen; this plays a key role in the emotional strategy of post-industrial capitalism and the 
emergence of a contemporary work transvestite: the collaborator. 

Two other findings reflected workers’ organisation through trade unionism, suggesting the 
possibility of this part of the building not being a work room, but a room for the work-
ers—which would explain the concurrent narratives competing for the workers’ attention.

Vinyl letters saying “Our Motto: Esprit de Corps” were stuck to the far wall of this room. The 
French expression Esprit de Corps translates to English as “group spirit.” The aphorism 
is one of the fourteen principles of management that Henri Fayol defined in 1916 as the 
steps that an organization must take in order to maintain group cohesion. Underlying 
this principle is the belief that dividing competition is a clever tactic, but dividing a team 
is a serious mistake. An Esprit de Corps is a shared feeling of camaraderie, enthusiasm, 
or devotion to a common cause among members of a group (Eyre 2010: w/p). Isn’t en-
thusiasm the common cause of postindustrial capitalism? 

“Esprit de corps”. 

“Union News.” 
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The third finding is undeniably connected to trade unionism: a noticeboard with the header 
“Union News” in a red font, in which someone had written:

“Shit.
No work.

Spiegel s
Goes
On strike
Jan 1, 1989”

In marker pen, someone had drawn clock arms and the numbers 10 and 6—a demand for 
8-hour work shifts?—and left an x-form cut across the corkboard. Aesthetically speaking,
those marks and the writing form a corps exquisite, a poetry about the reality of work.
These traces also allow us to speculate about the emotional landscape of this working en-
vironment. Take notice of the date of the strike—Jan 1, 1989: How must it have felt to strike 
on the first day of the year? Did the strike begin with the countdown to a new beginning?  

I proposed to Abhalter-Smith that we include these findings in our project. In order to make 
them accessible, the exhibition layout would expand from Flatland to the area of the 
building where they were found—which suited our initial plan to dialogue with the CMD. 
However, this plan would not hold. Our (unauthorized) movement within the compound 
might have raised safety concerns, and in the subsequent days, the metal gates between 
the sections of the building had been rolled down again. Spatially restricted, we turned 
to the photographic documentation of those findings, aware that this solution, rather 
than an encounter with the site, would likely come across as a sort of ethnographic artistic 
attitude: extractive and distanced. 

Fabrica in the Flatland
Fabrica was scheduled for the May 26, 2019. Coincidently, this date coincides with a grue-

some event in the history of USA’s trade union: The Little Steel Strike. May 26, 1937, was 
the deadline set for steel companies to sign agreements with worker’s unions or face 
strikes, and the date is now remembered for the killing of a number of sympathizers of 
the strike by the Chicago Police Department. The Memorial Day Massacre of 1937 is now 
celebrated on May 27. 

Fabrica created a dialogue between Flatland—a 23-square-meter art venue built of drywall, 
like most small businesses at CMD, and located on the second floor of Building G—and 
the remaining industrial complex. Despite its industrial placement, the inner white walls 
of Flatland automatically trigger the abstract machine of art in passersby who are familiar 
to exhibition sites. One might easily overlook being inside an industrial complex if the 
columns didn’t extend beyond the edge of the drywalls or the noise of adjacent busi-
nesses wasn’t present. Abhalter-Smith and I wanted to avoid replaying the fate of the 
artistic site as modality of abstraction and erasure, and therefore planned the project to 
be perambulatory, which was set as a criterion of our intervention.
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The layout of Fabrica consisted of newly made inflatable sculptures by Abhalter-Smith—
including one she had made based on the measurements of my 193-cm body. Her idea 
came after I shared with her my intention to dress-up as an air-dancer for the occasion 
of my PhD disputation—a text-narration piece that I’ve developed in order to dialogue 
with her sculptures and the site, and the photo documentation of our earlier mentioned 
findings in the CMD. The exhibition stretched across the CMD, between Flatland on 
the 3rd floor and a large vacant room on the 4th floor. Inside Flatland, one could find 
a human-shaped inflatable sculpture moving frantically and noisily, and a non-inflated 
costume (based on my body measurements) that attendees could wear. Next to it, there 
were headphones to listen the narration-text “I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer.” In the 
wall closest near the exit the photographic documentation of our incursion into the CMD 
were shown. Fabrica expanded to other locations on the 3rd and 4th floor of the CMD 
too. With the help of a map, passersby were led to the place where Abhalter-Smith had 
placed a non-human shaped sculpture wiggling to the sound of my narration-text, “To 
Be Able to Say We Are with Work Is All We Ask.”

Voices of Work
The narration texts “I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer” (2019) and “To Be Able to Say We 

Are with Work Is All We Ask” (2019) speak about work and the relationship that subjects 
have with productivity. Both texts contribute to seeing the air-dancer as an image of the 
self-sufficient, tireless, joyful idealized subject of today’s functionalist and competitive 
society. This is straightforward in “I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer,” which is a form 
of “autopathography” and a confession of my own expectations and disappointments 
in relation to productivity, which opens with the line: “If I could only be as relentless as 
the air-dancer, living to the beat of my endless making, a dance of unending energy, 
unending enthusiasm, unending happiness.” More than myself, this “I” stands for a 
general, ideological, anxious relationship with work. That sense of inner dialogue is ac-
centuated by the use of noise-cancelling headphones to listen to the narration—which 
were necessary to block out the sound of the fan animating the inflatable sculpture that 
Abhalter-Smith had placed inside Flatland. Next to the headphones hung a wearable suit 
based on the measurements of my tall body. At Flatland, passers-by often tried the suit 
while listening to the narration, gazing, and often mimicking, the flapping movements of 
the air-dancer. When this would happen, the exchange between the two artists and the 
dialogue between our pieces reached a very meaningful unity. 

“To Be Able to Say We Are with Work Is All We Ask” is the English translation of the text/
narration “Poder Dizer Que Estamos Com Trabalho É Tudo O Que Queremos,” which I 
wrote for the performance O Papel da Fábrica [EN: The role/paper of the factory] (2019). 
The narration was installed on the 4th floor of CMD, in a corridor that led to a vacant 
room where Abhalter-Smith had placed a column-like inflatable sculpture. The distance 
between my narration and her sculpture in the room was visually and sonically strategic. 
The sound of the fans lifting the inflatable did not compete with the narration, and the 
physical distance between the two reinforced the contrast between human voice and the 
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sinuous yet mechanical inflatable. The human voice fades as one approaches the waving 
inflatable and the loud sound of the fan; machinic sounds act as a token of absent workers 
and their working tools.
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3.9 The Cost of Positivity: 
Deflating the Air-Dancer

The air-dancer dances alone, not caring about its surroundings. The air-dancer meets 
no delays, no disturbance; it is in full control and in command of a never-ending 
smile. In this study, it is late capitalism’s Teflon-archetype of subjectivity. As model 
for this research to visualize today’s capitalist modes of subjectivation, what does 
the air-dancer offer to the perception of our condition? What does it offer me, a 
subject equally eager to participate in the accelerated world of artistic production 
and consumption, a subject that keeps being smashed by the pace of today’s life, 
and yet, who deeply wants to be able to keep-up with the endless dance? In the text 
“I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer,” I wrote:

I wanted to be like the air-dancer. If I could only be as relentless as the 
air-dancer, living to the beat of my endless making, a dance of unending 
energy, unending enthusiasm, unending happiness. I would feel so 
light inside, grounded by the uplifting making of making, the making 
of making, the making of making… Oh, how liberating it would all feel: 
never exhausted, never self-doubtful, only dancing to dreams. If only I 
could be like those tireless, determined inflatable bodies; [able] to figure 
out how to find excitement [despite] effort; to [do with] ease [like they 
do] all things! How light those bodies seem to be! How remarkable is that 
endless energy! (Alves 2019 [revised 2020]).

The text was written for Fabrica (2019), a joint artistic project developed with sculptor 
Kristin Abhalter-Smith. This artistic partnership was curated by Chris Reeves, who 
saw our shared interest in the air-dancer as a cultural and aesthetic artefact as the 
pretext for an artistic dialogue. The outcome of this (long-distance) exchange was 
presented at the artist-run-space Flatland (Chicago, USA), a venue located inside the 
Central Manufacturing District (CMD), a deactivated industrial complex built in 1905, 
which stood as the first office park in the USA. Abhalter-Smith and I decided that our 
intervention would expand beyond the walls of Flatland and engage with the industrial 
compound where it is located. For me this interaction was particularly relevant because 
of my aesthetic predilection for former sites of work. Earlier in the process, Abhalter-
Smith outlined that she would make several inflatable sculptures. I would produce 
texts in the narration form to be placed along with the air-dancers across the CMD. The 
text “I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer” is one of those narration pieces. 

As the pronoun suggests, “I Wanted to Be Like the Air-Dancer” is a self-reflective piece. 
Comparing myself with the air-dancer, the text is a poetic examination of my own 
expectations, but even more so my shortcomings, in relation to productivity: it is an 
autopathography. That desire opens the text: “If I could only be as relentless as the 
air-dancer, living to the beat of my endless making, a dance of unending energy, 
unending enthusiasm, unending happiness,” I write. My lamenting self tells of its 
(broken) expectations, the unachievable goals one sets that lead to disappointment. 
The degree of failure is such that the tragedy takes on a slightly amusing tone. The 
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text tries to capture some traits of contemporary selfhood, wherein our sense of worth 
is constantly undermined and determined by “competition at the core of the daily 
business of life” (Berardi 2018:136). 

Oh air-dancer, we look so much alike if put side-by-side. But you wiggle while I wane: 
unarticulated, misfit, messy inside, clumsy outside. Both our feet need a ground, but 
mine stick to the ground of the possible, without choice, [while] yours are an excuse for 
a lift-off, a propelling point, over which you bloom [with the same ease as when] you 
fade. Unlike me, your inner wind does not have a weight, your energy does not burden 
(Alves 2019 [revised 2020]).

Fabrica does not offer any answers to the dismay of this I. In fact, rather than increasing 
the heaviness concerning the I, the playful, ghostly, hollow, and sonically dominating 
presence of Abhalter-Smiths’ inflatables smooths it. The sound of the fans feeding 
the inflatables, the flapping of their loose edges, harmonizes and contrasts with the 
ethereal soundscape monologue. It’s as if those concerns were fantasies of another 
world and not of this world. But they are of this world. 

The edges of the inflatables get dirty from touching the industrial backdrop. The 
desolation of the real takes over its spotlessness. The loudness of the fans and the 
screaming speakers will quickly wither anyone’s patience and delight. Only then can 
the lament of the I be properly “felt.” The listening passersby and the inflatable find 
each other exposed in the colossal emptiness of the CMD. 

The air dancer stands alone in the landscape, a lusty image, like a 
cactus in the desert’s horizon, defended by the tossing of thorny 
body parts, warning that it wishes to make no kin, but to be 
contemplated at a distance in its full joy. What goes on in its mind? 
What emotions are documented in this inflated hollow body? The 
air-dancer returns no answer to these questions, only a constant 
smile. I am left self-consciously solo. The air dancer dances solo 
without distraction (Alves 2019 [revised 2020]). 

Only then does the monologue have a proper chance to be felt, amplified not in volume, 
but in desolation, in disenchantment. The speaking I wants to be like the air-dancer, 
not to be perceived as “a liability and economic disadvantage in the society of 
all-encompassing competition” (Berardi 2018:139). No; it wants to be seen from 
afar, and already there understood as jolly. But what runs inside, wonders the I? The 
air-dancer gives no reply. That landscape of no replies mirrors our increasingly noisy 
and yet non-dialogical world. It’s not a world muted of words only, but of touch and 
tact, of affectability to the encounter, of the humanization of difference. It’s a world 
in which the I is self-consciously solo, not a nexus of relationality; this is a world, as 
Berardi puts it, in which otherness is a liability, in which empathy and the suffering of 
others is “irrelevant from the point of view of the economic actor… mors tua vita mea 
(your death, my life)” (Berardi 2018:139). The unending horizons of existence, in our 
Neoliberal-Teflon world, can only see the silhouette of the air-dancer, a beautifully 
scored solo; smooth, undisturbed, familiar.  
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Kristin, 
I recall you describing air-dancers as journey companions through the Midwestern 

landscape, popping up to wave at our passage. 
They shake everything without breaking a thing and we break everything until we turn 
motionless. The true power of the tireless dance of the air-dancer that does not tire 
and does not shatter lies in its smile. We smile with its smile, as we do when babies 
smile, as if that reflex was written in our DNA; as if our desire to be like it was engrained 
in our destiny. 

In Portuguese air-dancer was translated as ‘manga louca’ - crazy sleeve. It is as 
if the history of things crept through language, here, as a warning. I see this ‘crazy 
sleeve’ as a twisted mirror of what we shall never attain: a body that never tires, self-
sufficient, that accepts every command, smiling; a perfect, flawless, ready and eager 
performer; a stunning ‘showcase subjectivity’ that I criticise and envy.   

I tell you that I want to document this contradiction, the roots of this projection, 
listening to my own desire to become, and the shame of failing to become an air-
dancer, in order to understand labour as what defines my default mental model.

Professional defect: schooled to think about pictures and the projections made 
onto them, I often forget hands as a method that form other readings. I imagine you 
as a pietá, with the fabrics bent over your lap, sewing air-dancer skins. Fingers groping 
and tending those deflated bodies onto which, with contempt, I project the defeat 
brought by the pressure to perform. But you sense bodies that can be cared for, 
bodies waiting for the breath of life. 

You say that the tragic duality of the air-dancer attracts you. That whenever you 
encounter them ‘in the wild’, you find yourself laughing and crying at the same time, 
since their inane comedy seems to enhance the sad nature of their surroundings. 
They mirror the human shape and the human comedy. I think this is why you make 
them: to capture in them the invisible sense of life, allowing them to rise up by a 
thread, by an on/off button. You do this so that one can see them not as a totem of 
the perfect performer, but as a sincere exposition of what vulnerability is: dancing 
on a thread smiling.   

For you, their movement embodies and emits a range of emotions that we intuit as 
our own. The material becomes a tool for an emotional journey. Your words move me.  
Carried by them, I think about methods for a pedagogy of affectivity, a lookout to affect 
and being affected by others. You make this literal by making an air-dancer that remains 

Production Chains;
an email exchange between myself   
and Kristin Abhalter Smith after our collaboration.
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as a deflated skin that the passers-by can wear in our exhibition. What they ignore is 
that you took the measurements of my body to make that air-dancer. This deflated skin, 
deflated body, mirrors my deflated success to become a perfect performer. I wanted to 
be as exuberant, as potent, as light as the air-dancer. And you sketched and sewed an 
exuberant skin, so potent, so light, for me and for others to wear.

I told you that I wanted to dress up as air-dancer for my PhD defence. It would 
be like a parasitical act. I wanted to replace the wind of production that animate 
this archetype of perfect performance with my imperfect, grumpy, anxious, needy, 
dumb, disorganised, inconvenient, out of place, brute, unimaginative, memory-less, 
windless subjectivity. I do not cope well with moments of public performance. I fear 
examinations. I fear the accusation that I do not belong, that I have not tried hard 
enough. I will be vulnerable to that pressure to perform. And so, I will wear the air-
dancer as a shield, smiling out, hollow in, caring for the memory of your fingers caught 
in the fabric. I will embody the criticism of the ideology of performance in what might 
be the greatest moment of performed criticism of my career. 

I no longer recall why we decided to call our exhibition Fabrica. Fabrica — which 
in Spanish refers to the site of production; which in Portuguese refers to the act of 
production — reads as an incomplete English word: fabricate?

I arrived to CMD a couple of days before you did. This gave me enough time 
to roam the broken industrial giant with my silences, hunger for traces not only of 
labour — as industrial archaeology often does — but traces of the workers; of their 
singularity beyond function. It’s very hard to ignore presence once you experience 
it. Who scratched the dancing figure in the poster saying “show your spirit”?; who 
did the writings on the cork panel (“no work, shit, Spiegel goes on strike January 
1st 1989”), and who made the x-shaped cut over these words?; what impact did the 
strike taking place on the first day of the year have?; who found reconciliation in the 
motto ‘corps de esprit’ on the wall? I am thrilled to find the torn poster, the cuts in the 
“Union News” corkboard and the sentence ‘corps de esprit’ that survived on the wall. 
These traces were brought to the exhibition and we spread my narrations and your 
air-dancers in the factory space. 

Once you described the air-dancers as characters in a visual opera staged in 
the open. Their presence becomes an entertaining parody when placed inside the 
deserted factory. But the power of what we did is bigger than making this normally 
inaccessible site available to visit. It lives in the rendition of months of dialogue in 
one afternoon, the power existing in the small gestures of sewing, finding the right 
placements for our pieces, costume try-ons, raising presence with voice, exploring the 
(literal) debris of capitalist production in Chicago… how much of that micro are the 
passers-by able to feel? Would they feel the tension that I had been feeling?

Production chains, and the chains of production, are endless. At a certain point I 
began fearing you would not stop making or improving new air-dancers to populate 
the factory. You didn’t. I needed you to stop, because I am looking for ways to halt the 
mindset that ties artistic worth with more, more, more. Not only artistic worth. Your 
uninterruptible production embodied what my narrations sought to describe: the joy 
of work and the endless capacity to perform it as a mental model embodied in the 
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air-dancer. Work is invincible. I envied how you surrendered to making without looking 
at costs; I envied your energy; I envied that trait of resolute artist truly immersed in the 
pleasure of creation. 

I didn’t expect Fabrica would reproduce the tragic duality the air-dancer 
embodies. Nor did I expect to be ‘moved by my own research’; that it would cause 
me so much commotion. My commotion came from the frustration or the failure to 
persuade you to stop. It was as if such relentless making proved the inefficiency of the 
critical insight my research tries to reach, as a pedagogy that fails to persuade. 

I see myself as a carer, and sensing your increasing tiredness alarmed and 
annoyed me. How much pleasure can survive an exhausting beat?; How many times 
have I brought myself to the same state... I saw your energy disappearing in direct 
proportion to the entrance of more air-dancers in the factory. It was then clear that we 
were living a prophecy. That the ‘body’ of my narration no longer was a metaphorical 
body, but the tired body of the artist, the body bewitched by work, unable to shake it 
off, the body that wants more.

So much goes unnoticed (and is wasted) by the exhibition apparatus. I wonder 
if we should have stopped or if we should have made these concerns explicitly part 
of our exhibition. I can’t tell what would be more beneficial. Would it have helped us 
and the passers-by to change how we perceive the air-dancers, the narrations and the 
factory in relation to ourselves? Would that exposure help us defamiliarize our role as 
enactors of research to objects of research? Would these emerging affects teach us 
about what we really make when we work? 

Remember how I have told you I would like to document the whole process, 
something that I would likely include as part of my dissertation? Perhaps a booklet, 
compiling the invitation Chris Reeves made us, the dialogue we wrote for the 
invitation, our early sketches for the exhibition and its documentation… But now I feel 
this would only feed artistic research as a production system that capitalises on the 
documentation and communication of art. And for me the documentation of these 
concerns still lingers in my body, in those things left unspoken, and in the openness 
of this epistolary attempt. This letter is not trying to communicate art, but those 
unspoken sensations.

I write to you carving a place for you. It has been designed for your ear, it calls for 
your voice, it asks for your heart. For me, this interlocution only extends our process of 
“co-motion”. As mentioned earlier in this letter, production chains are endless, and so, 
here we are. 

André
emailed January 2020
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Dear air-dancer brother A —
I recall admitting to my affection for air dancers and doing so with a bit of 

embarrassment, as they are to me symbols of mediocrity, banality, and tragically 
distant from cultural advancement while also being so damn foolish and entertaining. I 
find it compelling that you identify so much with them as tireless, permanently-smiling 
creatures. I suppose I tend to think more about their audience and their masters. They 
are still objects to me that are not really doing anything, or taking the place of any real 
job or action. Maybe it is true that they take over the job of the guy in the goofy suit 
holding a sign, but that guy in the suit is not the owner of the company, and the guy in 
the goofy suit probably doesn’t have a direct relationship with any one in the company 
who actually sees a profit. The guy in the goofy suit is a result of a hierarchical structure 
that justifies actions in the performance of corporate capitalism at the expense of pride 
for all involved, including the audience. The air dancer stands in place of the guy in the 
goofy suit and it is true that we don’t have to feed the air dancer and it smiles more 
and takes fewer smoke breaks — but the machine is still dependent on the electricity. It 
is dependent on someone to drag it out to the sidewalk in the morning when the doors 
open, and pull it inside when it is raining. It is more reliable than the guy in the suit, 
but it is not altogether tireless. It cannot work if there is a power outage and it shows 
the signs of wear and tear from wind and exhaust fumes. It is performing through its 
fatigue, yet it cannot successfully overcome its fatigue. No one wants to buy the same 
air dancer again. It is going to continue to be pulled out to the sidewalk until the fan 
dies and then they get a different one that comes with the fan. The air dancer skin will 
continue to be abused as long as there is blowing air. No one cares about the fate of 
the air dancer, nor will they miss it when one of a different color replaces it, or one with 
four arms or a slightly curvier grin. The smile is one of its charms, yet there are other 
more ubiquitous memes of the smile, including plastic shopping bags and clowns that 
help sell McDonalds’. We have learned that those smiles are sinister. They might be 
happy to see you, but they are standing in between you and that which will destroy 
you. They are meant to put you at ease, and they may, for an instant...but then what? 
The smile is the first warning of something to be ignored.

I love the Portuguese translation of ‘crazy sleeve’ you may have told me about 
this on our phone calls — I completely forgot about it and I love this idea. I love 
the emphasis on the disembodied quality and that it doesn’t assume complete 
anthropomorphism. It is the skin of a waving arm. It is an attention grabber. (Arms 
don’t necessarily have smiles, just funny elbows.) I can relate to your desire to achieve 
a tireless perfection but I guess fail to see the air dancer as perfect. I see your desire 
to become an air dancer as a rough criticism of yourself — for example, I think of 
the air dancer as the kid in class who knows all the answers and is waving his hand 
and everyone already knows what he is going to say, but you are grabbing attention 
with your quiet excitement as you present yourself as coy and curious, hiding behind 
a mischievous smirk and waiting to ask a question that will beguile the professor 
and advance the discussion. I wonder about the usefulness of self-sufficiency and 
submissiveness in terms of labor. There are certainly situations in which people trade 
these behaviors for wages but it seems to me, rare, for the worker to be able to be so 
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self-sufficient as to not need to rely on others to carry out tasks, such as within a supply 
chain, or manufacturing system. Submissiveness is inherent in hierarchy, yet, arguably, 
with the energy it takes to be a leader, some people prefer to ‘keep their head down’ 
as it were, in order to preserve energy for the times when they are not at a workplace. 
I guess I am wondering about the spectrum of labor you are exploring and while I can 
see the worker in corporate capitalism mirrored in the air dancer— treating the worker 
as the disposable object of tireless supply — I fail to see the shame in not being able to 
achieve air dancer qualities because there is no one who should expect you to perform 
this way in the position you are in. 

It is true that I care more about an experienced encounter with an art object than 
a picture or image. I guess my goal is not to ascribe meaning, but explore the potential 
for meaning to transpire through the encounter with the object. The movement of 
the air dancer allows one to move their thoughts to a new place. This is a deliberate 
simplification. Putting the air dancer in unexpected places allows people to go on 
a mental journey and discover a new relationship to the guy with the sign, a new 
discovery — or rather, reminder, of why they hate these things — a new discovery with 
why they are so lovably exciting — despite hateful associations. The love/hate tug of 
war is a place where things happen. It is a place that I also find in the workshop, while 
crafting the objects. There is tedious labor that comes from a pressure to perform, 
but also a need to understand and select the qualities of motion that are going to 
tell the story that I want to tell. The unfortunate thing about a choice I made at the 
beginning of the process is that I decided that I had to make a two-legged air dancer 
that would actually perform a dance. This proved to be nearly technically impossible, 
considering I was using the (small) 1/3 horse-power fans indoors. I was attempting to 
replicate something typically achieved at a larger scale, in an outdoor environment. 
Still, I believed it was possible, and I wouldn’t accept anything less, and this was 
where my problems began. I failed to see the beauty in the failures attempting to 
achieve this goal. (I have since memorialized their bodies on my website with the only 
documentation of them that survived.) I failed to be compassionate to their sad state 
of existence. I sacrificed them to try different things, to pursue my goal of representing 
strength and power. I was creating the ultimate air dancer specimen, but time and 
again, my attempts were leading nowhere. The skins wanted to flop and flail, they 
didn’t want to stand up, or if i managed to get them to stand up, they were constantly 
on the verge of bending over or leaning forward. The only thing on them that would 
move was their head. 

It makes me sad, writing about this now, because they were so beautiful and I 
killed them all. I gave them life and quickly took it away in order to achieve a more 
perfect specimen. I see myself not as the virgin mother as in your reference to the 
pieta, but as playing the role of the mad scientist, selecting genetics to achieve a 
standard. When I finally achieved my goal, I was holding my breath, still unconvinced 
by the dance the dancer was performing, despite having achieved balance, 
uprightness, and movement in one limb. This would have to satisfy a loose description 
of dancing because it was getting too close to the show to make any changes and I 
set it aside to attempt to build another with the fashion fabric I had originally wanted 
to work with. I kept holding my breath in justifying the limitations of this Frankenstein 
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I had created. I was not satisfied with it, despite its meeting my goals. I wanted it to 
be a different color, I wanted it to stop dancing like Billy Idol and (at least) a little more 
like David Bowie. I didn’t try to make it do those things. I pushed on and made another 
piece that I was pretty sure would not hold air, but I was starting to warm up to the 
idea that failure is beautiful. I liked it when you told me that you wanted to be the air 
dancer. I was already playing with pattern making and my love of building garments 
to fit bodies. I used your body as a template to make an air dancer suit. We have an 
image of this suit in a sad state of inflation. It is bent in an ugly way below the knees. 
It will never be airborne. It is dis-spirited and lame. It is a little bit funny, but too sad 
to be delightful. To me, seeing them in a sad state actually reinforces the desperation 
of the air dancer bodies. As inherently optimistic, I refuse to be the sadist, reminding 
the viewer of the inedibility of decline. Instead, I provide the option to animate the air 
dancer in your own way — to give it your own spirit and legs to walk on, dance and be 
danced. I liberate you from the plug-and-play power supply. I remind you that you are 
your own master, in motion, or at rest. 

Of course, I see this all now, with the power of reflection. At the time of creation, 
this was not so evident, and that is where the story of self-discovery and mirroring is 
revealed. I am not entirely sure that I made for you the ideal costume of your dreams 
as you describe for your dissertation performance. The one you suggest, in my mind’s 
eye, replaces your head with a giant smile, it hides your body, it dwarfs you, it reaches 
the sky, it flaps around absurdly, mocking your presence. In contrast, I see you as the 
shining star of your own performance, drawing maps of conclusions, showing the 
evidence of careful attention to curiosity and skillful image-reading. I see you wanting 
to hide your anxieties behind the body of an air dancer, but I think of the air dancer, 
autobiographically, as the illustration of my own anxieties and vulnerabilities. I don’t 
think I would want it to speak for me because it is only repeating a phrase, the same 
way an obsessive thought can become an ear worm that impedes progress. Perhaps 
we could make you a break-away version that is destroyed at a dramatic moment? 
The death and birth of an air dancer. (By the way, what do you think about the 
phenomenon of air dancer costumes? Every once in a while I catch a glimpse of these 
online or someone sends me an image of someone wearing one. I don’t find them 
endearing. I really wouldn’t want to be one. It is sort of like a mascot or any costume 
that eliminates all of the wearer. I think I only enjoy costumes that enhance the quality 
of the performer. If a costume takes over, it might as well be anyone inside it, and that 
is not the point of pleasurable shape-shifting. Transformation needs to maintain a 
kernel of the original. If not, it is merely destruction, or perhaps, sublimation.)

I recall that the Fabrica idea was just a play on words in relation to the old factory 
site and to the fabrics I was using to sew the air dancers. Not very complicated, and 
also a nod to your heritage as Portuguese. I guess it was more of a private joke title 
than a useful description. You were lucky to be able to explore the factory, especially 
the part where you found the relics of Speigel. As you may recall, the parts of the 
building you were exploring are usually not open, at least, I had the impression that 
the doors to that section are often closed and Chris had never even been in that 
part of the building. I remember being awed by the size of the space and probably 
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intimidated since after my visit earlier in the year, I was already wondering how were 
were going to tell a story with all of that space — and then, upon arrival, the apparent 
useable space had suddenly gotten almost two times larger — and this was quite 
astonishing! It seemed exciting that you had found these pieces of the ‘tour’ that we 
were planning which had appeared in haunted artifacts of the space. It made sense 
that we would bring people to see your discoveries, which linked so well to your 
interpretations of the space and your interest in labor. Unfortunately, the next day, 
access to this part of the building became impossible and we had to resort to changing 
our plans to tour the industrial giant. Then, of course, the piece that I was planning 
to use outdoors did not work due to inadequate air flow — which I later discovered 
was not due to the construction and fabric choices, but instead due to the reduction 
of amperage to the power supply that occurs when you try to put too many extension 
cords together in a daisy chain — I had depended so much on this piece of mine, gold 
air dancers dancing together, to be the feel-good antidote to my impression of the 
broken industry and the perfect contrast to some of the more lugubrious motions of 
the other air dancers I had decided to show. It was such an utter disappointment that I 
couldn’t get the gold characters to work and I suppose I never got over it, since it was 
the one part of the exhibition I was most excited about. I had been counting on them 
as a way to take advantage of the scale of the outdoor space and make a statement 
with my work. It was very difficult for me to express this to you, as you were a new 
acquaintance and I was trying to be professional, but you were helping me install this 
work that I was very convinced was going to be successful, and it failed astronomically 
before your eyes and mine and I was so horrified that you witnessed this failure and 
my embarrassment was so deep that of course I tried to play cool, but I really was just 
very anxious at this point. 

In hindsight, the character of the deserted factory —the environment for this 
installation — became a difficult presence for me to overcome in my interpretation of 
my own work. You say that the presence of the air dancers becomes an entertaining 
parody — and I agree that there is drama, but I am afraid that the tension that you 
describe of the debris of capitalist production bleeds too closely for me into the idea 
of the factory as a ghost town, a place that once thrived, is now a creepy store room 
of forgotten piles of dwindling supply chains. This space houses potential for artists, 
but what if it was actually a shelter for the city’s homeless? What is a building without 
inhabitants? What is a factory without the workers? That is why I was so drawn to the 
spaces outside the factory, the roofs framed by bricks and windows and train yards 
and blue skies with midwestern clouds. The places where the workers went for breaks, 
to get fresh air. That is where I wanted to put my gold dancers dancing, to remind us 
that togetherness can be an antidote for this dreary industrial wasteland landscape. 
In the long run, We Are Gold Together, not because of things we make or even the 
work we do. It is a cheesy, feel good sentiment and the only real reason I see to make 
anthropomorphic air dancers. Air dancers, dancing together in the ruins of this factory, 
they have found each other at last, and the dance will go on. 

So, I couldn’t just stop after We Are Gold Together failed. I probably should have, 
but my reason for not allowing myself to stop was based on the selfish interpretation 
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of our collaboration that left your brilliant sound pieces speaking for my air dancer 
characters. You were lending them your voice. They were playing the role that you had 
written and produced for them. The pieces went well together and I liked the decisions 
we made about staging them in the space. The problem for me was that I was still trying 
to achieve a moment that was separate, where the air dancers were allowed their own 
voice. That is why I scrambled to make a piece to replace the failed one. This piece I 
made at the last minute did not come anywhere close to achieving the desired result 
and I was underwhelmed with its spectacle, yet stubborn in my compulsion to take 
advantage of the scale of the factory environment. So, you are correct that I was chasing 
my tail in a fit of anxious energy, but it wasn’t because I was necessarily wanting more, I 
was trying to alleviate my disappointment and could think of no other way than to return 
to the workroom. 

Now, I see that the air dancer apparel that I made for you that we hung on a 
hanger in the gallery was achieving a similar goal that I just described with We Are Gold 
Together. I think I really just saw that piece as my final phrase and to me, it seemed more 
balanced in terms of statement. One of the things that I remember you saying at the 
beginning of our conversations was that you wanted me to feel like I was making work 
not for your pieces, but that we were showing our work side by side. I supposed I wanted 
to do both because it was inevitable that your text was going to become the narrative 
for my pieces and in an effort to avoid being the illustrator to your message, I wanted to 
have a piece somewhere in the theatre that had a message of its own. 

Reading your letter again, I am thinking about what I wanted and if I wanted 
‘more’. I suppose I did. I wasn’t satisfied. But this was not something that I was aware 
of at the time. It just felt normal, like the anxious dissatisfaction that one feels when 
working up to a deadline. The way of producing has become somewhat fashionable. 
The way that wastes the worker in pursuit of a finished product, while losing sight 
of the intended outcome. I don’t think that I was upfront with you about what I was 
experiencing emotionally. I am quite convinced that the anxiety I mentioned was not 
casual and certainly plays a role in my life experience on many levels. It wasn’t until 
writing these words that I have come to realize just how much it meant to me that I 
was unable to share the piece that failed technically and I didn’t have any language 
for the thoughts and feelings I had at the time this was happening. Your alarm and 
annoyance seems to me a compassionate response and one that is surprising and 
lacking in most professional or ‘productive’ situations. So much so, that I was unable 
to read your cues, despite your sweetness and lovely demeanor. This is not to say 
that you failed in any way to register your awareness of the spell I was under — you 
are, perhaps, unpracticed in knowing how to break the spell, as are most people 
who struggle for perfection in their profession and craft. You instead, reach out to 
enchant me by offering a place of reflection and insight, as you share with me your 
memories and feelings in the form of words. I appreciate this gesture, as it is allowing 
me to consider even further the messages of freedom and joyfulness in my practice 
and humor in the embarrassment that I couldn’t relax and just enjoy the installation 
of the exhibition. I was still so caught up in the idea of professionalism and have 
a history of working in environments where I believe perfection is the goal. (This 
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is another thing that I am discovering — another untruth that I have been telling 
myself as a producer of art objects.) 
I suppose one way to describe it — you write about wanting to be the air dancer, 
seeing something desirable in the unending energy and the constant unflappable 
emotional state of ‘happiness’ and I am working from the perspective that I AM the air 
dancer and I express this joyful behavior in order to disguise the anxiety I am feeling 
and thinking as I strive to be the perfect version of myself. It is also quite amusing to 
think about this play within a play — the two of us troubled by our connection to this 
shape, this wobbly hateful body, symbol of the failure of humanity, symbol of all that 
is wrong with corporate greed and exploitation of labor, symbol of used cars and 
cellular phones…. It is also the symbol of glee, kids pointing and laughing and tugging 
the hand of their papa to stop the car so they can get a better look — mesmerizing, 
distracting, meditative, and solidly in-the-moment of now. 

I don’t think we could have stopped. The fact that there is a little dissatisfaction 
in each of our reflections shows that we are just doing our jobs as artists. I would be 
disillusioned if our memories were completely self-congratulatory. Critically, we were 
doing the best we could under the circumstances. And of course we could have done 
better and as people just physically meeting each other and having relatively very 
little time together in the space. We were attempting to match months of theoretical 
dreamscapes to the tangible reality of the space and I think this, in some way, was a 
dissolve of a great deal of imagination on my part, as I had to quell loud fantasizes 
of a music-video type spectacle with air dancers leaping out behind every box and 
corridor in that space since the moment I set foot in there. I am happy that you 
convinced me to be minimal in the presentation of the work. I was genuinely pleased 
about that and I really thought that the exhibition apparatus we managed was strong. 
I think I was not satisfied in appeasing the spectra of the building, as I felt the need 
to involve it fully in our story and for that, I thought we needed much more time and 
at least half a dozen more people. 

What happens next? I am having a hard time ending this letter because I have 
several more ideas about labor questions and how to illustrate ideas about work 
and how the air dancer applies to labor. The seduction of labor is such an interesting 
element in your sound pieces that made me reconsider my relationship with my 
thoughts around work and sparked me to savor the memories of glee I feel when I 
am sacrificing sleep and health in pursuit of my goals. I am happy to report that since 
Fabrica, I have pulled back on the demands that I put on my body to perform fantastic 
feats and I have been spending a lot less time laboring and more time talking, 
visiting, thinking, and appreciating a holistic approach to making that emphasises the 
process of discovery over production to meet a very specific goal. To do this, I have 
had to separate myself from the intense workaholic climates of the film industry and 
appreciate the private sector and fully embrace my role as a community arts leader. 
This position involves discipline to be more whole and well-rounded mentally and 
physically and feel I am learning to engage in consistent rest and recreation. This is 
probably something that is practiced more intentionally in Europe than in the U.S. As 
you have probably observed, we are not creatures who learn respect for body, mind, 
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and spirit in the same ways that seem ingrained in the architecture, food, and lifestyle 
of the places you live. You probably have some thoughts about this and I am sure 
there are exceptions but I remain jealous of your Europeanness. 

I am digressing again, and to answer you question about documenting the entire 
process, I am not entirely sure that is very interesting. I have some sketches that I like, 
but I am more intrigued by these discoveries in the processes around an exhibition 
that are happening outside the event. It would be interesting to continue the dialog. 
I am also sharing with you a brilliant moment I just had with my studio-mate, Ruby. 
We are designing a dress together. Perhaps this is something that could also be 
developed into menswear for its debut at a Swedish University? Xoxo 
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CHAPTER 4

What Can I Do I Don’t Know 
What to Do: Listening Through 
Visual Art Research
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The horizon of knowledge is endless. And yet, the epistemological history of the modern 
west, as Santos notes in “Beyond Abyssal Thinking: From Global Lines to Ecologies 
of Knowledges” (2007), is an “abyssal thinking. It consists of a system of visible and 
invisible distinctions, the invisible ones being the foundation of the visible ones” 
(Santos 2007:45). Silhouettes, quantifications, and distinctions split reality between 
“this side” and the non-existent, whereby the “[n]on-existent means not existing in any 
relevant or comprehensible way of being” (ibid., 45). Otherness does not stand as a 
peculiarity to be glamorized, fetishized, or thus, in line with a market logic, monetized; 
rather, it is the nameless that falls on the other side of the line. As Santos explains, 
“what most fundamentally characterizes abyssal thinking is thus the impossibility of 
the copresence of the two sides of the lines” (ibid., 45). In this chapter, I will describe 
how today’s Neoliberal-Teflon bunkered culture is built on modern, western abyssal 
thinking, and I will moreover consider how artistic ways of knowing can advance a post-
abyssal thinking by tracing epistemological lines that aren’t (necessarily) determined 
by linearity, predictability, certainty, distinctions, or quantification. Abyssal thinking is 
derivative, violent, and appropriative in the sense that the invisible lines that make the 
visible ours are grounded in the invisibility of otherness. (Modern, western, abyssal) 
knowledge is constituted upon—read: in distinction from—sub-knowledges (ibid., 51-
52). Given this, how can we know, beyond such divisive and derivative organizations 
of knowledge? What lines does (my) artistic research draw in relation to such an 
epistemological map? 

Post-abyssal thinking, writes Santos, “stems from the idea that the diversity of the world 
is inexhaustible and that such diversity still lacks an adequate epistemology. In other 
words, the epistemological not yet does not yet have a form” (ibid., 65). This chapter, 
“What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do,” asks how (my) artistic research departs 
from the specific in its experimentations and ways of artistic knowing. I explore how 
my research rather follows a horizon of (a necessary) post-abyssal thinking, seeking 
out epistemological diversity in a world that is not a monoculture of thought but an 
ecology of knowledge, based on interconnectedness and co-presence (ibid., 68-69). 
In this document, this orientation is described as a “horizon of listening.” This horizon 
is an abstract line that I use to problematize the epistemological rule of the retinal, 
the correlation between seeing-knowing, and the relegation of the aural and of 
listening as an ethics. How, I ask in this chapter, can the recuperation of a horizon of 
listening through (my) artistic research help to expose the ways in which modern, 
western epistemological orientations towards certainty, determination, predictability, 
and classification (“strong knowledge”) are at odds with other ways of acting and 
knowing? Can it expose the ways in which those abyssal lines are furthered by today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon norms of sameness and the loss of affectability in culture that they 
result in? And if so, how?

 With the truism “knowledge is power” in mind, this chapter” asks what would happen 
if a modern, western concept of knowledge would listen to the incremental, the 
knotted, and the not-yet-here, rather than simply writing the linear and the concrete. In 
confronting this question, I also consider whether, to borrow the words of writer-artist 
Emma Cocker, (my) artistic research can carry pronouncements of hesitant signification 
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as the means to dislocate us from the influence of a mindset of damage control, the 
fear and disdain for the unknown and the uncertain (Cocker 2013:127). Leaning on poet 
John Keats’ construct “negative capability” (1817)—which he described as a qualitative 
attribute of artistic creation, and a deliberate hesitation with respect to the need to 
foresee everything with (assigning) certainty, to quantify, and to qualify—I propose the 
negative capability of artistic research as a standpoint for artistic research that does not 
want to be complicit with the subsumption of the imaginable and creation/creativity 
or the accelerated pace of today’s knowledge economy. The negative capability of 
artistic research also offers the possibility of posing a critique of Neoliberal-Teflon 
calculation and its bolstering—read: toleration—of the already-known, familiarity, and 
identitarianism, by which it “presents the possible as a dispositive of confirmation, of 
repeated and unappealable confirmation” (Garcés 2002:121; tm). Negative capability 
might, as philosopher Jean Luc-Nancy suggests, offer opportunities to reform,

to make a world for which all is not already done (played out, finished, enshrined in 
destiny) nor still entirely to do (in the future for always future tomorrows). … A world 
able to open itself up to its own uncertainty as such. These are not vague generalities. 
… Where certainties come apart, there too gathers the strength that no certainty can 
match (Kelly 2018: w/p). 

Rather than a quick projection of meaning or familiar recognition of a predetermined 
legibility, the politics of not-knowing concerns the act of hoping for meaning—it seeks 
not an emptiness of meaning, but a tarrying with meaning. What potentials might (my) 
artistic research offer as a patient and listening way of knowing? And in what ways might 
a standpoint of negative capability in artistic research contribute to the unlearning of 
epistemological orientations founded in a seeing-knowing? Revisiting the modern, 
western epistemology and its expression in the verb “to know” (which links the act of 
figuring out (“to separate”) to seeing, thereby relegating the aural to the status of an 
epistemological subaltern), this chapter describes the picture as ontologically necessarily 
insufficient and thus as important evidence of an epistemological system that favors 
the retinal sense and is thus insufficient to fully capture the senses. The picture is not 
a fixed retinal reproduction of the world, but a fixed retinal embodiment of absences. 
Acknowledging the picture as necessarily insufficient, as a device of abyssal thinking—on 
the side of visible and recognizable presences—is an opportunity to invite (an ethics of) 
listening and ask how picture-making can also be an act of listening reflection. Artistic 
research’s negative capability is, I ultimately argue, oriented by an ethics of listening 
beyond abyssal lines and towards “egalitarian and simultaneous co-presence” and the 
“incompleteness” of knowledge (Santos 2013:72).
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figure 9  — Anthony Huberman, For the Blind Man In The Dark Room Looking For The Black Cat 
That Isn’t There (2000)
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Exhibition
Action Weeks—Performance Matters Archive

Date  Venue
October 2016 A-venue – Göteborg, SE

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/what-can-i-do-i-dont-know-what-to-do/

What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do (2016) is a performance developed for the themed 
exhibition Action Weeks — Performance Matters Archive, which took place at A-venue, 
an art venue run by the University of Gothenburg. 

What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do plays with the spatialization of thoughts of doubt 
or uncertainty in public space. For a duration of 3 hours, a group of six people wandered 
through the art venue, amid video installations and intruding on other performances tak-
ing place at the same time, while repeating the sentence “What can I do I don’t know what 
to do” in English and in Swedish. This act was inspired by a scene of Jean-Luc Godard film 
Pierrot, le Fou (1965), in which the character Marianne Renoir makes the viewer aware of 
her boredom by repeating “What can I do? I don’t know what to do.” 

The spatial movement of the six performers in What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do pro-
duced a cacophonous, choral, doubt. Their movement in space was not predetermined—
neither was the emphasis and punctuation of their utterances. Playing with different 
emphasis in tone and moods, the performers triggered different emotional registers of 
lament, apology, withdrawal, solicitation, frustration, resignation, vulnerability… Those 
differences highlighted the nature of emotions as a socialized and coded intelligibility. 
How can doubt be documented?

What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do is an artistic attempt to address the value of doubt 
and uncertainty, of not-knowing, in a modern, western tradition that is obsessed with 
the association of understanding with clarity, certainty, and logic. How, it asks, does 
not-knowing help to expose the ways that we participate in the production and mitigation 
of “subjected knowledges”? How can doubt be a critical avenue to look into the optimal 
functionality, successful action, and assertiveness that characterizes the capitalist pro-
ductive mindset? Not-knowing is a disengagement from the rhythm and flow of today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon world, which makes knowing what to do, through self-sufficiency and 
autonomy, its chief rule. Can the disorientation of not-knowing foreclose new ways of 
knowing? The face-to-face encounter, with the digression of not-knowing, that occurs in 
an exhibition space is influenced by bodily, visual, and aural imprints. What aligns subjects 
in their recognition of uncertainty and doubt as a negative quality? 

The aural element is particularly important in What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do. One 
listens to repetitive monologues of the performers without being given a solution. Their 
bodies drift without much interaction between them, and yet, a shared concern aligns 
them. Their litany captivates passersby, but it is detached, if not entirely disaffected, un-
moving. The looping monologues are a bridge between the performer and passersby that 
can never be crossed; they pose a question that not only remains unanswered, but that 
might simply pose another question: “not knowing what to do” in relation to what? To the 

What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do
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passersby? The chant of the performers is a defrauded invitation: it almost seems to ask 
you something, yet it promptly retracts into the self. The possible encounter between the 
two is a Fata Morgana, a mirage or spectacle for each other’s eyes. In this act, passersby 
are pushed to listen, as if their silence was the complement that confirms uncertainty.

What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do was performed by Joel Danielsson, Joel Simpson, 
Kristina Hultegard, Olle Sundström, Rebecca Neumann, and Sebastian Bartilson. 
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4.1 Spending Time with the Action 
of Not-Knowing

What do you do? Nothing. Is doing nothing something? Actions have consequences, 
and because of this, describing “doing” is relational: doing always comes with a 
something (what?). Knowing is also a doing. As an action, knowing is connected to 
something: knowing what? In the modern, western narrative, action is associated with 
causality and its meaningfulness is found in “concrete” outcomes. Ways of doing and 
ways of knowing that result in non-concrete or un-set outcomes do not fit the here 
of concrete language and are placed on the invisible margins of abyssal thinking, in 
the elsewhere of nameless, “abstract” language. On which margin do artistic ways of 
doing and knowing sit?

The ties between action and knowing is the focus of my performance What Can I 
Do I Don’t Know What to Do (2016) (hereafter referred to as What Can I). In this 
performance, six people wandered around inside the art venue A-venue in Göteborg, 
Sweden, randomly uttering the phrase “What can I do I don’t know what to do” in 
English and in Swedish (vad kan jag göra jag vet inte vad jag kan göra). They wandered 
around the gallery space dressed in yellow—the first color that the eye processes and 
thus the most visible and luminous color of the spectrum. The etymology of the word 
“yellow” traces back to Indo-European terms for “bright” and “gleaming,” and “to cry 
out” (Agnes and Laird 2023:278). Where does the cry of the performers take us? It was 
the opening day of the exhibition Action Weeks—Performance Matters Archive (2016) 
and their doing was a peculiar performance. Their speech was suggestive yet vague. 
Differences in emphasis, tone, volume, and sentiment changed the interpretation of 
their shared trance, their shared state of uncertain action and suspended certainty.

Performers walked around the venue saying that they did not know what to do, and 
time passed without apparent resolution. Their time was spent doing nothing; they 
were seemingly unaffected by their lack of purposeful direction—their lack of a 
sense of affirmative, directed action that always knows what it wants and what it will 
get. Unaffected by the site or encounters with passersby, and disturbing the other 
performances taking place and the opening speech of the curator, the litany carried on 
as a Sisyphean loop. The aloofness of Stilinović’s sleeping performances at art venues 
comes to mind (see pages 111-113). Does not-knowing trouble? What did such a 
performance of indeterminacy, of uncertainty, suggest or activate? 

A dialectics of in/action permeates the story of human culture, shaping what is narrated 
and what has been retold. Not-knowing does not look good in that story. Read through 
the viewpoint of in/action, not-knowing is passivity, uneventfulness, and consequently, 
is tossed into the namelessness of meaning. In “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” 
(1989), writer Ursula Le Guin criticizes a writing of human history that is based on the 
predictable and linear narrative of action—in particular, one that follows the image of 
(presumably male) heroic deeds and describes our story in terms of exciting actions 
(which she encapsulates in the metaphor of the flawless throwing of a spear). As the 
spear is thrown at a target,  its action and effect is quite linear: hit the mark or die! 
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Overshadowed by the allure of the self-sufficient hero are all the other accounts 
about ways of doing—and of relating and thinking—that made up human history 
and composed mundane life. Inspired by anthropologist Elizabeth Fisher’s “carrier 
bag” theory of human evolution, which revisits human history from the standpoint of 
gathering, botulism, and containers, Le Guin calls for a literary rewriting of history, 
which is attentive to less-rousing action, the not-so-enticing, and incremental and 
discreet actions of mundane subsistence like foraging, collecting, and car(ry)ing. Are 
those less-heroic deeds worthless as stories? What literary images of our history need 
to be rescued from the namelessness of language? Rather than a literature that retells 
and flatters the quick and predictable action and the linear trajectory of the spear, Le 
Guin calls for a literature of the monumental doing of incremental actions of gathering 
and stockpiling food (stereotypically gendered as women’s work), where all hours are 
counted: “a carrier bag theory of fiction” (Le Guin 1989:152).  

The fiction that follows the throw of the spear is—like its straightforward trajectory and 
target—a linear reading with predictable outcomes. The story of the straight, sharp, 
and swift swing of the spear is an exchange (between hero and target) that is without 
interaction; it is a moving dialogue between the eye and erasure. Following the spear, 
fiction predictably tells of reactiveness, the glorified account of a negated dialectic 
encounter with otherness. Fiction that is written gazing to the action of the carrier 
bag—the car(ry)ing, time-consuming, and ongoing doing of foraging and preserving—
witnesses the world differently, and consequently, knows the world differently. The 
focus of such writing is not an immediately visible, present, or completed action, in 
line with the “out-look” that the dialectics of in/action command. Instead, such writing 
gives “in-sight” to an ongoing, incremental, uncertain and dependent action—in this, 
it stands as a testimony to the interwovenness of existence.

figure 10  — Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I (1514).
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Spending Time with the Action of Not-Knowing

In a famed autobiographical fragment, philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote, “I came into 
the world under the sign of Saturn, the star of hesitation … the star of the slowest 
revolution, the planet of detours and delays” (Benjamin 1982:520-523). Saturn is 
both cold and dry, a symbol of obstacles and challenges. According to the classic 
physician Hippocrates and his humoral theory (which describes how the corporeal 
and psychological constitution came into being under the influence of blood, yellow 
bile, black bile, and phlegm (Merenda 1987)), people under the influence of Saturn 
are described as having a “melancholic” character. Popularly personified by the 
angel waiting in dull stupor for a sudden creative impulse in the etching Melencolia I 
by painter Albrecht Dürer (fig. 10), the melancholic trope suggests an introspective 
character with a tendency to withhold feelings and thoughts and a protracted sense of 
inaction: a state from which “we do not know whether there is a way out, or whether 
we can ‘devise’ any kind of a re-awakening” (Fiumara 1990:162). Saturn is also the 
planet that brings clarity and insight. Yet, such insight (as the melancholic shows) 
comes at the expense of time. 

The unresolved action of the performers in What Can I, their sleepwalking time-wasting 
in the face of a lack of answers to the question “what can I do?”, comes to mind. The 
once “melancholic” character echoes in today’s pathologized depressive states. How 
are those performers perceived today, given the demands of self-management, time-
saving, and predictable action? Are they saturnine or depressed? Or, worse, are they 
simply unprepared people in relation to today’s “life on a spreadsheet”? Something 
in the performance triggered passersby more than I expected it would. I say this from 
my observation of the frequency with which passersby felt the need to interact with the 
performers. What triggered such frequent interactions? Did the unresolved action, the 
litany of uncertainty, invite this humorous feedback? Or were they annoyed by a show 
which, on the verge of taking off, never clicked “start”? Or is the performer a mirror for 
what one cannot be in today’s always-on world? I think again about Stilinović’s sleeping 
performances and how the passersby would feel—their frustration, their denied 
expectation regarding the consumption of artistic doings. And as in Stilinović’s, the 
performers in What Can I left the attempts at interaction by the passersby unanswered, 
as if those interpellations were hiccups within the never-ending chant of doubt.

The action of What Can I does not follow the explicitness of a dialectics of in/action; it 
does not respond to the need to foresee the output of efficacious action. Something 
is supposed to happen, yet nothing seems to happen. What Can I takes place in the 
time other, in the action other, in the other-wise plane of aesthetic experience. As the 
failed attempts of the passersby to interact shows, the never-ending not-knowing of 
the performers takes place in the “real” of a no-time-to-lose and ready-to-consume 
experience of the present, without ever crossing into it. They remain in a state of non-
action, that, to borrow Minh-ha’s words, is structured as fear within the capitalist world:

this incredible fear of non-action in modern society, and every empty 
space has to be filled up, blocked, occupied, talked about. It is precisely 
the whole of such an economy of suture [laughter], as film theorists calls 
it, that is at stake in this context of the Void. Nobody who understands 
the necessity of the Void and the vital open space it offers in terms of 
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creativity, would ever make that comment (which is mystifying in itself 
as it equates void with enigma and mystery), because the existence of 
everything around us is due to the Void. So why all this anxiety? What’s 
the problem with presenting life in all its complexities? (Minh-ha 1992:89). 

Fear of the void of action, of vague and uncertain meanings, leads to the tyranny of the 
quantifiable and of certainty, and potentially to the flattening-out of complexity. Such 
reductions concern aesthetics. Not-knowing, vagueness, and porosity are not threats 
to the “clarity” of aesthetic sense—rather, they are textures within aesthetic insight. 
Rather than the outcomes of a dialectic of in/action or the result of a progression 
towards clarity and meaning, aesthetic sense emerges throughout, without a 
predetermined arrival. Aesthetic sense exists in the porous and affectable encounter; 
not in the target. If the encounter is its route, then curiosity, imagination, and sensitivity 
are the engines of a sense that is meaningful without necessarily being logical, 
predictable, or packaged. If this is the case, though, how can (my) artistic research 
and its ways of doing know differently and thereby resist the increasing capitalistic 
subsumption of creativity and imagination?
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Date Venue
Spring 2017; 2018 Research Pavilion—57th Venice Biennial of Art – Veneto, IT 

Museu de Arte Contemporânea do Chiado – Lisboa, PT 

Curator
Henk Slager and Jan Kaila; 
Sandra V. Jürgens

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/double-exposure/ 

Double Exposure is a video produced for You Got to Say Yes to Another Access, an exhi-
bition part of Utopia of Access: 2    Research Pavilion at the 57th Venice Biennial of Art 
(2017). A second presentation of the video took place at the Sala Sonae–Museu de 
Arte Contemporânea do Chiado (Lisboa, Portugal) (2018), which was accompanied by 
a catalogue with an original text by the curator Sandra V. Jürgens.

Double Exposure responded to the curatorial call Utopia of Access, which focused on the 
impact the that the Berlin Declaration might have on artistic research. The Berlin Dec-
laration is an EU decree that requires all public-funded research to be made accessible 
and transparent in order to enhance the impact, visibility, and transfer of knowledge 
and innovation to society in general. Double Exposure reflects on artistic knowledge 
and experimentation, and whether the aesthetic can fully satisfy the criteria of transpar-
ency and accessibility used by the Berlin Declaration. Through it, I ask: How might the 
specific parameters of objectivity, documentation, and transmission threaten artistic 
ways of experimenting and knowing? 

The script of Double Exposure was inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche’s short story “The 
Wanderer and His Shadow” (1880), which describes a Wanderer who is surprised by 
his talking Shadow, and the dialogue that ensues between the two. Double Exposure 
borrows the plot and the turn from (the Wanderer’s) monologue to dialogue (with the 
Shadow), in order to highlight what, despite being present, often remains unheard; and 
to address the difference between that which is hardly explained—or explainable—and 
that which is easily translated. Other references—such as Virginia Woolf, Mark Fisher, 
Paul Auster, and Elizabeth Araújo Lima—are incorporated in the script. 

In order to emphasize the duality of seeing-knowing, and to address the clearly under-
standable, my video was filmed in interaction with Dan Graham’s glass sculpture/pa-
vilion Double Exposure (1995-2003)—from which this video borrows its name—which 
is located in the park of the Museu de Arte Contemporânea de Serralves (Porto, Por-
tugal). The way that Double Exposure is set in the park blends distinctions between 
inside and outside space, and between physical elements and their reflections. In my 
email correspondence with Dan Graham, the artist explained that the pavilion is about 
time and exposure. Time and exposure are elements of the photographic apparatus, 
but the sculptural structure of Double Exposure positions the glass in a way that rather 
than allowing for a direct line of sight through to the landscape behind it, complicates 
perception with other reflections. Unexpectedly, transparency is not clear. In my video, 
the skew of functionality is one of the main arguments between the Shadow and the 
Wanderer. Through the voice of the Shadow, Double Exposure evokes the potential of 

Double Exposure

nd
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what remains and has been invisible, unheard, or, worse, deemed obscure—a pejorative 
epistemological (and racist) standpoint within modern, western positivist culture. As 
the Shadow tells the Wanderer:

I am to unsettle your clear ideas, and as un-clear idea. To unsettle 
your desire for solidified clarity. It is perhaps yourself as shadow what 
you can’t reconcile with, faced with the recognition of yourself as a 
weightless, detached form. … And why would I slip away with clarity? 
You refuse to see my slippage out of clarity as a liberation into the 
loudness. From mute into the force of flows, moving deeper than what 
the eye approves … your haunted and disquiet self-image. Not your 
double but your prolonged language, a conversion with the self, a 
puzzle to others. 

Camera: Patrícia Viana Almeida
Actor: Cristina Regadas
Narrator: Benedikte Esperi
Original soundtrack: Haarvöl
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4.2 Vulnerable Knowledge
The problem is not why we are so often confused; the problem is why we seem 
to possess useful and enlightening knowledge.

—Paul Feyerabend, Against Method (2010).

What if, instead of the modern, western idiom saber é poder (“knowledge is power”), a 
venerable trope resounding across languages describing knowledge as dominance, 
one would be coached in an idiom that asserts that “knowledge is being lost”? 
What effects would emerge in relation to a knowledge that was not spoken, taught, 
and trained as instrumental reason or as accumulative information, but as a feeble 
knowledge, a knowledge that is always forgetting and is an art of openness—in other 
words, a vulnerable knowledge? In dictionaries, “knowledge” is described as an 
awareness of or familiarity with the experience of a fact or situation; “vulnerability,” on 
the other hand, is described as a state of being exposed to a sense of either physical 
or emotional threat or harm (OLD 2020: web). Could a vulnerable knowledge then 
stand as a way of knowing exercised by those who are aware of the threats posed by 
“stronger” epistemological positions? As scholar Sarat Maharaj puts it,

the critical force of Enlightenment melted down oppressive pre-modern 
knowledge formations and authorities only to end up a corrosive, 
dominating force lacking in tolerance towards difference and diversity — 
as instrumental reason. … reason had progressively “hardened up” as it 
developed in the course of modernity into a sharp but constrictive, rather 
lopsided mode (Maharaj 2002: 82). 

Vulnerable knowledges match the “ecology of knowledges” that Santos calls for, which 
have been tossed to the other side of the colonial-epistemological abyssal line. This 
ecology speaks of a plurality of modes of knowing beyond the monoculture of modern 
science, “a counter-epistemology … the new political emergence of peoples and 
worldviews on the other side of the [abyssal] line as partners of the global resistance to 
capitalism” (Santos 1993:69). Which margin line does artistic knowledge draw? 

Instead of the positivistic polarity of not/knowing, what if modern, western 
epistemological darlings located in the uncertainty of a doubt something that is 
not to be overcome but rather sustained: a never-ending doubt? Employed against 
the universalizing methods and reductions of the univocal theories of the positivist 
tradition (Feyerabend 1993), where would such vulnerable knowledges—“vulnerable” 
as in affectable—lead? Perhaps artistic ways of knowing, employing multiple senses 
at once, could intervene in the modern, western “fetishization of consciousness as 
the organ that will lead the revolution” (Fontaine 2013:144), allowing us to handle 
knowledge not as something that is reason-able but something over which one might 
“lose their head”? If this is the case, how can (my) artistic research give consistency 
to those other ways of knowing and existing tossed onto the invisible and nameless 
negative of modern, western capitalism? 

The idiom “to lose one’s head” expresses negativity: to lose reason or one’s temper 
is evidence of poor discipline and character. To lose one’s head is to be porous to 
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unknown forces, to lose a grip of reality, to be confused, either by the rousing of 
affects within us or by things that are too deep. To lose one’s head is to be overtaken 
by the sensuous and at worst to be overtaken by folly. In the logocentric philosophical 
tradition of the modern west, confusion was opposed to the bastion of clarity and 
holder of signification “reason.” However, 

even Denis Diderot (the inventor of the Encyclopaedia), did not consider 
confusion to be the enemy of knowledge. He saw — beyond good/bad 
— confusion as the condition that defines all of us. As a result, Diderot 
didn’t seek to abolish it, but imagined that confusion could lead us to a 
new realism, and identified positive and productive forms of confusion 
(Huberman 2000:18-19). 

What other worlds might arise from caring for the “ideas [that] emerge in acts, 
processes, and interactions that are ruled not by finished thinking but doubt?” 
(Bal 2017: web; em). That is, what other forms of understanding would be brought 
about by losing one’s head, by remaining with the not-yet-here, the seemingly inert, or 
the elusive? These questions find illustration in the headless body that André Masson 
drew for the cover of the magazine Acéphale [EN: The Acephalous; The Headless] 
(1936-1939) edited by philosopher Georges Bataille.

The covers of Acéphale presents The Headless in a vortex with respect to the sensorial 
world. Lacking the sharpness of sight and the bite of discourse, The Headless is armed 

figure 11  — Left, George Bataille, Acéphale (1936-1937). Respectively Acéphale 1, cover page.
figure 12  — Right, Acéphale 2, page 23. Drawing by André Masson.
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with a burning heart against the logocentric ties with videocentric perception and 
the power of speech. According to Bataille, the condensation of life in reason, the 
reduction to meaning in language, is brute in that it undoes imagination: “human life 
is exasperated by having served as the head and reason of the universe. To the extent 
that it becomes this head and reason; to the extent that it becomes necessary to the 
universe, it accepts serfdom” (Bataille 1936:3-4; tm). A headless reason is therefore a 
listening to the separations between experience and thought, which occurs through 
the modern, western reduction of sense(s) to analysis, from which the fiction of a 
self-contained and isolated subjectivity emerges. This narrative is the genesis of a 
stable “transparent I”: a self that was produced by and is an instrument of universal 
reason (da Silva 2014; Spivak 1994). It is a narrative of the power of conscious (self)
determination, which artist Adrian Piper described as “the illusion of omniscience” 
(Piper 2002). To lose one’s head, to be out-of-self-discipline, is an alarming vital state, 
which reverberates in today’s Neoliberal-Teflon doctrine of self-management, self-
sufficiency, and isolated self.

In the logocentric approach, writes Fiumara, knowledge and the head were made 
equivalent and exclusively dependent, with “the head, and no other part of the human 
figure … considered necessary for the cognitive functioning of language” (Fiumara 
1990:167). The head, meaning, and language reflect one another. The ideal head-
house-of-reason is a story of detachment and, with the confinement of subjectivity 
to consciousness and to language, the disembodiment of reason—it literally initiates 
a break with the body. In the series of paintings, drawings, and sculptures Femme 
Maison (1946-1947) [EN: Woman House/House Woman or Woman Home/Home 
Woman] by artist Louise Bourgeois, naked female bodies—the gendered architecture 
of display par excellence—have houses/homes in place of heads. The house building 
is a metaphor for the symbolic architectures that have historically been forced upon 
women, upon the female body. In Bourgeois’ series, the house is literally placed on 
top. These house/home-heads are not edifices that surround or car(ry)e the interior 
of the mind but rather physical and symbolic structures that stand in for the mind 
(Nicoletta 1992:23). Such placement shuts off the connection between mind and body; 
closes the doors to sensation. 

“Losing it” can be read through Bourgeois’ house/home-head bodies: not only have they 
been denied access to the interior of the mind, they are deprived of a mind altogether. 
Unlike the weaponized body of The Headless—which, despite being headless, holds 
the flare of a burning heart and the sharpness of a dagger against a structured world—
these female bodies are bare, fully exposed, without other tools besides themselves to 
serve as objects of a patriarchal logic and gaze. While The Headless seeks the recovery 
of lost ties with the natural world and of the serendipity and sensational intensities of 
existence that are historically “denied” to male reason—a reconnection that serves 
as the rationale for the heroic severing of his own head—these house/home-headed 
bodies are (literally) locked in, away from sensation. Bourgeois’ house/home-headed 
bodies are deprived of minds, but also find the house doors that give passage to 
sensation are shut. Allow me a detour across languages here. As the Portuguese idiom 
for the loss of reason metaphorically—“não fecha bem a porta” [EN: doesn’t close the 
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door properly]—suggests, to “lose it” is to be unable to shut off the ties between mind 
and surroundings and to be taken by the unexpected intrusion of sensation. The doors 
of Bourgeois’ house/home-headed bodies are shut, as if to prevent the awakening 
of the mind—read: spirit, will, character—through the body. These house/home-
head entities are mindless bodies, bodies deprived of the senses, better described 
as anthropomorphic silhouettes, skins to be filled with outer purpose and desires. 
An open door offers the possibility for exchange between inside and outside, and 
together with this the opportunity for contamination, with touch, con tangere (OED1 
2021), to be moved, or reformed, in connection. To lose one’s head is a way to recover 
connection. 

In the film Assemblages (2010), artist Angela Melitopoulos and philosopher Maurizio 
Lazzarato study the singularities that might emerge from not closing the door of 
reason properly: the possibilities offered by being off-reason, of delirium and animist 
sensitivity, which find (in western terms) full expression in the experience of folly. 
Assemblages is a topography about the thinking-practice of psychotherapist and 
philosopher Félix Guattari, composed from interviews with Guattari’s peers and 
followers. In the film, psychoanalyst Jean Claude Polack describes how experiences 
of off-reason sever the assumption that language is the universalizing principle; he 
suggests that the heedlessness of folly is able to create an intimacy and connectedness 
with other worlds that have been suppressed by the lens of efficient causality and 
instrumental reason (Maharaj 2002; Melitopoulos and Lazzarato 2012:1). In the words 
of anthropologist Barbara Glowczewski, the reduction of subjectivity to a sentient 
language—to self-awareness—“has been an obsession throughout the [occidental] 
history of thought… That if there is no spoken language, then we are dealing with 
something necessarily animal” (ibid.,1). The reduction of sense-making and meaning 
to language is, according to Rolnik, further evidence of the epistemological violence 
promoted by the “capitalistic-colonial-racializing-unconscious” of the modern west 
(Rolnik 2017). As she explains, governance through identitarian principles, (macro) 
politics of categorization, and predetermined figurations/fixations of image and 
meaning (representation) reduces meaning to the potential of language (Melitopoulos 
and Lazzarato 2012:7; em). In this way, meaning is re-made as text. 

Assemblages exposes how in the modern, western tradition, reason, and language are 
structured as forms of separateness, together structuring abyssal distinctions—and 
therefore enforce an othering—of those modes of existence (sensing, thinking, 
socializing…) that do not match the criteria of reason and language. Looking at the 
syncretic relations of animism or folly, and the potential of such a headless subjectivity, 
Assemblages raises the question of what other realisms—to return to Diderot’s insight 
(fig. 9)—would emerge if we were to listen to what is quieted or made unseen by 
reason. It asks whether realisms that are inconvenient to capitalism’s desire for optimal 
functioning through a full subsumption of subjectivity might become apparent.







163

4.2.1 Exposure to Other-Wise Knowledges
The impossibility of communicating the unsayable. For the last two hundred 
years, the relation between knowing and acting has lost its general character 
and been reduced to the relation between knowledge validated by modern 
science and rational social engineering (Santos 2007b). As a result, all that 
was arbitrarily conceived of as being outside this highly intellectualized and 
rationalized field was ignored or stigmatized. Outside was the dark world of 
passions, intuitions, feelings, emotions, affections, beliefs, faiths, values, myths, 
and the world of the unsayable, which cannot be communicated save indirectly, 
as Kierkegaard would say. 
—Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “Minifesto for Intellectuals-Activists” (2016).

In the short story “The Wanderer and His Shadow” (1880), philosopher Friedrich 
Nietzsche describes an unexpected exchange between a Wanderer and his talking 
Shadow. My video Double Exposure (2017) rescripted that plot to pose a dialogue 
and rift between the two characters, and to touch upon the ethical and ontological 
suppression of what has been made unknown by being pushed into the realm of the 
unseen and/or constituted as unrepresented otherness. Double Exposure turns to 
the imaging of the unfamiliar and the non-objective manifestation of those shadowy 
experiences lurking beyond what has been deemed reasonable and intelligible.

The script of Double Exposure favors a poetic writing over a factual one. The argument 
of the script alludes to the elusive: to that which is hardly accessible to the eye and 
that which is felt but which we have grown unaccustomed to hearing. To visually 
accentuate these questions, filming took place inside the glass pavilion/sculpture 
Double Exposure (1995-2003) by artist Dan Graham (from which I borrowed the title of 
my video), which blurs the visual distinction between inner and outer space. My video 
tried to emphasize what remains elusive to representation and what emerges from 
stepping away from that which is clearly perceived, taking advantage of the spectral 
reflexes in Graham’s structure to do so. 

Double Exposure tried to touch that which (those who) remain(s) unheard. Curator Sandra 
Vieira Jürgens offers an insightful reflection about the intentions of my project: 

Indeed, the modern Western tradition is characterized by an overbearing 
appreciation of light and the visible to the detriment of shadow; by the 
overvaluing of rational knowledge, vision, the visible and the world of 
objects, establishing a progressive separation and detachment from the 
world of the senses, of the irrational, of appearances and of the formless. 
Shadow, the obscured image, darkness, gloom, absence, closure and 
silence has always been conceived as function of and counterpoint to 
light, the diurnal, presence, openness and exteriority. 
As Byung-Chul Han points out in his book Psychopolitics, “In reality, … 
[transparency] amounts to nothing other than a neoliberal dispositive. 
It means turning everything inside out by force and transforming it into 
information. Under the immaterial mode of production that now prevails, 
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more information and more communication mean more productivity, 
acceleration and growth. Information represents a positive value; inasmuch 
as it lacks interiority, it can circulate independently free from any and all 
context. Accordingly, the circulation of information admits acceleration 
at will. Secrets, foreignness and otherness represent impediments to 
unbounded communication. In the name of transparency, they are to be 
eliminated” (Han 2015:18). 
Insofar as interiority, difference and diversity disturb the clarity of 
information, then opacity, introspection, symbolic imagination and poetic 
discourse itself can only be taken to constitute zones of resistance in 
the contemporary communications regime. And so they are in [Double 
Exposure], who, in demonstrating a poetic and political intention in 
the use of shadow, not only recognizes the most irrational and formless 
aspects of the human mind, but also presents them as a source of 
resistance by bringing into play the incommunicable, that which unsettles, 
disorients and transports us to an invisible world and to the sensory 
dimension of existence, experience and language (Jürgens 2018: 27-28). 

What Jürgens describes as the most irrational and formless aspects of the human mind 
are, according to Han, a threat to the supposed transparency of instrumental reason 
and the positivity of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon mindset: “secrets, foreignness and 
otherness represent impediments to unbounded communication. In [the] name of 
transparency, they are to be eliminated” (Jürgen 2018: 27). Pre-determined outcomes 
are valued while the unfamiliar, what lurks in the shadows or at the edges, is ultimately 
shut out. Paradoxically, such hushing is not overtly violent, but rather constitutes a 
gradual obliteration, proceeding first through a physical and conceptual separateness 
(othering) and then by introducing the other as a pleasurable discovery to consume. 
The potential intensity of the encounter with alterity, as Han puts it, is therefore 
smoothed out and cleared of surprises, as even the affective force of its negativity is 
predicted and wanted as an experience to consume: “the other, which I desire and 
which fascinates me, has no [true] place” (Han 2015:10, em). This is the logic of the 
Neoliberal-Teflon encounter with alterity: it is no longer a “truly” affectable experience 
but rather one that is re-made as text for consumption. The dialectic quality in culture 
that Han has termed the “negativity of the atopic” (that which lacks topos [EN: place]) 
(ibid., 2015) is flattened. 

In Double Exposure, the speaking Shadow is evidence of presences—shadows of 
uncertainty, of the unknown—that exist beyond the realism of clarity and the 
expectedness of capitalism’s consumerism. As far as etymology goes, the word 
“evidence” describes what is obvious or plain to the eye or the mind (OED1  2021). 
Such an evidentiary world, unlike the Shadow-world that only knows through exposure 
and recognition, is a world of seeing-knowing that misses “what we call living [as] 
an attempt to read the shadow, betrayed at every turn by what we so easily assume 
to be real” (Brook 1998:5; em). Double Exposure substantiates my claim that artistic 
research is a listening beyond evidentiary realism. Artistic research, to return to 
Jürgens, can recuperate the irrational and formless aspects of existence and the 
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human mind in its practice. Artistic research offers “a source of resistance by bringing 
into play the incommunicable, that which unsettles, disorients and transports us to an 
invisible world and to the sensory dimension of existence, experience and language” 
(Jürgens 2018:28). In other words, it can make a difference through an encounter 
with the aesthetic (Wesseling 2016:21). Listening to the Shadow, I ask, how can (my) 
artistic research amplify what has remained silenced by seeing-knowing? How may 
we orient, or better, disorient, the ways in which artistic research intervention has 
become used to seeing? How might (my) artistic research intensify ethical listening 
through the uncertain?

4.3 Hesitant Creation: John Keats and the 
“Negative Capability” of Knowing

In an 1817 letter to his brother, poet John Keats writes about “negative capability” 
(Keats 1871), a trait of character and a qualitative requirement for poetry, a capability 
that allows one to remain flexible and open to the experience of the world (Wigod 
1952:386). Inspired by the inclinations of Shakespeare and Wordsworth to write from 
multiple positions and particular truths rather than universalizing abstract concepts, 
Keats describes negative capability as a deliberate hesitation with respect to certainty 
and the need to quantify and qualify. This attitude is exercised against the need “to 
foresee everything, to scrutinize every small event through the lens of reason or to 
assure them, immediately, an outcome, as if life were guided by a script” (Mendonça 
2020: web; tm). Negative capability is a way to hold-back without separation. 

Keats’ negative capability is a tarrying with the dialectic of in/action, which rushes 
towards evidence and progression and proceeds by way of (deliberate and 
insensible) overlooking. In the arrest of negative capability, listening emerges. Similar 
to negative capability, philosopher Joseph Vogl speaks of “tarrying,” a mode of 
thought that does not insist on the modern, western “either/or” polarities of action/
contemplation, intervention/passivity, decisiveness/withdrawal, instead reinstating 
a world of possibilities, “an artistry of errancy that performs a constant movement 
of evasion” (Vogl 2007:118). In its delay to fix meaning, negative capability extends 
the possibilities of affectability, moving as “an idiosyncrasy against the solidity of 
worldviews, against the irrevocability of judgement, against the finality of conclusions 
… less concerned with solutions to problems than with the supposition that in all given 
answers and solutions persist unresolved questions and problems” (ibid., 120). Allow 
me a short reflection about the word “solution” in this context. “Solution,” as the 
dictionary has it—which comes from the Latin solvere, solutio (“to loosen”, to divide, 
dissolve, explain) (OED1 2021)— is a solving that dissolves. Answers that are solutions 
dissolve engagement with live questions. 

The affectability in the temporal sense that negative capability defends is close to Le 
Guin’s call for a writing that is able to lead to an attentiveness to the incremental story 
of action, rather than to the familiar story of visual dialectic of in/action. Rather than 
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inaction or inertia, in the tarrying of negative capability there is apprehension (which is 
not to be read as a noun and thus a description of anxiety, but as a verb descriptive of 
a practice of holding something closely, intimately). A standpoint of listening—and not 
the rush to act and to know, the “are you ready?” of today’s accelerated experience—
thus guides negative capability. As poet Yanyi puts it, when one is constantly on 
the move, always moving forward, one forgets to remember (Yanyi 2020). In this 
sense, a negative capability is counter to today’s culture of performance, in which, 
to return to Verwoert,

we no longer just work, we perform … we are required to get our act 
together and get things done, in any place, at any time. Are you ready? I 
ask you and I’m sure that you’re as ready as you’ll ever be to perform, prove 
yourself, do things and go places (Verwoert 2008: web; em; see page 91).

To take your time is to listen intimately and with care, a term that is here understood in 
terms of “the care one takes for what exists and could exist; a readiness to find strange 
and singular what surrounds us” (Huberman 2000:104). As a skill in disorientation and 
delay that car(ri)es openness and the new, negative capability is a practice of attentive 
listening, and a practice of the different times that come with a listening attitude. 
Negative capability is a delayed chronos, an elongation of sequential time and of 
action through attentively listening to the eminent rise of events—a listening to kairos, 
the eruption of senses in chronological time and the instant of the emergence of 
unexpected action and singularity that skews time off its axis (Soares 2016:121-122). 

In what way can the deployment of negative capability in (my) artistic research intensify 
listening, affectability, and the relationality negated by abyssal territories inherited 
from modern, western positivism and today’s Neoliberal-Teflon calculation? In times 
characterized by the capitalist subsumption of creativity and imagination, art benefits 
from the “action” of negative capability. The challenge for (my) artistic research is to 
resist flattering the tastes of today’s knowledge economy and rather remain on its own 
terms, its “headless-reason” constituting a place where lessons about the not-yet-
there might be offered. What, though, might the contributions of a negative capability 
be to (my) artistic research as a form of knowledge production?

4.4 The Negative Capability 
of Artistic Research.

Considering the dread of—read: the ban on—inaction and vagueness in today’s culture 
of performance, and in view of the tastes of today’s knowledge economy, what critical 
avenues could be offered by (my) artistic research in emphasizing an attitude of negative 
capability? Today, to return to Wesseling’s words: when much attention is paid to the 
political and societal value, or impact, of art practices, aesthetics in art is what makes a 
difference (Wesseling 2016: EN21; see page 46). Aesthetic sense is subjective, elusive, 
potentially vague, and even nonsensical. Aesthetic knowledge is not necessarily 
“clear” or fully figured out. Negative capability is preservationist, but not conservative, 
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with respect to the aesthetic: it  can act as a pedagogy “a sensibility that refuses the 
homogeneous, that favors the generation of the multiple and constantly watches over 
the fascisms that make up the politics of forms, and that are formed in the aesthetics of 
the political” (Farina 2005:367-368). 

The negative capability of artistic research, I argue, is a commitment to the not-yet-here, 
namelessness, and the temporalities of the aesthetic; it constitutes a critical position 
that, to borrow Cocker’s words, might help “recuperating critical value for the idea 
of poetic. … exploring references to poetry or the poetic which speak instead of its 
resistance, even radical or political potential, poetry as a form of refusal, an affirmative 
form of language for speaking of things which don’t yet have a language, or which refuse 
the conventional forms of naming and knowing” (Cocker 2013: w/p). The negative 
capability of artistic research is not productive in terms of the binary un/knowable. 
Instead, the value of its productivity is constantly being moved and reshaped. With 
aesthetic experience at its core, the negative capability of artistic research is threatened 
by a politics of imaging, knowing, and imagining that too quickly figures things out and 
rushes through an emerging namelessness into an existing state of art. 

As Cocker observes, it is not easy to hold onto uncertainty, delays, and detours, or inhabit 
those experiences in affirmative terms (Cocker 20161). Creation might spring from the 
intended or the not-knowing. However, the not-knowing “is not inherently productive or 
generative nor does it always lead to new and imaginative lines of flight. Not-knowing 
can be paralysing, prohibitive” (ibid., 68). Uncertainty is a culturally coded experience, 
and in our modern, western, positivist tradition, uncertainty has been coded as either 
something to avoid or as a starting point that the process of knowing is supposed to 
supersede and contain through classification:

the experience of not-knowing is conceived as the provocation that 
prompts investigation, further scrutiny … an anomalous breach or gap 
in existing thought that must be filled, bridged by the production of new 
knowledge. … Yet, the sense of what is not known can increase rather 
than diminish through experience; the limits of one’s knowledge become 
more palpable the more one knows. The pursuit of knowledge is thus 
an irresolvable quest, endlessly producing new frontiers ever in need of 
conquest, ever more territorialisation. Here, not-knowing reveals a virgin 
site to be explored or conquered, or a zone of indeterminacy that thinking 
attempts to move from (ibid., 69). 

Welcoming uncertainty requires preparation and unlearning. (My) artistic research can 
contribute to the rehearsal of a “capacity to withstand uncertainty and become more 
accustomed to the unsettling experiences therein” (Cocker and Thornton 2016: w/p). 
In this, it might not only invite us to unlearn the cultural push to move away from the 
unknown, but also put pressure on today’s sense of life on a spreadsheet, the “planning a 
course of action for every eventuality so as not to get caught on” (Cocker 20162:69): the 
preventive, risk-free chant of Neoliberal-Teflon calculation. 

The project The Italic I (2016), by Emma Cocker and the late artist and educator Clare 
Thornton, is an inspiring example of negative capability mobilized within artistic 
research. As the artists describe it, The Italic I explores the different potentials that can 
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be tied to the fall. The fall is not investigated as a picture, but as the experience of falling 
(from the known, the normative, the certain, or the stable); it is “an attempt to reflect on 
its interiority (the feeling-in-falling, the nature of its phases as lived experience). A fall 
[as] a period of passage, rather than a series of fixed steps or set postures that can be 
isolated” (Cocker and Thornton 2016: w/p). Words follow this shift in positions from up > 
down, vertical > horizontal, balanced > unbalanced, trying to manifest in language that 
italic experience of a tilting body: the embodiment of an italic I.

Allow me to offer a personal anecdote. In a session of a doctoral course titled “What Do 
We Mean with Artistic Research,” which was held by UniArts Helsinki (2014), one of 
the instructors raised the question: “Where is the artist that cannot be understood to 
go in order to be understood?”. Reading the question “Where to go in order to be 
understood?” literally, as if there was such a thing as an El Dorado for artistic meaning, 
amused me a great deal. Thinking about what the “artist-thinker [who shares] modes of 
curiosity, questioning, and analysis realized through a form of creation” (Green 2010: 
291; em) does to make sense demands the examination of what is perceived and 
constituted as artistic research. The expected productivism between doing and what, 
which my performance What Can I explores, comes to mind when when I now reflect 
upon the instructor’s question. “Where to go in order to be understood?” brings forth 
intelligibility, the criteria established to share and recognize something—the criteria that 
gives a field its sense. What gives artistic research its sense? What makes artistic research 
intelligible, graspable, readable?

When artistic research is discussed through the prism of intelligibility, one must equally 
observe the ways in which the aesthetic is read, and how “being made intelligible” is 
habitually understood in terms of the wordy capacity of unpacking and exchanging. 
Verbal language is accorded the undisputed position of “provider” in relation to artistic 
research’s intelligibility, through the emphases placed on the politics of knowledge 
distribution (such as the metrics established for published research) and the approaches 
of other disciplines (like the aesthetic-mediated and text-oriented production of Art 
History/Theory/Criticism). Here we confront a “textual paradigm,” to return to the 
allusion, mentioned previously, made by Kester in relation to the adoption of theory to 
signify artistic practice (Finkelpearl 2016:118; see page 45). What is “proper” and can 
be properly “known” by artistic research, asks Wesseling in Of Sponge, Stone and the 
Intertwinement with the Here and Now — A Methodology of Artistic Research (2016). 
Paraphrasing the painter Bridget Riley’s statements on the task of the artist, Wesseling 
describes artistic research as a movement “to create a way of working, discover ‘doing’ 
and to establish the terms for a sustainable creative dialogue” (Wesseling 2016:09). 

Let me borrow the word “terms” from this quote in order to ask: How are the terms of 
legibility and creative dialogue of artistic research set, and who sets them? How do those 
terms, which are designed to increase the dissemination of research through the arts (in 
academia and beyond), interfere and contribute to demote 

those epistemological aspects of artistic exploration and experimentation 
— including sensuous, affective knowledge; bodily knowledge; the value 
of trial and error and of “feeling one’s way”; intuition — that have habitually 
been marginalized by a (Western) knowledge economy to favour rational 
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and discursive logic, where knowledge is transmitted, traded and ‘blanked’ 
as product, rather than necessarily activated as a live, embodied process? 
(Gansterer et al. 2017:9). 

Expectations of intelligibility and productivity expose the mingling of epistemology 
and capitalization of knowledge. Artistic research is not immune to the need to fulfil 
specific requisites of explicitness to fit and feed a specific circulation of knowledge. To 
return to the question posed above, what is the sense of artistic research? According 
to philosopher and music theoretician Henk Borgdorff, artistic research could be 
described as “the articulation of the unreflected, non-conceptual content enclosed 
in aesthetic experiences, enacted in the creative practices and embodied in artistic 
production” (Borgdorff 2011:47). This articulation is, however, not an attempt “to make 
explicit the knowledge that art is said to produce, but rather … [to invite to] ‘unfinished 
thinking’” (Borgdorff 2011:44; em). Let me stress the word “explicit.” Explicitness is a 
factor valued within the economy of knowledge production. Sculptor and theoretician 
Juan Luis Moraza writes about factors such as explicitness as leftovers of a positivist 
attitude which is very much alive within today’s research culture, which he describes 
as detrimental to the valorization of thinking through art, as such factors reduce 
knowledge to a matter of logic and exposition. According to Moraza, 

while the word ‘science’ (scientia) comes from a notion of knowledge 
based on excision (division), on fragmentation, separation, that begins 
with the epistemological division by which the observed object is 
differentiated from the observing subject, and then moves on to 
distinguish objects from one another in the most clear, distinct and 
functional way possible … art has been the mode of knowledge that has 
less avoided this complexity (Moraza 2018:29). 

One the claims made by Moraza is the role that art might have as counter-voice to 
the positivistic disarticulation of understanding and sensation. Words know things. 
The Latin word sapere, the root of the word “knowledge,” is also the root of the 
word “taste.” Moraza suggests that the early meaning of sapere as the junction of 
intelligible understanding and sensorial experience prevails in art. Rather than splitting 
understanding and sensation, art thinks, inquires, and knows aesthetically, through 
insight—which combines “knowledge” (in Latin, sapere; in Spanish, saber) and “taste” 
in terms of of flavoring (in Latin, sapere; in Spanish, sabor). Art is a syncretical way of 
knowing and tasting, it is sapere and sabor, which Moraza describes with the construct 
“saboer” (Moraza 2018:29; em). As with saboer, the unfinished, undetermined 
element of artistic ways of knowing should not be considered intelligible through its 
explicitness (in terms of scientific excision) or its separateness. Instead, as with saboer, 
art is intelligible through implicitness and involvement. I suggest that Keats’ negative 
capability is an attitude that reinforces the saboer of artistic research.
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4.5 Towards an Ethics of Listening: 
The Picture as Necessarily Insufficient

The exercise of negative capability does not lean on pre-established knowledge, but 
augments a sense of presence, enhancing our attentiveness to what unfolds in the 
encounter with things. It triggers close reading. Close reading demands leaning in 
to see details and, as Bal writes, “is also about unlearning, let’s say suspending the 
bigger picture that you think you know, which is called ideology” (Bal 2018:70). To 
read closely is a learning that also forgets that which is secondary and that which does 
not serve us. When I call for a negative capability within artistic research, I call for 
the patient leaning in required by listening, a listening that also clears the noise and 
unlistens to what shouts in its face and the spectacularism that wins the eye; and with 
this, it rejects superficial classification. The teaching of a negative capability through 
artistic research requires the unlearning of the rhetoric “seeing = knowing.” I find 
echoes of this reading in the account that Maharaj offers of visual art knowledge:

why not adopt the term “non-knowledge” — despite its pejorative 
connotations — for visual arts’ cognitive processes? Non-knowledge, at 
any rate, is not at all the same as “ignorance.” It refers to the knowledge 
system’s “other,” that indeterminate, xeno-zone between “knowledge/
ignorance” (Maharaj 2002:79-80). 

Visual art knowledge does not concern retinal replication, the fixation of representation 
or figuration, but the invention of other thinking-knowing. As Maharaj has it, 
visual art enables 

both “other” ways of knowing and ways of knowing “otherness”. They 
are counter-epistemological gear — “xeno-equipment” rigged out for 
attracting, conducting, taking on difference-for clocking the “foreign, 
unknown, alien”. … para-epistemic probes. They whip up see-think-
feel weather fronts — new affects, subjectivities, feelings, emotional 
eddies and tidals [sic] — that trigger transformative thought, action and 
behaviour. Let’s look at them as art-ethical processing plants churning 
out options and potentials for chipping in, action and involvement in the 
world. How to sound them? (ibid., 72). 

The chief position that the visual holds in the arts and in western culture is, rather than 
being self-evident, evidence of a positivistic lineage that associates logos and vision 
in order to establish a linear dialectics between knowing and figuring out (Cavarero 
2005). Knowledge has long been correlated with the retinal, with the static of 
the visual picture, and with the separation and isolation of visual forms (“clearly” 
perceivable pictures) in this culture. Listening has been made an epistemological 
subaltern. Maharaj proposes an alternative reading of the role of visual art knowledge 
that allows us to unlearn this positivist lineage. Visual arts knowledge is a source of 
new relations of thinking-knowing, because the visual (in art) is, as the Shadow in my 
video Double Exposure tries to explain to the Wanderer (page 153), to be perceived 
as necessarily insufficient.
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As I see it, or at least, as I would like you to understand, in this artistic research project 
picture-making is imbued with the capacity to listen in relation to what the picture 
omits and fails to capture. Understanding the picture as necessarily insufficient also 
alters the sense of the pictorial as finiteness, as retinal fixation. Understanding the 
picture as necessarily insufficient, as possessing a quick yet highly limited capacity 
to tell, makes it possible, to borrow the words of art historian T. J. Mitchell, for us to 
“unfollow” our reliance on what pictures do and what they show, and instead ask 
what pictures want from us. And with that, we might finally invite the picture to speak 
(Mitchell 2005:33-34) for what is not there. In the sense that the picture is necessarily 
insufficient, picture-making processes always invoke an ethics of listening, but are all 
picture-making processes a listening reflection? At stake in this research is the question 
of how (my) picture-making processes know through listening reflection.
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What are the politics of display, the articulations of knowledge, and the modalities of 
perception through which (my) artistic research might contribute to reforming the 
loss of imagination and affectability that results from the merger of modern, western 
positivism and industrialization, and its effects on cultural thinking? In an argument 
that may sound counterintuitive within the context of a visual art practice, in the 
preceding chapter I’ve suggested that the picture is necessarily insufficient, and as 
such that the processes of picture-making can constitute a modality of listening. 
Necessary insufficiency and listening reflection can, I argue, act as standpoints that 
open up the functional and interpretative possibilities of pictures, thereby opening 
up an ethics of the picture, that understands it as a frame of unfixed, generative, 
reciprocal encounters. 

5.1 Beyond the Non-Listening Reflections 
of Pictures

What does art overlook in its attempts to show? This question brings to mind a 
picture-diagram by artistic polymath Herbert Bayer. The diagram proposes a design 
for a new exhibition display and suggests a new seeing totality, a 360º visual reach 
(opposed to the Renaissance model of conic vision), which Bayer termed an “extended 
field of vision” (Bayer 1939) (fig. 13). At the center of the illustration is a human 
body, which is guided by an enlarged eye. The model Bayer proposes reflects the 
vanguardist fascination with transparency, foresight, and anticipation. The removal 
of any visual/spatial overlap that might obstruct the full control of the eye effectively 

figure 13  — Herbert Bayer, “Fundamentals of Exhibition Design,” (1939).
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cancels out the principles of sequential legibility and a fixed order, both of which 
characterize the classical model of exhibition display. Putting sight first, the effect of 
Bayer’s model is both perceptual and hierarchical. In order to increase the capacity 
of retinal anticipation, it’s necessary to clear out the visual point of contact, isolating 
the “object” of this all-encompassing eye’s attention. Everything is open to view in 
Bayer’s model of an extended field of vision; for this reason, his “inclusive picture 
of possibilities” (ibid., 25) is interchangeable with the exhibition model of the white 
cube, which—as I discuss earlier—maintains a politics of display based on an ideology 
of separation that shifts responsibility onto an exhibition’s passersby (see page 54). 
Bayer’s model has an ocular-centric perspective in mind. Prediction and anticipation 
are possible because the objects of attention are “fully-exposed” and can be 
separated by this all-inclusive, controlling eye. 

Bayer’s model follows a vanguard theorization, which, “by its nature, does not let itself 
be taken by surprise or feel wonderment. Whatever does not fit the vanguardists’ 
previsions or propositions either does not exist or is not relevant” (Santos 2016:11). 
At stake with an all-encompassing eye, with the expectation of full sight, is an 
elimination of surprise and a plasticity of the object. A consequence of this economic 
investment of the eye is a reduction in the time that is spent with the object and a sort 
of intellectual anticipation of what the object is. As such, this way of seeing-knowing, 
to return to the terminology suggested by Fiumara, offers no guarantee of a “listening 
reflection” (Fiumara 1990). 
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If we do not succeed in coping with a tendency to narcissistic isolation which 
only leads to perceiving one’s own mirror image in others, it then becomes 
difficult to accept others as “real” persons. … We find ourselves both perceiving 
and using others as ever-new ways of reflecting ourselves, by which we seek to 
create a wider but stagnant consensus for everything that we already believe in. 
And the mirroring reflection of our own beliefs does not only refer to the realms 
of subjective life, but also extends to a whole vast range of “purely” cognitive 
operations which seem even to attain and affect verifiable and quantifiable 
levels. Non-listening reflection … is a sterile relationship … which determines 
our search for ever greater consensus.

—Gemma Corradi Fiumara, The Other Side of Language: 
A Philosophy of Listening (1990).

What sounds in pictures? I mean this not in the sense of what stands out, but rather in 
terms of what echoes from within? How does my processes of picture-making avoid 
a “non-listening reflection?” (ibid., 163)? Fiumara uses this term to describe a way 
of thinking and considering the other—the outer, otherness, the unfamiliar—that 
does not pre-ascribe codes or project pre-established meanings based on one’s own 
perception. Seeing, and thus knowing, in such way doesn’t lead to reciprocity: rather 
than the echo with difference that characterizes a true encounter, it can only produce 
mirrored projections. As writer and translator Jennifer Hayashida puts it,
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Inversely, a listening reflection defines a way of knowing in which one’s projections 
are fed back with difference. A listening reflection shifts from figuring out (a 
projected forecast, a self-validating insight) to figuring with/in (a relational 
learning). Echoing with difference, a listening reflection is a learning/unlearning by 
knowing the other anew.

Reflective listening is a way of knowing that figures with and in. Rather than knowing in a 
self-mirroring way, which keeps the object of attention at a distance, the knowing of a 
listening reflection is indivisible from involvement. Such a horizon of listening enables 
us to know by involving the other in us, without appropriating or setting the other in 
our catalogue of meaning or seeking to

confine ourselves more and more to circulating within a given repertory, 
or arsenal or terms and standard articulations, which can be summoned 
up each time in mnemonic fashion; almost a pledge to comply with 
standard ways of mirroring and with reproductive thinking. The 
inhibition of growth begins to make itself felt … reflection of current 
epistemological metastructures … images of life that are sadly lifeless. 
It is the “de-animation” of our thinking which projects the world into 
abstract “objectivity”, obviously very weak in the face of the knowing 
subject (ibid., 167).

For artist Grada Kilomba, a non-listening reflection condemns “otherness to a narcissistic 
projection, [and] is one of the foundational myths of white-Western epistemology” 
(Kilomba 2019: conference; tm). In her video Illusions vol. 1 Narcissus and Echo 
(2017), Kilomba departs from the myth by Roman poet Ovid to study how racial 
muteness is constituted as otherness that fixes the self-concept/image of a colonial, 
modern, west (Ribeiro 2019). As Ovid wrote, beautiful Narcissus is totally mesmerized 
by his own reflection, while the particularly loquacious nymph Echo, after suffering 
a curse by goddess Juno, is deprived of the ability to initiate any conversation of 
her will and only able to repeat the end of others’ conversation—to echo. Narcissus 
enables what is left of Echo’s speaking gift—her speaking—but in an extractive 
fashion, since Narcissus mis-listens to Echo’s retorts as a form of feedback from his 
own reflection. Perfect subjectivity is the focus of the tale of Narcissus and Echo, and 
a metaphor for the subjectivity of whiteness as a non-listening reflection. Narcissus’ 
navel-gazing (here, a metaphor for whiteness) is counterpartyed with the denials of 
Echo’s (here, a metaphor for all alterity) attempts to communicate—and thus to love. 

Images of other(ness) remain unseen. As history shows, and Kilomba’s retelling of 
Ovid’s tale denounces, more than a perfected image, whiteness is the only possible 
image—a familiarity which has made things unseen or tossed them into the abyss 
dug by modern, western, colonial epistemology. Narcissus can only reflect (what 
he thinks is the speaking of) his own image. Echo’s speaking fails to be listened to 
by a self-reflecting Narcissus: it fails to inscribe itself in his impervious subjectivity. 
Allow me a translingual reflection: Echo remains aquém, a Portuguese adverb which, 
although it describes an opposition to “there,” is not exactly a “here,” and is closer to 
a “heretofore,” or an “on this side”; regardless of these questions around the wheres 
of the term, aquém describes an inferior condition of remaining under (Priberam 



181

Beyond the Non-Listening Reflections of Pictures

2020: web). Echo remains aquém: inferior, under, unheard. With self-image as an 
impediment to a listening reflection, Kilomba asks,

What knowledge is recognized as such?
And what knowledge is not?
What knowledge has been part of the official agendas and curricula?
And what knowledge is not part of such curricula?
To whom does this knowledge belong?
Who is recognized as someone who has knowledge?
And who is not?
Who can teach knowledge?
Who can produce knowledge?
Who can perforate it?
And who cannot? 
(Kilomba 2019: w/p). 

Indeed, who and what can perforate the non-listening reflection performed by whiteness 
and its claimed neutrality? Non-listening reflection echoes impervious affectability 
echoes effacement of otherness here. 

How are we to conduct a visual language, to engage and understand picture-making 
processes as listening reflections? This question is crucial to (my) visual art 
research. Echoing Maharaj and Moraza, I suggest that the role of visual art is not to 
depict—etymologically speaking, to fully grasp (from the Latin de [EN: down, about] 
+ pingere [EN: to paint]) (OED1 2021)—but to listen deeply, to trigger an ethics of
listening (Maharaj 2002; Moraza 2018). I understand visual art as a kind of knowledge
that follows a horizon of listening—it proceeds not by way of a retinal replication or the
fixation of representation, but through the invention of thinking-knowing otherwise.
Through my artistic research, I have suggested that the visual picture be understood
as ontologically incomplete and necessarily insufficient (see page 142)—as such, I
suggest, picture-making calls for complementarity and a taste for other wisdoms.
In my projects, the picture is thus rarely shown alone, and is generally accompanied
by an aural ethics of listening. In the projects described earlier (the majority of
which observe the industrialization of thinking through the subjectivation of work),
the complementarity that listening brings to my pictures may have remained shyly
symbolic. In a manner that I will describe in the subsequent chapters, as the inquiry
moved towards making visually apparent the already-existing intensities that exist
in today’s experience of Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness, the aural element—the
polyvocal and the dialogical—became much more tangible in my projects. While the
visual element remained a significant presence, it became increasingly present as an
incomplete “prop” (evidence of what it fails to fully capture) and a “prompt” for the
unlearning that listening contributes to. This work explores seeing with listening; an act
of “figuring with/in.”
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If it is harder to understand the accent you have to move closer.

—Dolly Parton, Dolly Parton’s America (2019).

Listening is not necessarily a straightforward or obvious productivity. As “knowledge 
formation in a flux” (Tkaczyk et al. 2020:1), listening asks for aural attentiveness, 
patience, and support. Close reading is a possibility when those things are in place. 
And with close reading—to return to the definition offered by Bal (see page 172)—
comes the gift of unlearning: “to be able to [see listen], instead of [seeing listening] 
what you already know, you have to have to open your mind, but you also need to 
put all your knowledge to sleep” (Bal et al. 2018:69-70; em). Further, when listening 
is close reading, listening is deep listening. As experimental composer Pauline 
Oliveros describes it, deep listening is a listening attitude that moves past the familiar, 
habitual understandings, and what has been constituted as intelligible towards 
something complex, and deep (Oliveros 2005). If our culture trains us to speak but 
not to listen, are the uses of deep listening then countercultural? Isn’t deep listening 
a way to also get closer to those meanings that emerge “in face of the unsayability 
of words” (Campt 2017:4)?

The patient and unpredictable productivity of deep listening enervates today’s 
accelerated culture of performance. Deep listening moves closer. Rather than 
“mirrorlike representations as the sole method of truth making” (Erlmann 2010:25), 
listening deeply furthers knowledge by “exceed[ing] arenas of visibility by relating us 
to the unseen, the non-represented or the non-yet-apparent” (LaBelle 2018:2-4; em). 
Listening with such attention resonates in the lenient openness of negative 
capability—that way of understanding that is not anchored in horizons that have been 
fully located. This can be seen in the quarrel between the characters of the Wanderer 
and Shadow in my video Double Exposure, wherein the Shadow’s ways of perceiving 
reality and of knowing dispute that which is fully exposed, clearly outlined, and literally 
figured by the separation of figure and ground (videocentrism) (see pages 153-156). 
Instead, the Shadow calls for a relationality of understanding. Rather than mirrored 
projections or “idealizing modes of reflection which define and constrict the ways of 
coexistence” (Fiumara 1990:165), such understanding calls for senses that car(ry)e the 
difference that is imbued in the world. 
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I propose we call ourselves destillatori! Distillers.

—Peter Brooks, Threads of Time: Recollections (1998).

In “The Artist as Ethnographer?” (1996), art historian Hal Foster describes a rising trend 
throughout the 1990s whereby a host of representational artistic practices that eagerly 
committed to the real risked turning art into a pseudoscience of alterity. Echoing 
Garcés’ mapping of an ontology of art that relates to the world as something to be 
thought about and in which to intervene/change, Foster describes this tendency as 
mirroring the growing influence that ethnographic ways of theorizing culture and 
cultural difference were exerting over art. Such artistic practices, he writes, threaten 
to reduce alterity (of cultures, of difference) to artistic props, or “artistic texts” that 
re-present and replace the presence of the other, the voice of culture, as a microcosmic 
surrogate (Foster 1996:178). Foster describes how creating in the name of or for the 
sake of a cultural and/or ethnic other involves a double projection (Ruten, Dienderen, 
and Soetaert 2013.5). First, the other is tied to a certain “elsewhere”; then, they are 
subsequently mirrored as a projection of the artist’s unconscious. He describes this 
process in terms of an intent “to ‘other’ the self, more than to ‘selve’ the other. Such 
‘self-othering’ easily passes into selfabsorption, with the danger that the project 
of ‘ethnographic self-fashioning’ becomes a practice of philosophical narcissism” 
(ibid., 462; Foster 1996:178). The theorizing/writing practice in such cases not only 
misses a true encounter with an elsewhere, but culturally constitutes the elsewhere 
through the writing practice. These elsewhere are figured out as text—which is not 
meant in terms of an attempt to understand, but in terms of the forcible removal of 
something by placing it outside the picture. Artistic commitment with alterity is here a 
narcissistic ideation, a projection that listens to its own voice—in Garcés terms, it is a 
dishonest encounter with the real (see page 47)—rather than a listening reflection. This 
forces the question: Does the experimentation and writing resulting from (my) artistic 
research figure with/in or figure out?

In the text “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance” (1992), feminist writer and social 
activist bell hooks furthers Foster’s critique by addressing examples of artistic and 
intellectual critique that appropriate race as a theme and turn it into cultural banality. 
Rather than a true encounter with the racialized other, or experiences of permeability, 
she writes that racial difference is reduced in such intellectual circles to a pleasurable 
thematic discovery: a “spicy” representation that is mostly “digested” as an indicator 
of cultural sophistication (hooks 2017: w/p). Treating racial struggle as an exciting 
“interest” to be acquired and shown is an example of the macropolitics of the 
archive and classification, which upholds the status of meaning and the status quo, 
effacing the sharp and painful political contours of racial struggle and its emerging 
micropolitical forces in the process (Rolnik 2011).

The cultural appropriation of race described by hooks is an example of what Lyotard 
described as “intellectual commiseration”: in the fascination for lively intellectual 
subjects (thematic fetishism), he identifies a decontextualizing practice that assimilates 
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“lively” concerns (the “struggle”) in order to feed the production of new words, 
facilitating a “struggle within the text” but also offering an omen of the good moral 
grounds (and vanity) of intellectuals (Lyotard 1993:115-117). Not only is otherness 
reduced to an interest of the artist-intellectual in such texts, but it is re-made as 
text. Through writing, another level of objectification and distancing takes place: 
in addition to the question of whose voice gets to be written, otherness risks being 
written in a certain way—through specific patterns of readership or legibility. 

The non-neutrality of text—and of art—is an idea that political-science scholar Nikita 
Dhawan sustains in “Hegemonic Listening and Subversive Silences: Ethical-political 
Imperatives” (1992). Based on the critique that activist and cultural theorist Gayatri 
Spivak made in relation to Michel Foucault’s abdication of intellectual responsibility 
for representation in Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988), Dhawan argues that there 
are no neutral “texts,” no neutral representations, because all texts are preceded 
(or constituted) by coded structures of readership. In directing our attention to 
how we culturally and individually read and listen, she shows that there is no such 
thing as “just listening to something,” no neutral forms of reception—rather, there 
are predetermined, organized forms of intelligibility that are encoded by systems 
of power. In relating Dhawan’s account, I think again of Echo and Narcissus, and 
how Echo’s text is not heard as hers but is intelligible as the text of Narcissus’s 
reflection. I also recall the earlier example of the workers in the films of Groupe 
Medvedkine, whose testimonies shows us how the cultured fringes of society 
encoded the industrial worker not only as a poorly educated tool of physical 
might, without imagination, but a furious tool, who is angry, and burning for their 
emancipation (see pages 67-68). 

According to Dhawan, power reflects in structures of language as “normative 
intelligibility”—since textual production conforms to “hegemonic ‘norms of 
recognition’ [that] determine what can be read, heard and understood as intelligible 
and legible” (Dhawan 2012:47; em). Along with the question of who is not legible or 
audible comes the question of who speaks for whom (a question shared by Foster, 
hooks, and Dhawan). To return to Foster’s argument—namely that the turn to the 
real in the artistic field and the desire to advance art (to archive art) necessitates a 
confrontation with the responsibility of political representation—we are offered no 
guarantees that artistic writings of the kind discussed above will be able to “represent 
the perspective of those who are not legible and intelligible within hegemonic 
frameworks and thereby rendered ethically and politically illegitimate” (ibid., 48). How 
can we listen differently? As civil rights activist and author Audre Lorde writes, the 
challenge in subverting “the master’s house” is that one must undo the normalization 
(the hegemonic intelligibility) that the “master’s tools” perform in creating a sense of 
difference in order to dominate it; this undoing demands a refusal to operate through 
such a text altogether, and instead suggest a turn towards difference (to a different 
text) in order to feed 

the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) differences … which 
enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with 
true visions of our future, along with the concomitant power to effect 
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those changes which can bring that future into being. Difference is that 
raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is forged 
(Lorde 1984:112).

To paraphrase Guattari, the challenge in dismantling the master’s house lies in becoming 
united, moving together, and carrying our collective story with increasing affectability 
and with increasing difference (Himada and Manning 2009:15). The challenge is 
keeping the never-ending remaking of intelligibility alive. 

Figuring with/in emerges in this inquiry as a commitment to an ethical horizon: it is my 
hope that the field of artistic research might approach such a horizon in order to 
produce listening reflections. As I see it, in being guided by a horizon of listening, the 
artist/researcher would mediate difference and allow themselves and their work to be 
permeated by a pedagogical attitude (which is not meant in the instructional sense). 
A commitment to mediation involves a process of close reading, of learning and 
unlearning, which, beyond mere interest, asks for involvement. Rather than “directing 
clearly,” this is artistic research that is committed to being entangled with and 
affected by all that it hears. The distaste of theatre director Peter Brooks for the status 
and connotations of the word “director” might be helpful here. Brooks has advanced 
the construct distiller as a metaphor to describe a mediating role within experimental 
theatre. He writes that theatre is just a place, a metaphor, to make the process of 
life clearer (Brooks 1998:224). “Clearer” is not to be understood here as referring to 
the modern, western obsession with transparency, foresight, and anticipation (which 
are all key to Neoliberal-Teflon’s preclusion for functionalism and horizons cleared 
of risks). Distilling is an art of saboer (Moraza 2018; see page 171)—it is a tentative 
process of knowing and tasting. The resulting clarity is a subjective close reading/
tasting of new depths and nuances. Likewise, I call for an understanding of artistic 
research that directs with saboer and seeks the distillation of complexity, through 
touching shifts in perception and sensation. 
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You’re out of touch
I’m out of time
I’m out of my head when you’re not around

—Hall & Oats, Out of Touch (1984).

With a little help of the imagination, the hit song Out of Touch (1984) by Hall & Oats could 
be the anthem for the Neoliberal-Teflon mode of existence for the market. As the 
chorus goes, while the “you”—the exteriority of the world, alterity—is out of touch, “I” 
am (definitely) out of time; and having “you” come around threatens my sense of self: 
it risks getting me “out of my head.” The subject of such a chant denies the principle 
of existence as relational, and the unpredictability that comes with it. The effect of the 
outside world is not felt as “a welcoming cosmos but as a threatening prison. That 
is why the current trend [of Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection] is to build security niches, 
either in the form of privileges or in the form of well-established and closed ideologies 
and identities” (Garcés 2013:14; tm; em).

The Neoliberal-Teflon regime of subjectivity offers no entrance to the unfamiliar. This 
is a regime that is moved by an irresistible self-identification, which, consequently, 
establishes the unfamiliar, the different, the surprising unknown, as a threat to my 
sense of solid self. The world that emerges from such a regime is a world of bubbles, 
of bunkers. This is a world of familiar chants endlessly repeating, without variation and 
without what was that?—without an attentiveness that might reveal the random effects 
of an otherness that is already at work in our bodies. No. The tune of Neoliberal-Teflon 
is just as smooth as its frictionless landscape. To navigate in such landscape, one 
needs to develop a thickened skin. A self-sustained imperviousness that shields from 
constant outer assaults. Supported by studies about how personality traits manifest 
in the skin, writer Susan Cain touches on the matter of how the skin of extrovert 
subjects—the self-confident and agile personality type favored by today’s economy 
of performance—is “literally ‘thicker’, more impervious to stimuli, cooler to the touch 
… where our notion of being socially ‘cool’ comes from; the lower-reactive [extrovert] 
you are, the cooler your skin, the cooler you are” (Cain 2012:142; em). The outstanding 
extrovert is cooler and does not warm to others: rather it withstands, and what stands 
out is its Teflon-image. 

What reforms might (my) artistic research suggest to the sameness and imperviousness 
of the Neoliberal-Teflon regime of subjectivity and to such a monoculture of sensitivity, 
which tunes subjects in to a lack of touch? More than denouncing the complicity and 
banalization of art and creativity in today’s experience economy, I want to ask what 
contributions might (my) artistic research offer to the task of reinstating affectability—
and affection—in this “smooth,” yet thickened, landscape, thereby tactically moving 
the subject who is out of touch.
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Exhibition
... Supone Todo Esto Una Posibilidad?

Date       Venue
2018   Centre del Carme Cultura Contemporánea de Valencia – Valencia, ES 

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/-supone-todo-esto-una-posibilidad/ 

Contact, A Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating the Other (2018) is a project that alludes to 
the waning of touch and tact effected by today’s capitalist politics of separateness. This 
project was developed for the exhibition …Es Todo Esto Una Possibilitat? [EN: Is This All 
A Possibility?], which was curated by Juan Luis Toboso for the Centre del Carme Cultura 
Contemporánea de Valencia (Valencia, Spain). The exhibition invited artists to imagine 
new approaches to thinking through desire, “minor” gestures, ways of knowing, and 
modes existences—minor in their singularity, but also in their need for care, attention, 
and tenderness—that are not easily prearranged, commodified, and that might even 
trouble the logics of quickness and recognition that are imprinted by turbo-capitalism’s 
patterns of consumption.

Conceptually, Contact, A Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating the Other deals with capi-
talism as a source of separateness and non-inscription. The project was composed of a 
series of poem-pictures that address the contemporary status of contact—to be “with” 
(the Latin con) “touch” (the Latin tangere)—and touch as a social object; this choice of 
theme resulted from a dialogue with the other projects that were selected for the exhi-
bition. From my study of other artists’ projects, five A1 posters were made which were 
presented by the entrance wall as a series, and in reams that sat next to the projects of 
other artists for passersby to take. This placement is an attempt to make the dialogue 
between my poem-pictures and other works more explicit. But it is also a negation of 
the logic of separation, the perception of the isolation of one artwork in the exhibition 
space from other works as indicative of its value—the utmost paradigm of which is the 
white cube.

In the new chapter of techno-semantic capitalist production, the scale of the body at work, no 
longer an (active, muscular, adaptative) requirement for the new cognitive production, has 
shrunk to the dialogue between the tip of the fingers and the brain. Contact, A Poetry of 
Exportation, of Assimilating the Other plays with the possible ties between technological 
efficiency, loss of sensation, and disinvestment in contact—thought of both in terms of 
touch and tact. “Contact” with “touch” (con-tangere), that sense of exporting oneself and 
reach onto others, has been a steady target of capitalist negation. The advent of industrial 
capitalism represented a separation of human bodies from the rhythms of nature, from 
the outdoors, and from other humans. Physical force and stamina were its engine. With 
today’s semiotic and experience-based economy, intellect and communication become 
the chief objects of capitalistic extraction. However, the shift from material to immaterial 
modalities of production has not liberated touch. In fact, under the pretext of sanitization 

Contact, A Poetry of Exportation, 
of Assimilating the Other
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and smoothening the flow of people and goods—or rather, intensifying the indistinction 
between people and goods—newer, contact-free habits and devices contribute to what 
I perceive as a lessening of the accidental and of sensation. 

The hand/tip of the finger, and in particular, the “gel” nail, is offered in one of the poem-pic-
tures as emblem for this new relationship, for an aspiring impervious body. The popularity 
of gel nails, I suggest, is an aesthetic symptom of a contact-free society, which can also 
be tied to an historically elitist aspiration of having immaculate hands—evidence of re-
maining untouched by work. A less palpable effect of such desire to make the skin-surface 
impervious is the negation of the affiliative touch—the inscription of slow movement and 
gentle touch in the body. The affiliative touch describes the activation of nerve fibres 
(called “C-Tactile afferents,” or CTs) that register positive affective values and trigger ox-
ytocin. Oxytocin is the hormone responsible for the regulation of social interactions and 
sexual reproduction, and is necessary for the behaviours of bonding, empathy, generosity, 
orgasm, trust, and joy (Cocozza 2018). To be out of touch, to sense less tender touch, is 
the seduction of capitalism’s imperviousness. 

Texts in the poster-pictures: 

Silence inspires.
Emptiness expires.

Decathesis: process of dis-investment of mental or emotional energy in a person, object 
of idea.

Contact: a poetry of exportation, of assimilating the other.

More technological efficiency, more social regression.
More dependence. Screens can be warm but cannot scream.

Contract Contact.
Abstract Subtract.
Sub-text Context

No lo mi tangere.
With tact / off / ends / difference.

Finger and nail moulds for creative artificial finger and toenail (filed 8 May 1962).
Ya no ser capaz de entrar en contato.

Touch as social object.
Viver es haver sentidos.
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6.1 Moving the Tactical in the Age 
of the Thickened-Self

For too long we have underestimated the transformative capacity of love [...] 
desire not only in the social field but also in our own construction as individuals 
[…] to think about the importance of a series of small gestures, minimal actions, 
delicate movements ... and, through them […] how the construction […] of new 
imaginary bodies institutes a new territory that flourishes and transforms the 
social, the political and the environmental fields.

 —Juan Luis Toboso, ... Supone Todo Esto Una Posibilidad? (2018).

A world out of touch is not a world of equilibrium. Touch, as Erin Manning describes in 
The Politics of Touch (2006), is a synesthetic invitation; “touch is the act of reaching 
toward, of creating space-time through the worlding that occurs when bodies move” 
(Manning 2006: xiv). Concretely speaking, touch is an encounter of surfaces, bodies, 
or flesh, being or moving over one another. Metaphorically speaking, touch is also a 
trigger for new worlds and new bodies. As Manning writes, 

the proposition is that touch — every act of reaching toward — enables 
the creation of worlds. This production is relational. I reach out to touch 
you in order to invent a relation that will, in turn, invent me. To touch is to 
engage in the potential of an individuation. Individuation is understood 
throughout as the capacity to become beyond identity. We individuate 
inventively. Relationally, we engage in individuations that require 
difference and repetition. Without difference that repeats, we foreclose 
the process, returning the body to territorialization, national body-politics, 
stable genders, political consensus (ibid., xv).

Touch is affectability, a movement of change and recognition that creates differences. 
And as affectability, touch is an effect that moves towards entanglements that can 
be affection. It is this sense of touch that the body politics of fear mobilized by 
Neoliberal-Teflon immunization inhibits. 

The thickened skin of the Neoliberal-Teflon subject, and the impediments that skin 
offers to affectability, is the focus of my project Contact, a Poetry of Exportation, 
of Assimilating the Other (2018), which is here on referred to as Contact. Contact 
was developed for the group exhibition ... Supone Todo Esto Una Posibilidad? [EN: 
Is This All a Possibility?] at the Centre del Carme Cultura Contemporánea de Valencia 
(Valencia, ES). As curator Juan Luis Toboso describes it, at stake in ... Supone Todo 
Esto Una Posibilidad? was the recuperation of the ethos of interdependence and the 
promotion of “relationships of contact, affectivity, proximity and affection as forms 
of vital resistance, rebelling against an idea of closed and obsolete time, opening 
our subjectivity to political-aesthetic ways to help us to think... is this all a possibility” 
(Toboso 2018:131). In my opinion, his text not only invites a critique of the threats that 
today’s capitalism pose, including the naturalization of its accelerated and excessive 
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patterns of consumption: it also dares its reader to imagine a different sense of the 
world—one that exceeds, to return to Garcés, the belief in unbound freedom and the 
promise of a creative life of endless opportunities extended by capitalism, the novelty 
of which does not twist the order of things, but rather invites its subjects to “choose.” 
That is, what Garcés describes as “prison of the possible […] the double experience of 
impotence and stupidity that invades and monopolises our relationship with the world 
every time we feel that ‘everything is possible... but we can do nothing (but to choose)’ 
and that ‘everything can be said... but we have nothing relevant to add’” (Garcés 
2002:15; tm). Advancing a logic of intensities that take “a series of small gestures, 
minimal actions, delicate movements” (Toboso 2018:131) as their point of departure, 
Toboso calls for the possibility of art to act as a “vital resistance” to the recuperation 
of the imagination, and thus as (an ethics of) love. With this task in mind, in this 
chapter I ask: How can (my) art activate such sensitization in ourselves and in others?

Contact resulted in a series of poem-pictures—printed A1 posters, which were displayed 
on the wall and individually stacked in reams for passersby to take—that visually 
addressed the waning of contact (treated in terms of touch, reaching out, and tact) 
which results from a Neoliberal-Teflon biopolitics of separateness. At the curator’s 
request, each poem-picture of Contact was developed in a dialogue with another 
work that had been selected for the exhibition. Such complicity was emphasized by 
placing the reams of each poster next to other artist’s work, initiating a spatialization 
of dialogue; a murmur that followed passersby throughout the venue. Each 
poem-picture offered a different visual and textual entry point to the subject of waning 
contact. What causes it? What is such desensitization fostering? Throughout this 
dissertation, I’ve made the argument that the Neoliberal-Teflon sense of the world 
is impervious and contactless—it characterizes an era of noli mi tangere (from the 
Latin for “touch me not”), an era of don’t be clingy. In an allusion to the contactless 
nature of the Neoliberal-Teflon world, Contact plays with the double meaning 
of “contact,” which can be read as both with-touch (from the Latin con-tangere) 
and with-tact (with sensitivity).

I write these words about Contact in 2020, the same year that the Covid-19 pandemic 
took over the globe. Today, the recuperation of with-touch and with-sensitivity that 
the poem-pictures of Contact suggest gains new contours. Today, the symbolic 
Neoliberal-Teflon immunization to otherness is exponentially boosted at the expense 
of a sanitary crisis. Similar concerns are expressed by artist and educator Diego del 
Pozo Barriuso with the body of works Gently Revealing, Caring Hard, All Touching 
(2016), an installation composed of printed canvases, printed banners, drawings on 
acetate, and curtains and pieces with fabric tentacles, which are also presented in the 
exhibition. Barriuso’s installation examines the political instrumentalization of the fear 
of contact in the capitalist west, and in particular the State-led phobia of contact that 
spread at the expense of the AIDS crisis. As Barriuso charts in one of his pictures in the 
show, the AIDS crisis was a trial for an affective economy of detachment and disgust 
ruled by Neoliberal-Teflon politics. The other is politically redrawn as a presence 
that can poison me. Gefaell supports such a claim, describing how the late-capitalist 
State’s politics have exacerbated distinctions between subjects, reinforcing abyssal 
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ideation between belonging and exclusion, and along with it, disgust “in order to 
perpetuate and increase the power and wealth of the privileged. ... The excluded are 
perceived as filthy and dirty people, different, with bad luck and bad habits. The myth 
internalized is that the excluded sought the situation they suffer (Gefaell 2019: w/p; 
tm; em). Otherness is thus constituted as something more than just the unknown or 
that which might threaten the productive-performative society—rather, it emerges as 
a plague of thought that reminds us of our worst fear: the potential of being excluded 
ourselves. The dread that accompanies such a prospect grants a neoliberal politics of 
imperviousness, political self-management, and self-accountability popular support 
(Holmes 2002/3; Marcuse 2005). 

One of my poem-pictures from this series, No Lo Mi Tangere. With tact / off / ends / 
difference… [EN: Don’t touch/cling to me. With tact / off / ends / difference… (fig. 14) 
engaged in a spatial dialogue with Barriuso’s installation, Gently Revealing, Caring 
Hard, All Touching. Constituting an assemblage of pictures, diagrams, and surfaces 
that could be seen and physically touched, Barriuso’s work granted a conceptual and 
tactile opportunity to engage with the fear of contact. Departing from the visual and 
textual reference to the patent of the artificial (“gel”) fingernail, my poster offered a 
similar visual-textual reflection. How does contact-free desire manifest in our bodies? 
No Lo Mi Tangere took as its point of departure the hand as synecdoche of touch and a 
potential trigger for reunion; in particular, it addressed the aesthetic refinement of the 
hand as a materialization—literally, an embodiment—of a desire for desensitization. 

figure 14  — André Alves, No lo mi Tangere. With Tact / Off / Ends / Difference. Finger and Nail 
Moulds for Creative Artificial Finger and Toe Nail (Filed May 8 1962) (2018).
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The hand is also a marker of labor and therefore a site of class division. Historically, 
or at least since the documented use of gloves by Ancient Egyptian nobility (Barger 
2020), the softness and cleanliness—read: whiteness—of hands and nails has been 
evidence of a life without manual labor, unexposed to solar aggression, and thus a 
marker of class divisions and status. With the contemporary popularity of gel nails 
in mind, No Lo Mi Tangere speculated on how the aesthetic polishing and hygienist 
claims might reflect an increasing desire for desensitization, a desire to bunker 
the body from the feeling of touch by making its sensitive surfaces impervious by 
transforming them into Teflon. This is a desire to avoid what clings, and to lose touch 
with tact. Tact, according to philosopher Jacques Derrida, is a “touch without touching 
that which does not let itself be touched … To touch as tact is, thanks to you, because 
of you, to break with immediacy, with the immediate given wrongly associated with 
touch” (Derrida 2005:293). Tact is inevitably a touching-with and a giving-to. Tact is a 
touch with tenderness; the capacity to tatear—from Portuguese to touch cautiously, to 
sound—to touch air [tatear = tacto (tact) + ar (air)]; to feel and to sense.  

figure 15  — André Alves, Silencio Inspira / Vacío Expira / Decathesis: Process of Disinvestment of 
Mental or Emotional Energy in a Person, Object or Idea / Contact: as Poetry of Exportation, of
Assimilating the Other (2018).
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Tact is rooted in knowing that life is worth living. It exercises itself across bodies. This is the 
idea behind my poem-picture Silencio Inspira / Vacío Expira… [EN: Silence Inspires / 
Emptiness Expires] (fig.15). This poster charts in words how contact—understood as a 
(poetic) form of exporting oneself into others—is the object of decathesis, the process 
of mental or emotional disinvestment in a person, object, or idea, by which the tie 
between contact and the other is dismissed. 

What is lost with the decreasing investment in touch, not only at the ethical or sensory 
level, but in relation to knowledge? How does the disaffection of touch and tact 
affect how we know? The Neoliberal-Teflon demonization of contact disrupts our 
availability to the randomness of encounter, the unfamiliar, and the not-yet-here. 
With our growing thickness in relation to the outer world, the uncertainty that comes 
with relationality is swapped for the familiarly perceived. This is, as result, a knowing 
through pre-set images—a shrinkage of the knowing function and the installation 
of a prêt-à-porter mode of knowing, a catalogue of predetermined images for 
becoming. As a result, a world of immanence and emerging singularities, which is 
also what defines the world of creation, what Pelbart calls “a world impregnated with 
possibilities,” remains untouched. This world of non-discovery is

a generic mode of existence based on the dominant pattern of the white-
macho-rational-European-consumer, as well as modes of valuation at 
their base — for instance, the theology of prosperity that permeates all, 
or capitalism as religion … This pathology around which our era revolves: 
modes-of-existence-for-the-market (Pelbart 2014: 256; tm). 

Speaking from the standpoint of philosophy, Pelbart writes that the task is partly to 
diagnose such pathology, and to testify such “a rowdy misery that typifies, a kind of 
gregariousness, sensory blockage, shrinking of intensity, vital depletion” (idem.). The 
challenge is to find ways to be permeable to difference and to protect singular modes 
of existence from the requirements of uniform sameness.

6.2 Touched by the Not-Knowing
Like a comatose subject that lays unresponsive, but to which one speaks—sowing 

caring words as reminders of a shared belonging in the attempt to move the body 
from within—a dormant sensitivity and imagination lies within the Neoliberal-Teflon 
subject, waiting for its awakening. How might (my) artistic research stir Neoliberal-
Teflon desensitization from within, though? Awakening with/in a desensitized body 
(and imagination, and knowledge) can be tied to what Rolnik describes as the 
reactivation of the function of the “corpo vibrátil” (Rolnik 20061; 2016), a Portuguese 
construct that has been variously translated to English as “resonant body” (e.g., 
Lafuente 2017) or “knowing body” (e.g., Holmes 2016). The discrepancy between 
the translations is conceptually harmful to the source. The difference between 
tying a body to resonance or to knowledge is significant. Posing the body as site 
of knowledge might suggest a proprietary reading of the body as a holder, fixing 
the body, and consequently, subduing an understanding of the body as interface 
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that is permeated and resonant. For this reason, from here on I will refer to Rolnik’s 
corpo vibrátil as “the resonant body.” 

Allow me a second remark on translation. In the translation of Rolnik’s text 
“The Geopolitics of Pimping” (2006c), Brian Holmes notes the correspondence 
between the Portuguese term sensível as the English “sensible,” although the 
most obvious translation would be “sensitive.” The English “sensible” reads as 
“reasonable,” or “practical” (Cambridge 2014: w/p), and with this choice, Holmes 
thins Rolnik’s emphasis on felt/affective intensities—the indirect and non-reflective 
intensities of a feeling happening in you, despite of you (Guattari 2005)— as it invites 
a more phenomenological reading of sensível. The English translation thus reinforces 
the (prudent) “noticeability” of such “more-than-the-subject” phenomena. In this text, 
I won’t follow Holmes’ choice of words; instead, I will employ the term “sensation” to 
refer to Rolnik’s call for a listening to “the sensible” and the return of a specific capacity 
of sensation, that of being vulnerable, “which has been repressed for many centuries, 
remaining active only in certain philosophical and poetic traditions” (Rolnik 20061: 
w/p). It is this capacity which prefigures the return of the capacity of the “resonant 
body” (ibid., 2017). 

This conversation about translation touches upon the well-established construct “the 
distribution of the sensible,” which was proposed by philosopher Jacques Rancière 
in The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible (2004). According to 
Rancière, the sensible corresponds to the schema that prescribes the conditions for 
perception, thought, and activity. That is, the experience that delimits (excludes) 
“what is possible to see and hear, to say and think, to do and make ... what is possible 
to apprehend by the senses” (Bornowsky 2006: w/p). The distribution of the sensible 
in Rancière’s terms refers to a practice that constructs the familiar, by establishing, 
or rather, pre-establishing, and sharing systems of recognition (codes, images, 
symbols). Rancière writes that a specter of instrumentalization (the distribution of the 
familiar) attaches to the sensible, and on the basis of this calls for an ethicopolitical 
aesthetics that is committed to the moving, to the unfamiliar, to the inexhaustible 
re-forming of the world. In order to do this—and this brings me back to Rolnik—one 
needs to counter the repression of the never-ending, re-forming force of sensation, 
which defines the “capitalistic-colonial-[racializing]-unconscious” of the west (Rolnik 
2017:117; em). My choice of “sensation” rather than “sensible” emphasizes the 
recuperation of a bodily attentiveness to the pulsing and unfixed intensities of 
the world in us, and our capacity to listen to nameless intensities that hardly find 
receptiveness beyond the modern, western lines of clarity and discernment, but that 
can be felt by the resonant body. 

The body resonates, but can one listen to it? What is the body trying to listen to? The 
resonant body listens to the affective forces of the world. Affects are the processual 
intensities of existence; they are out there, and they are everywhere. These intensities 
are pre-personal: they pre-exist our individual perceptual toolkits and occur to us well 
before conscious thinking kicking in. As philosopher Brian Massumi puts it, “affect 
is not something that can be reduced to one thing, mainly because it’s not a thing 
but an event or a dimension of every event” (Massumi 2015:47). Moreover, political 
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theorist William Connolly speaks of “thought-imbued energies” that are expressed as 
micropolitics, describing a myriad ordinary and everyday affective relations, material 
interactions, feelings, habits, and emotions that shape our intersubjective relations and 
judgments and which typically reside in levels of experience that are “below” rational 
or immediately cognitive processing (Connolly 2002:74)” (Åhall 2018:39). Affects 
are everywhere, uncontained, transmitted, resonating. As feminist psychoanalytic 
theorist Theresa Brennan puts it when describing early relation of infants to the 
intensities of the world,

we are born into them … our tragedy, [is to] take these impulses to be our 
own, filtering them through the “I” or ego […] The affect is held in common, 
but the ego makes up its own story, one which explains why the affects are 
appropriate to it. Henceforth, the affects become its own (Brennan 2000:9).

figure 16  — André Alves, Touch as Social Object. Viver Es Hacer Sentidos (2018).



200

Out of Touch

Sensation matters: affects have no matter but have effects. As I allude to in another 
poem-picture from Contact, “viver es hacer sentidos”—“to live is to make 
sense/meanings” (fig. 16).

Let me return to the question of whether the body can listen. Here, listening is not to be 
understood as hearing, but the capability to make oneself vulnerable, porous: to let 
oneself be affected. This affectability is not simply an ethical standpoint (the honesty 
that Garcés calls for (see page 47)); it is a fleshy, sensational capability of predisposing 
oneself to listen through/with affect. According to Rolnik (and Brennan, as briefly noted 
above), humans comprehend the world through two inseparable and yet dissonant 
experiences: the extra-personal (the experience of the vital forces of the world in us, 
which are not conducted by the individual) and the personal (the experience of the 
world which the subject constructs through perception). The tension between the 
personal and the extra-personal is a tension between the familiar and the unknown 
or unfamiliar. While the personal (cortical) experience is based on the repertoire of 
familiar codes, languages, gestures, and symbols that I already have, that I already 
know, and that I project onto the scenes of the world in order to situate myself and 
navigate the world in safety (and with which I define others as exterior entities onto 
which I project myself and my codes), the extra-personal (sub-cortical) experience, 
the resonant body, doesn’t have form, gesture, or words. Unlike perception’s relation 
with the alterity of the world as an experience of exteriorization and projection, the 
resonant body is a projection with/in the body (Rolnik 1996; 20061; 2017). To return 
to the language that Garcés uses to describe an honest encounter with the real, the 
resonant body is an experience of the world by stepping onto the scene and allowing 
oneself to be affected by the “scenes” of the world; through it, I let the world inhabit 
myself, “overwhelming” me with new senses/meanings. 

Our existence in the world is marked by a mutually constitutive friction between the 
personal and the extra-personal, between the projected and the resonant. But 
when these two sides of the subjective experience of the world do not agree, when 
the sense of familiarity is obstructed, a tense threshold appears. That sensation is 
registered in the body as a destabilization, which undermines the known codes that 
the subject uses to navigate reality. A sudden sense of existential vulnerability kicks 
in. It is as if the entire flesh has turned into a question mark, as if life could not breathe 
without its familiar guidelines, and those intensities, once felt, but still unrecognized, 
sound an existential alarm. A lack of breath, a lack of horizon, a void (fig.15) builds 
a tension: the sensation of a problem that one must face rises, calling up a desire to 
act, to recompose, to re-express the suffocated life (Rolnik 2003; 20061). As Rolnik 
writes, to be overwhelmed, or rather “whelmed” from within, by such a sense of 
existential vulnerability, is a gift. As the roots of the word vulnerability suggest—from 
the Latin vulnerabilis, to wound (OLD 2020: w/p)—to be vulnerable is to be capable 
of continuously wounding and being wounded. Vulnerability is an encounter with 
wounds, with affectability, with the insight—literally the embodiment—of how the 
world reforms us, recomposes our selves and our known territories of existence 
(Bardet 2012). The decline of the vulnerable capability is the chief loss resulting from 
our Neoliberal-Teflon training in the familiar, the predictable, and the calculable. 
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According to Rolnik, a sense of alarm kicks-in when the known codes (of perception), 
which we use to navigate the world with stability and to uphold distinctions and 
meanings (such as the distinctions between subject and object), are troubled by the 
wound of non-recognition. Reactive to such insights, perception folds inward. The 
role of the resonant body, writes Rolnik, is to listen to those intensities, to enhance 
the strangeness in our familiar landscape (a sense of uncanniness that in Portuguese 
is translated as “familiar-strange” (Rolnik 20061: 2-3)) and the wounding effect of 
such an encounter, and to rip the steady surface of the already-known and create 
new marks and new surfaces of meaning. Whereas perception aligns with the past 
tense, in which the archive of meaning takes shape, the resonant body points to the 
intentionality of purpose. The resonant body is the site of “vulnerable knowing” 
and the wounding capability that the “strong knowledge” of perception needs in 
order to reform meaning, to expand known familiar codes, to reclassify, recategorize, 
and re-conventionalize—it is an affective compass that reinstates the affectability of 
meaning (ibid., 20063; 2007; 2017). 

More than unbalancing the mutually constitutive (yet feisty) tie between the personal and 
the extra-personal, between perception and the resonant body, between projection 
and affectability, today’s Neoliberal-Teflon experience purposefully limits the capability 
of sensation, of being “wounded,” of inscribing and being affected by the world, in 
order to foster a type of subjectivity that can only orient itself if it is guided by already 
established, familiar knowledge (Ferraz 2013; Rolnik 1996). And the market, writes 
Rolnik, becomes the shared catalogue for that recognition: “the market today has 
become the main — if not the only — device of social recognition. Subjectivities 
tend to be increasingly oriented on the basis of this recognition and, therefore, of the 
forms that are supposed to be valued, and less and less on the basis of the ‘efficacy’ 
of forms as channels for presenting differences (Rolnik 1996:45; tm; em). Ultimately, 
it is difference that such a Neoliberal-Teflon world inevitably identifies, avoids, and 
suppresses through abyssal otherness. Although today’s Neoliberal-Teflon desired 
subjectivity is punctuated by flexibility and diversification, its purpose is the holding of 
forms in order to consolidate static existences. In that sense, 

if we understand politics as Jacques Rancière proposes it, as [an] 
exercise of polemics about the configurations of life in society, its new 
clippings and the new rules that sustain them, and if we understand art 
as the exercise of tracking the mutations of sensation in progress and 
their presentification — an exercise that guides the creation of new 
configurations of existence — it is to be expected that politics, art and 
their interfaces are in crisis. Thinking about the new problems that arise 
there and inventing strategies to face them is today the order of the day 
(Rolnik 2003:1; tm). 

Following Rolnik’s passage, how might (my) artistic research reverse the muffled 
listening capacity of the resonant body? How can the wounding of sensation and 
the emergence of singular scars of meaning be enhanced? What “therapeutics” 
might need to take place to heal the thickened/dead skin of Neoliberal-Teflon 
sameness? The term “therapeutic” is invoked here not as a healing practice, but as 
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an enhancement or vivification, in line of the use that philosopher Finn Janning gives 
to the therapeutic in relation to ethics: “the term therapeutic — philosophically — 
does not refer to a process of normalizing, for example, seeing your past in a different 
shade. Rather it is to make everything more real — not to explain, but to enhance, 
enlarge and unfold” (Janning 2017:16). As I see it, the task that (my) artistic research 
confronts here is that of arousing and enhancing complexity, enlivening senses of the 
familiar-strange of the world in us and waking the possibilities of contagion that are 
not contamination. In that task, art, power, and knowledge come together through the 
political enhancement of sensation. 

6.3 Overwhelming the Self—The Artistic 
Example of Lygia Clark

The tension between form and the escape from form is a persistent thread in the artistic 
production of Lygia Clark, and a reference that comes to my mind in explaining (my) 
artistic research reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection and separateness. As I see it, 
Clark’s artistic project is dedicated to the role that art might have in the enhancement 
of sensation and involvement, 

sensitive to the dilemma — the destiny — of separation: the separation 
between bodies, between beings and other beings, between mother and 
child, lover and beloved, between facts and their recollections, between 
present and past, living and dreaming, longing and having, lust and the 
failure to possess, from all of which arises the whole repertoire of ruptures, 
incisions, cuts, stitches, and other kinds of division within her work. Above 
all she was aware of the most intense manifestation of those scissions: 
what she called the “abyss” of the human body (Pérez-Oramas 2014:31). 

Over the course of her artistic career (1940s-1980s), Clark developed works that leapt 
from surface to volume, that moved from the suggestion of painterly dynamism to the 
literal movement of the sculptural form, that eschewed flat surfaces for forms in which 
inside and outside were hardly discernible. As an echo of the artistic zeitgeist, which 
was increasingly moving away from new modes of representation that expanded art 
to territories that blurred the distinction between art and life, Clark took a step further 
in relation to what is traditionally understood as artistic form by suggesting that her 
artistic form was the creative drive that “makes” life a form, a “shape.” Subjectivity 
thus became not only the focus but the material of Clark’s artistic experimentation. 
According to Rolnik, 

Lygia doesn’t want only to open access to the formless (the negative 
of form, the absence of form) nor to the ability to change form 
(metamorphosis) — quite common propositions of the generation of 
artists to which she belongs, generally taken as a value in itself. What she 
wants is to create conditions to conquer or re-conquer in subjectivity a 
certain state in which it is possible to support the contingency of forms, to 
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disengage from an absolutized innerness lived as an identity … the shift 
of form … as necessary for the vital adventure. Lygia called this “reaching 
the singular state of art without art” (Rolnik 1998:461; tm). 

In a 1971 letter to artist Hélio Oiticica, Clark described how such a withdrawal from 
traditional formats, to the never-ending reform of creation, the contingency within 
existence and to existence itself as artistic material, brought an identity conflict into 
her: “my work, which from a year and a half ago completely abolished the object and 
expresses itself only through the gestural part, is out of any art scheme, and I have no 
place between the artist and the system” (Clark and Oiticica 1998:192; tm). 

Today, Clark’s artistic distillation work would easily land as an exemplary model within the 
elastic understanding of artistic research. Her focus on the production of subjectivity, 
and in particular, the role of listening to sensation as a reforming of the project of the 
modern west’s stable self, remains one of the most significant contributions to the 
field of art. It has been inspirational for this research. In particular, this is most true in 
the body of works called Estruturação do Self [En: Structuring of the Self] (1978-1988), 
which Clark developed in the last decade of her life in order to experiment with 
subjectivation as form, and which, formally speaking, were challenging to perceive 
as artistic propositions. Estruturação do Self (which can be given the acronym ES in 
Portuguese, which in turn reads as a conjugation of the verb “to be”: “you are”) is 
the result of a series of encounters between people and contraptions developed to 
intensify sensation and, therefore, to permeate the separateness of the self-contained 
subject. Estruturação do Self is the title that Clark gives to those encounters, those 
“regular sessions, during which the artist applies Objetos Relacionais [EN: Relational 
Objects] to the body of the ‘client’ — the name she gives to the person with whom she 
develops this practice. She describes these objects by the sensations they provoke 
and refers little to their visual qualities” (Rolnik 2002:1; tm; em). According to Clark, 
“the ‘Structuring of the Self’ was my first attempt to systematize a therapeutic method 
with the ‘Relational Objects’” (Clark 1980:51; tm). The relational objects—different, 
unassuming objects created by Clark or suggested by those undergoing this relational 
therapeutic session (for instance, Styrofoam mattresses, plastic bags filled with air, 
sand, seeds, stones, tubes) that, in contact with the body, create sensations that are 
integrated as part of the self (de Almeida 2016:8-9)—is a therapeutic tool not in the 
clinical sense (as with Janning’s aforementioned use of the term “therapeutic”), not 
in the meaning of diagnosis or explanation, but in the sense that it is a process that 
surfaces, intensifying an attention to sensation “which is so full that the ‘I’ disappears” 
(Janning 2017:20). The manipulation of these objects awakens what Gilardi has called 
an “entropic sensitivity” (Bellini 2013), the agency of a “microemotive art” that allows 
the mediation of sensorial and psychological interaction (Celant 1981). As Clark wrote, 
“by manipulating the ‘relational object’, the subject lives a pre-verbal language. 
The ‘relational object’ touches directly the subject’s psychotic core, contributing to 
the formation of the self, it digests, metabolizes and transforms it into a symbolic 
equation” (Clark 1980:50; tm). 

Underlying Estruturação do Self is the question of how to remain permeable to the 
intensities of the world, to listen to the body, and by extension, to others. As the 
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title of the project points to, this process is a structuring attempt, and the stable 
and transparent self as the modern west knows it, is its object. The self, in the 
sense advanced by Clark, exists in relationality with the forces of the world. Such 
connectedness is an excess: it is too much, and thus disruptive to the niceness and 
properness of a western, logocentric assemblage of reality (Delanda 2006; Prado 
2018). It irritates that smoothness which is only possible when “our vulnerability to 
others as a living presence is anesthetized” (Rolnik 20061:2). How, then, can bodies 
that are accustomed to modes of existence that repress sensation—bodies that out 
of touch and tact, unable to resonate, that can only mirror—be stirred? Clark turns 
in/within, to the intensities of the world in us; to the creative drive that shapes life 
(de Almeida 2016). The ensuing projects of Never-Ending Thirst, which are described 
in this dissertation, resonate with Clark’s figuring with/in.
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CHAPTER 7

Listening to the Problem 
of Expression
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Listening is a movement of figuring with/in. The inwardness of listening is a “now” and 
a “here” that is also a “nowhere.” Or rather, it is a now that is diluted in the joint 
exchange of words. In the previous chapters, I’ve suggested that Neoliberal-Teflon 
existence is marked by a problem of expression. Today, the spaces of mutual 
interaction—to use the vocabulary employed by philosopher Hannah Arendt, the 
“interactive space of exhibition” (Cavarero 2006: xxiiii), which contain the genesis of 
the political—are filtered through what writer Brené Brown calls a sorting of culture in 
“ideological bunkers.” Ideological bunkers pop up to protect us from the paradoxical 
desire and fear of connection: “the high lonesome culture that we’re living in right 
now, where we are the most sorted that we’ve ever been … most of us no longer even 
hang out with people that disagree with us politically or ideologically” (Tippet 2018: 
podcast). As Brown writes, what we now seem to have in common with other people is 
our shared hatred, a “common enemy intimacy” (Brown 2017).

The alignment between liberals and conservatives around “safe texts” which might fulfil 
a desire for echoes without difference is symptomatic of the Neoliberal-Teflon rhetoric 
of insecurity. In this new chapter in the governing and subjectivizing techniques that 
intensify the perception of living under threatening contingency, what results is a 
dread of what is not calculable and a dread of others that objectively compete with 
me for the same resources (Lorey 2015:2). In the Neoliberal-Teflon landscape, there 
is no encounter with the accidental. Encounters with different texts are preemptively 
coded as potential harmful or destabilizing to one’s own stable text. Separateness 
and sameness are constituted as preventive attitudes. Such a landscape does not 
entertain disagreement as the encounter of concurring factions engaged in a shared 
concern. Disagreement is reduced to negation, to a non-listening reflection, a scripted 
knowledge impervious to the messy (and surprising) entanglement of existence and 
affectability. In the bunkered culture that Brown describes, there is no friction, no 
trespassing into enemy trenches: there is only a simple, echoic (narcissistic) refrain. 
Those impervious bunkers speak and listen in refrains, misperceiving other chants, 
failing to speak their own complexity: in them, we encounter a problem of expression. 

Words that have no desire for changeability, that won’t meddle with other, different texts, 
are words that reject the capacity to flesh out, and thus to change, ideas. Is there a 
concept to describe the replication of words? The fear of change is entangled with a 
loss of affectability, the loss of a historical becoming of meaning. The reflection that 
Gil offers about the endemic “fear of inscription” (Gil 2004) as an idiosyncratic aspect 
of (post-fascist) Portuguese society might be useful here. Non-inscription, he writes, 
is sided by a diffuse fear, an “entrenched fear, an embodied fear, a fear without an 
object,” which is “ubiquitous” (ibid., 77; tm). More than a symptom of an inexistent true 
(safe) public space (which is a good definition of fascism), non-inscription expresses a 
desire for the non-event, it wants things to remain the same. Non-inscription is more 
than fearful hesitation or an excessive and overcautious prudence: it wants to lack—to 
erase—the sense of a project and the idea of a future. History, writes Gil, does not 
come to a factual halt, but the fear of inscription makes new actualizations. In particular, 
fear makes new intellectual and artistic creations into a more ghettoized, tendentially 
repetitive, prudent, and petty “way of living inwards and not towards sharing, 
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discussion and criticism is subordinated to fear” (Costa 2014: w/p; tm). The work of 
artistic and conceptual development, and consequently, the progress of sensitivity 
and knowledge, is tamed by fear. Fear of what? As Brown writes, “fear of vulnerability. 
Fear of getting hurt. Fear of the pain of disconnection. Fear of criticism and failure. 
Fear of conflict. Fear of not measuring up” (Brown 2017:56). It’s a fear of openness, a 
fear of the affectability in existence. How do we, as Rolnik writes, (collectively) retake 
the (colonized) factory of words that is our unconscious (Rolnik 2020: unpublished), and 
along with it, rewrite the cultural texts of emotions? 

If non-inscription is what the Neoliberal-Teflon landscape lays out for us, how can we 
reform subjectivizing politics that put us out of touch and out of listening? Gil argues 
that we need to imagine—and practice—a new mentality based on a politics of the 
anti-self, a politics for “dispossession” (Gil 2004). This is a politics that welcomes the 
uncertainty that comes with affectability, that allows our knowledge to move from 
the already-figured-out maps of meaning—from self-possessed knowledge—to 
a cartography of listening to emerging senses (both meaning and sensation) that 
want to inscribe themselves. The negative capability of (my) artistic research comes 
to mind—the potential recuperation of a hesitant inscription—and with this arises a 
self-reflective question: What might this research(er) fail to, or be too afraid to, inscribe?

7.1 A Map of Affect/ion/ability
Maps, in their diagrammatic form, (literally) place something at their center. Limits and 

distances, be those quantitative or qualitative, are byproducts of such placement. 
The limit of the visible is the limit of the paper. Maps are drawings-writings that, to 
paraphrase philologist Cristina Otero, are political and ideological “texts,” since maps 
articulate a specific someone’s perception and picture the world in a stereotypical 
way that wipes away its particulars, making them anonymous, silent, or standardized 
(Otero 2013:76-77). Therefore, a map is simultaneously a device to locate, to know, 
and to forget. Mapping is the writing of a particular legibility. I think about research, the 
placement of an orienting center from which limits and lines are drawn. The writing that 
is done in research (“research writing”) re-positions; it re-places. The crucial question 
here is: If the writing of/about research not only “places” and draws the “re” of search 
but also replaces its subject, does artistic research writing listen? Is artistic research a 
listening writing? 

Earlier, I’ve argued for an ethics of listening in (my) artistic research. But does the word 
work of research manage to listen, and if so, how? The words of Minh-ha, who describes 
the word work performed in her filmmaking practice as a preservation of difference—a 
listening writing—come to mind: “writing, in a way, is listening to the other’s language 
and reading within the others’ eyes” (Minh-ha1989:30). Listening writing is an exercise 
in and attitude of honesty with respect to the shared and never-ending handling of 
texts. Writing in a listening way is an ongoing practice of word walking; it is a walking 
that moves the affectability of sense and meaning-making, and does so with affection. 
To research in this way is a negation of following and drawing a typology of maps—of 
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films and of research texts—that are steady pictures. Does my research writing listen?
 I worry about whether my writing about my research practice is able to carry the 

singularity that unfolds in my research practice. Operating transnationally augments 
this apprehension, adding the distance of translations across languages to an already 
existing problem of expressing the affectability (and affectivity) emerging from the 
experimentation of research practice. Each of my projects follows the local language 
where they take place. They are, however, often conceptualized and disseminated 
across languages. The in-betweenness of sense is seldom made explicit—or 
consequential—to the “local” passersby interacting with my projects. In reflective 
writing about the research, that all changes. The cross-cultural atmosphere of my 
research practice is moved, affected, by the writing mapping in English (of which this 
dissertation text is example). How does my research writing and mapping car(ri)es 
the “linguistic stuttering” that characterizes my way of sensing, doing, and knowing? 

figure 17  — André Alves, Where is a Frontier (2015).
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The significance of this question is more than authorial honesty; it is more than a 
disclaimer regarding what I place at the center of my interests and what I choose to 
leave nameless in the mapping. It concerns honesty with the very notion of reflection as 
a bending back (Etymonline 2021), a return, and of the capability of writing to listen, to 
inscribe, poetic and affective atmospheres across translation. Does my research writing 
capture such stuttering? 

Stuttering is a disorder that results in the impediment of fluency or flow of speech. 
Stuttering is a burden to language production. Not because it impedes comprehension, 
but because it does not meet standard expectations of fluency. People who stutter know 
what they want to say, but face speech motor control abnormalities—“disfluencies”—
that delay, interrupt, pause, and repeat language production (Corley and Stewart 
2008:589-602). The Latin prefix dis (“apart”) of the word disfluency is telling of that 
separation from fluency, of being defined in function of a “normative intelligibility” 
(Dhawan 2012; see page 184). To my ear, the word “disfluency” is affected by its 
Portuguese sound: “dis-” is homophonous with the Portuguese word diz, a conjugation 
of the verb dizer (read “dees-h’ere”), “to say.” Wordplay! Disfluency emerges here not 
as an apartness from fluency, but a speaking fluency. Disfluency manifests a specific 
fluency, with a specific sense of time, rhythm, attention, that calls for negative capability, 
for an attentive listening that unnerves the habits of today’s economy of experience, 
extroversion, and optimal performance. A culture that cannot stop talking (Cain 2012) 
does not train us for hiccupping speech speeds, or for delayed meanings. 

Stuttering is a reminder of a different encounter with meaning, and with affectability, which 
is also an encounter with affection. Operating across geographies is a work of stuttering 
sense. Is my writing able to convey the poetic and affective atmosphere of research 
practice? Are my eccentric associations across language and my wordplay sufficiently 
telling of the sensitivity at place? As I see it, at stake in my research writing is the ability 
to translate the instigation of affectability and affection in my projects, to write (about) 
affectability and affection as the main “artistic materials” of this research, and in this way 
to inscribe affect/ion/ability. 

7.2 From Figuring Out to Figuring With/In
Writing is a pursuit. Research is a pursuit. I think about “suiting,” as a tentative craft 

involving the encounter of measurements with enveloping comfort. When the work of 
language is well-suited, meaning is outlined in a flattering way. A map suits a specific 
landscape. And yet, a landscape is also an atmosphere. What atmosphere is felt in my 
writing about research? Does my writing flatter or flatten the practice of this research? 
Do you sense the longing to belong? 

My earlier mapping of the terrain of Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection turned to examples 
of other artists. How have they drawn the political and psychosocial landscape of 
capitalist subjectivation through labor; how have they figured out, or visualized, 
this collective and sadistic surrendering to work, as Lyotard put it, and their lasting 
self-erasing effects? (Lyotard 1993; see pages 72-73). More passive than they perhaps 
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ought to have been, those projects tended to a similar—expectable? predictable?—
negative dialectics approach to the “assembly line blueprint” as a predecessor 
of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection. In my approach to this blueprint—the 
intentional destruction of the subject as a nexus of relationality through capitalist work; 
a model of extraction and separateness; an imagery of muted presences, all-eyes, 
all-hands, put into cycles of repetitive, timeless, action; exhausted presences—what 
use have I put my early experiences of those sites to? My upbringing in the factories 
where my parents worked—the recycling paper factory and the textile factory—saw 
a doubling whereby my playground sites were the same sites that abducted the 
presences that I longed for: presences in plain sight, yet out of touch and out of words.
Picture a child

   sitting
on top of a paper mound to recycle

   books and magazines
              words and pictures recording the heat of his body

under the rumbling sound of granite millstones
pictures are shredded

           in the moist dusk of a frayed factory

             the child teases that pictures strip
   memory

of movement and taste
           look

    pictures lack a body
touch on the other hand

           incarnates texture
  fills the paper

     the chemical and damp scent of paper mounds
   blends in the pulp-shredder

          a wet and grey pulp
        pressed as a sturdy surface

  flatness known as combat paper

       the pulp-shredder stirs
a melancholic sense

            the child can’t help
the erasure

       all images are inevitably forgotten

       virgin paper
       scraps of printing houses
       mundane recycling
       collecting smells of ciggies and fruit
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       stains and plastic debris
sifted by the dive of adult hands

working the mush of hushed pictures
          with mill caution
caressing the rolling granite

    the dense and cold pulp
    licks the crusher
             the factory quiets

              the walls
  coated with paper dust
  no longer hold pictures
  the pulp-shredder fasts

     the softest image
        that distinct stillness

hushed factories
Some ways of mapping are clearer than others. Such clarity is a convention and a practice 

of regularized readerships. Visual/diagrammatic maps outline visual phenomena, and 
visual terrains; this is a picture-making that captures surface crusts, but a landscape 
is also atmosphere(s). What fills the landscape of Neoliberal-Teflon subjectivation? 
What vibrates in that landscape that the visual map cannot write? Perhaps, (my) visual 
mapping of Neoliberal-Teflon subjectivation, (my) picture-making, is not able to “see” 
and to show that “felt atmosphere” (Brennan 2004:1). New maps are needed to touch 
the seasons and reasons that move the psychosocial landscape of contemporary 
subjectivity. Maps that result from figuring with/in, that (dare to) inscribe our 
engagement with this world and how this sense of the world affects us and that which 
lies within the muted atmosphere. 

I trip back into memories of my childhood. To the memory of the assembly line (the 
metaphorical and spatial blueprint at the center of the industrial layout) placing and 
overseeing working bodies. The memory of myself and other kids running freely 
along them, under the smirks of supervisors and the occasional approving smile of our 
mothers that I describe in the (unpublished) work story Shrills. We ran for the sake of 
our fun and our belonging. Unplanned presences in the map of industrial thought. 

Children run along tall industrial machinery under the 
stern gaze of male managers. 

They bark at our butts; wishing, but refraining to, rule us out. The 
efficacy of control increases when blueprints adapt to the landscape. 
Predication is an important aspect of domination. They calculated 
(wisely) that preventing the storm of children across the assembly 
line’s aisles and the aligned bodies of female workers—our mothers—

would likely lead to riots across an entire sector. 
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I didn’t yet know what a break was, nor was I aware then that our 
rush into the factory brought unexpectedness and a pause from 
the automated mindlessness of those flesh-machines. 

In the weaving sector, loud shafts and shuttles quietened speaking. 
Yet, whistling hissed loosely, like threads wafting to weft, dribbling 
the mechanical hushing. You’d find whistling anywhere in the 
factory: a sonic means for imagination to escape replication.

In the upper story, weaving looms beat working bodies. Threads so 
taut it was almost inconceivable they could ever come loose. Those 
lines sung. One once singed my mom’s blue left eye. 

My face would scrunch up when, for some reason, I had to 
approach the wavering heddles of the loom; triggering—quite 
effectively—in some attentive worker nearby, the impulse to 
comfort me. Then, I would be lifted into a pushcart for spindles 
and pushed around a couple of turns. 

The speed was liberating and slightly startling, as was the unforeseen 
capacity of those women—liberated from their rigid placement and 
disenchanting labor—to play. The laughter of a child tears. 

Rules are perception-forming, and even a guest in a new context quickly senses (and 
records for future visits) the unspoken rules of hospitality. As I now see it, much of 
my experience as a guest in the “assembly line blueprint” shaped my desire to listen 
to subjectivation through work, and the threat it posed to the subject as a nexus 
of relationality—a threat that lies at the core of this artistic research. And yet, have 
I given my embodied experience of the psychology and affective territory of the 
sites of industrial work and the disaffection they promoted a proper opportunity to 
speak in my way of researching? Is the writing of this research about imperviousness 
an unintentional way to avoid writing my own deep-rooted longings? Is my writing 
reproducing the “assembly line blueprint” and its unschooling of (my) singular 
perception—the lesson of non-inscription? 

The earlier projects of this research, more than mere intellectual fascination, resound with 
my experience (as a guest) in the landscape of industrial work. To return to Garcés’ 
critical distinction between thematic interest and involvement (see page 47), such 
landscapes concern me: they are an embodied, affective constellation, which my 
research approach expresses shyly, its focus on separateness and imperviousness 
acting as surrogates that prevent or evade writing (my) longing as the proper text of 
this artistic research. Even the writing of my own affectation by the subjectivation of 
work is diluted by a form of artistic/intellectual distance. The metaphor, the “serious” 
parody, of the air-dancer stands as a surrogate for the idealized subject of capitalism: 
With my “wanting to be like the air-dancer” (see page 125), I write about the capitalist 
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desire of a sense of self given through work. Isn’t work worth recognition and 
validation, themselves expressions of the desire to belong, though? 

A longing for others traverses this research. As Brown writes, “when we deny our 
emotions, it [sic] owns us” (Brown 2017:67). Does my research own that longing for 
others? Does it fear writing longing as a relevant subject of research (in and beyond 
the arts)? Or does it fear finding the academic depreciation of the reasons of the heart, 
and with it, the fear “to brave the wilderness or uncertainty, vulnerability, and criticism” 
(ibid., 32)? I wonder if there is a specific construct that describes research insecurity. 

These concerns have been highly consequential to this research and led to a series 
of methodological shifts. How, they ask, can we tune in to the affective, elusive, 
atmosphere of longing and the fear of belonging that defines Neoliberal-Teflon 
existence, and manifest and reform this paradox? Another important research question 
emerges from the first: Are (my) picture-making processes able to listen and to make 
that affective atmosphere speak?

 And another: Are (my) picture-making processes able to visually manifest the 
Neoliberal-Teflon impediments to inscription, affectability, belonging, and affection? 
In an effort to answer this, my projects O Que Falta É Amor, Estação Encontro, Pre-Text 
and Sede da Juventude Cansada, which are discussed in the following chapters of 
this dissertation, move away from representation towards approaches that listen to 
that which remains hushed in the landscape of Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection. Here, 
listening concerns both an ethical horizon, but also involves instances of listening 
as a creative practice. Uses of the aural, the sense of event, of listening to authentic 
experiences of singularity, replaces the representational attitude of my previous 
projects. If not dialogical, these artistic projects are chains of continuous production 
in which meaning is not fixed but is rather understood as a never-ending work of 
affectability. These practices, to borrow Kester’s reflection about art practice that 
privileges dialogue and communication, are defined by listening and “cannot be 
based on the serial imposition of a fixed formal or spatial motif … rather, it must begin 
with an attempt to understand as thoroughly as possible the specific conditions and 
nuances of a given site” (Kester 2004:105-107). 

What does the invisible atmosphere of Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness that we 
breathe, mutually and mutedly, look like? The following projects described in this 
dissertation remain true to the principle of listening reflection, and in practice, result 
in moments of collective making with passersby. These projects stress more overtly 
the longing to belong, the encounter, and are occasions to “mouth the affects that ask 
passage” (Rolnik 20061:23; tm), to voice the texts that are continuously repressed by 
Neoliberal-Teflon non-inscription (Gil 1997). Unpredictability and affectability are the 
inseparable axes of such an approach, and the resulting research writing can be tied 
to what Rolnik describes as cartographic writing/mapping: “a drawing that follows and 
is made along with the movements of transformation of the landscape … at the same 
time certain worlds crumble — they lose meaning — and others are formed: worlds 
that are created to express contemporary affects, in relation to which existing universes 
have become obsolete” (Rolnik 20061:23; tm). Is my writing echoing the never-ending 
crumble and reform of research practice? Are my artistic projects moving the writing?







217

7.3 Writing the Reasons of the Heart
In a manner of speaking
Semantics won’t do
In this life that we live, we only make do
The way that we feel
Might have to be sacrificed

—Tuxedomoon, In a Manner of Speaking 1985.

Writing about that which moves the psychosocial landscape of contemporary subjectivity 
needs to be able to write feeling. What feelings are specific to capitalist ways of living? 
I think about the song In a Manner of Speaking (1985) by Tuxedomoon, a song that 
(although singing about the miscommunication of romantic expectations) describes 
an opposition between a life of make-do and semantics. Making do is idiomatic for 
managing with (what is available; to use inferior or temporary substitutes), settling 
for, accepting, and coping with (M-W 2020). In a life of make-do, as the song goes, 
semantics and realizing feeling—here, both understanding or allowing feeling to 
unfold—might have to be sacrificed. Throughout this text, I have tried to describe 
capitalism’s subjectivizing politics as a territory that wants us to be out of touch and out 
of listening. That is, unaffectable.

As the dictionary observes, to be out of touch is to lack understanding or to fall back in 
time, to misread other people’s stances and sensitivity, to miss or be unavailable for 
interaction, or to lose one’s mind to folly (Farlex 2015: w/p). While the earlier projects 
of this research reflected about the shifting landscape of capitalist imperviousness to 
affectability, inscription, and the encounter with otherness, difference, and that which is 
uncertain, the following projects turn to “the way that we feel” to the already existing 
intensities in our existential landscape, as creative materials to reform Neoliberal-
Teflon imperviousness. These projects ask what “felt texts” continue to affect us, to 
move us, despite today’s bunkered landscape.

 We live under the influence of intensities that happen in you, despite of you—affects. 
According to anthropologist Kathleen Stewart, affects are moving somethings 
emerging in a particular moment as an event and a sensation (Stewart 2007:1). 
That atmosphere of affect is a scene of immanent force, which exerts a palpable 
pressure and in so doing shifts the landscape. Are representational thinking and 
picture-making processes able to read such complex and uncertain “objects”? How 
does the staging and writing about affect in my projects reform the linear reading of 
what we see and know?

 The discussion of writing the intensities of affect brings to mind Madeleine de Scudéry’s 
novel Clélie (1651-4) and the accompanying allegorical topography of feeling in Carte 
du Pays du Tendre [En: The Map of the Land of Tenderness/Stretch/Tendency]. The 
map represents a narrative trajectory through the lands of tenderness, making a certain 
world of affects visible to the reader (Bruno 2002): 

the way through this pastoral country of the affections begins at 
Nouvelle Amitié [En: New Friendship] and leads (ignoring dead-ends 
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such as the Lake of Indifference) by three alternative routes to either 
Tendre-sur-Reconnaissance [En: Tender over Recognition/Gratitude], 
Tendre-sur-Inclination [En: Tender over Inclination/Disposition], or 
Tendre-sur-Estime [En: Tender over Esteem/Respect/ [with prefix sur-] 
Overestimation] (Bereton 1954:16; tm; em). 

Take a moment to notice the translation notes guiding you to the meanings buried in the 
original language. How to unmute the affectability that takes place across languages? 
As the proverb sings, it is not the destination but the journey that matters. Likewise, 
Scudery’s map is a spatial and literary experiment with the trajectory of feeling. For the 
reader, the journey is source of inspiration, of new learning, of touching moments 
and, possibly, of change. The reading of Scudery’s novel is a meta-journey: it is 
simultaneously motion and a motion of emotions. 

In order to listen to the motions of emotion, one must let go of the impervious reading 
of emotional experiences. The affective breaches through privatized experience (it’s 
a shared, performative, horizon) through what feminist cultural theorist Sara Ahmed 
calls “affective economies” (Ahmed 20041-2). Affective economies are horizons—
not in the historically delineated sense of what sets the out-of-reach—that are all 
around us, rippling across and between bodies (Ahmed 2006). They are rich with 
near and ever-escaping information. I think about O Que Falta É Amor, Estação 
Encontro, Pre-Text, and Sede da Juventude Cansada and their turn to these “affective 
economies”; to the craft of artistic instances turning hearting into hearing. Is my writing 
about practice flattering? Does it do a disservice to their mobilization and motion 
through affectability and affection? 

  There’s an old feud about words, which holds that they do a disservice to the territory of 
sensation, leaving the territory of the heart unrealized. But these writings are not riven 
from one another. They write in complementarity; because of each other and through 
each other. Both language and sensation are notations in motion—they are attempts 
to make sense, in terms of both the sense of consciousness and the senses of the body. 
The articulation of sensation has been a quest of feminist and queer epistemologies, 
which constitute the affective and emotions as a moving politics—both unfixed and 
stirring—in relation to political life and activism (Åhäll 2018; Gould 2015). These 
epistemologies have traced the intersections of the self and the communal in ways 
that cannot be fully captured in the truism “the personal is political” (Hanisch 1969). 
The articulation of sensation attempts to unbury listening and the voice as (women’s) 
connected ways of knowing from the epistemic crisis of the modern-West (Fiumara 
1990; Cavarero 2005; Belenky et al. 1996), and a result… the horizon expands. Is my 
writing about research, to paraphrase social theorist Stuart Hall (in a note regarding the 
task of socialism), able “to listen to the reasons of the heart” (Ahmed 2017), to listen 
to the heart’s signals as they pertain to where one is, to what matters, to what moves 
you, and what bites you? Is it able to listen to the seasons of the heart, to admit the 
singularity of experience and its ever-changing climate? Is my writing about practice 
able to inscribe such affect/ion/ability?
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CHAPTER 8

Encounters with Affectivity 
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A truly emancipatory society cultivates and teaches its members about love, because 
a lack of love hinders potentials transformation and change. And yet, as activist 
journalist Lea Melandri has stated, the possibility of balancing autonomy—read: 
one’s interests—and affective life—read: devotion to others— is a ‘novel’ yet to be 
written (Melandri 2000: w/p). Following my earlier argument that picture-making 
can be a listening reflection, this chapter, “Encounters with Affectivity,” discusses 
how an ethics of listening can guide artistic modalities to connect, fomenting 
what I’ll describe as a “horizon of love”—a “listening love.” An orientation that is 
explored through (my) artistic research, listening love concerns the critical modalities 
of encounter and opportunities to connect (with difference), in the face of the 
suppression of affectability of sensitivity and meaning (and consequently, the loss of 
imagination) that characterizes the Neoliberal-Teflon agenda. This chapter discusses 
the ways that a love ethic is horizon to (my) artistic research reform of today’s dogma 
of sameness and imperviousness. 

A love ethic is a moving horizon that affects and keeps changing: it is a listening 
relationality. In that sense, “love” is not simply a state as much as what Fromm terms, 
writing in The Art of Loving (1956), a “non-conformist doing”; this is a practice that, 
as hooks writes in the book All About Love (2001), our modern, western culture does 
not teach us about. That lovelessness is more abundant in our world than lovingness, 
writes hooks, is not accidental but an ideological suppression of the subject as a nexus 
of relationality and listening. She asks, “Where can one find the lessons of love?”; I 
carry hooks’ concerns in (my) artistic research, asking why love is not a more popular 
theme within artistic research. 

 How do the politics of (my) artistic research critically rehearse our paradoxical desire for 
and refusal of love? How can the politics of (my) artistic display script opportunities 
to connect and to rehabilitate the affectability and listening that is lost within today’s 
bunkered culture? How do we car(ry)e for sensitivity?

8.1 Counting the Cost of Love
If you’ve ever fallen [in love] you know that the other person or persons don’t 
complete you. They incomplete you. They fuck you the fuck up. It doesn’t leave 
you intact. It plays you, undermines you. It disturbs and disrupts your individ-
uation. It obliterates not only the possibility of but the desire for individuation.

—Fred Moten, Stefano Harney, and Stevphen Shukaitis, 
“Refusing Completion” (2021).

Love matters. To whom does love matter? When is the time of love? When will 
amorosidade [EN: lovingness, amor+idade = love+age/time], which philosopher Paulo 
Freire describes as the main characteristic of life, permeate the universe (Streck et al., 
2010:49) as the core of all critical transitive consciousness (ibid.:150)? Lovingness, as 
I see it, is a transformative affection and affectability in practice. The potential role of 
this lovingness contrasts with its marginal existence as a scholarly category of social 
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study. Why is love “not often traded seriously enough on our intellectual markets 
or kept in high quantity in our theoretical stockpiles?” (Aranda et al. 2017:7; em)? In 
the epistemological demotion of love, we witness more than just the split of intellect 
and sensation or the leftovers of the diatribe between romanticist aesthetics and the 
modernist vanguard. I want to suggest that the theme of love might be an irritant in the 
eyes of critical theorists because love is simultaneously too generic and too precious—
hugely profitable—as an item of mass culture. This might explain why literature about 
love is more often found on stands in supermarkets than in the critical studies sections 
of libraries.

Love is serious business—read: $$$$—in consumer society. Like any other experience, 
any other commodity, in today’s seemingly inescapable subsumption of all aspects 
of existence as fuel for consumption, the (theme of) love should be observed in 
relation to Neoliberal-Teflon formatting, for which its circulation is integral. What 
has love to do with the politics of Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness? In order to 
expand upon that question, it is necessary to unpack the theme of love in terms of the 
series of different, and irreconcilable, loves, that it expresses. When thinking about 
love, do you think about nurture, passion, or compassion? What is more profitable, 
and profitable in what sense? 

According to Fromm, the potentials that love could have are threatened by capitalist 
patterns that exploit human psychology and the primary structures of needs-avoidance 
(the experiences of reward versus experiences of punishment) to foment profit 
(Fromm 2006). Fromm advances the idea that capitalist structures increase modalities 
of distance and separateness, and at the same time make “the awareness of human 
separation, without reunion by love [… a] source of guilt and anxiety” (ibid.,9; em). 
Inheriting the glamour of romanticist aesthetics, passionate love is packaged with a 
sense of specialness. A very, very special feeling of instinct cries—with an immediate 
sensation of certainty—that you have found someone/something out there, who/
that is tailored to suit your needs, your fragility, your sinfulness, and will banish your 
loneliness (de Botton 2018); love is thus expected to arrive as the event that can heal 
your separation from the world. Meanwhile, anxiety grows. This painful waiting, and 
the accompanying doubt about whether you will ever be healed without the other, 
writes Fromm, is temporarily appeased by the impulse to consume, which temporarily 
fills the hole created by a lack of love and ameliorates the hurt of missing (validation, 
confirmation, reassurance, touch, love…). A paradoxical phenomenon arises. The 
stakes are so high that the success of such a fortunate occurrence—truly a moving 
privilege—must be secured, and this is done by minimizing risk. Compared to the 
satisfying, compensatory, experience of acquiring stuff, the prospect of being reunited 
with a stranger who, rather than completing you, “incomplete[s]… disturbs and 
disrupts your individuation” (Moten et al. 2021: w/p) through love feels risky. As Fromm 
suggests, with our market modes of existence, we also begin to see the worth of love 
through the gaze of profit and prestige. As with any other investment, risk assessment 
becomes a key approach to love: “love, which ‘only’ profits the soul, but is profitless 
in the modern sense, is a luxury we have no right to spend much energy on?” (ibid., 
5-6). As Badiou writes, the stakes are so high—love is such a fortunate occurrence,
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which “moves” those who find it—that we now encounter a “safety-first concept of 
‘love’” (Badiou 2012:10), a love that is preceded by an assessment of compatibility 
and designed as a ready-to-feel experience, offering guaranteed satisfaction (Badiou 
2015). At stake here is not the cliché of a love without affection, but the concept of a 
love without permeability, and a life led without being made incomplete by others.  

A type of capitalist affiliation takes over the subjective experience of want, turning 
connectivity into an incongruous struggle between longing and apprehension 
(Ferraz 2014). This form of the production of desire has only eyes for familiar images 
and self-validating experiences. This is an expression of a desire that no longer invests 
with hopefulness and curiosity in the encounter with difference, with otherness, with 
the unfamiliar and the unpredictable; this is a nervous desire that seeks validation but 
can only handle the reciprocity of sameness: this is a Teflon-love. 

8.1.1 Towards an Ethics of Love: 
A Listening-Love

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
—Elizabeth Barrett Browning, How Do I Love Thee? (Sonnet 43) (1850).

By clearing any potential friction or negativity or delay in transcendence or transgression 
(Han 2015), Teflon-love disqualifies any reciprocity that feels unpredictable. To return 
to Fromm’s analysis of capitalism’s manipulation of our primal structures of needs-
avoidance, consumption comes across as a source of “safe” attachment, an experience 
that is always reassuring (Fromm 2016; Han 2014). There is no negativity, no risk of an 
unpredictable encounter, no contingency on the horizon of consumption that might 
“incomplete you” (Moten et al. 2021: w/p). What is purchased is a pre-imagined (safe) 
consolation. What makes that experience affectively robust is the impression of freedom 
that comes with the possibility to choose, even though such a possibility is only a choice 
between what already exists, is already possible, and has already been imagined—what 
Garcés describes as “prisons of the possible” (Garcés 2002). This limitation of possibility 
guarantees predictability and positivity (Han 2014: 56-59), qualities that constitute 
the spine of Neoliberal-Teflon existence. By extension, a Teflon-love also seeks the 
guarantee of no drawbacks, through cost-free—read: unaltering—attachments. A 
Teflon-love is a love that loves sameness, a relationality founded in mirror images. 
Existing in the world, outside the ego, is friction. A Teflon-love echoes the panic of 
being moved by the world and by strangers, of being woken by the strange and by 
unknown burdens that others might bring with them. 

 The opposite of such love is a listening-love. Contrary to Teflon-love, the work of a 
listening-love is not considered a burden—it is rather car(ri)ed as an investment that 
grows by giving freedom to others. A listening-love intensifies life in the political 
sense. As hooks writes in All About Love (2001), (a listening-) love gathers, encounters, 
communes, and self-transcends; it is the primary way to end domination and 
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oppression (hooks 2001:76). Leaning on philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, scholar Anita 
Seppä suggests that 

In order to cherish our freedom, we need to create new ways of relating 
to others as well. For Sartre, freedom exists ‘only in giving’, and 
‘devotes itself to giving’ (1992:282). This giving must be concrete, not 
abstract, because freedom is always realized in specific situations whose 
difficulties and finitudes we are invited to comprehend. Loving the other 
means, therefore, attempting to protect the other’s fragile existence 
(Seppä 2017:11). 

The work of a listening-love does not ask “to whom?,” but rather asks how the fragility 
of others can be cultivated, and how the fear of interdependence, which also 
presupposes one’s own exposition, can be undone. A similar note is made by hooks. 
While mass culture seems fascinated by love, it does not lead to the cultivation of love, 
to the teaching of love. Rather, it results in the fear of love. What’s the point of living 
in a world of lovelessness, she asks, which boosts the desire for love and yet does 
not teach how to love, does not guide it to practice? These questions are politically 
charged. The absence of lovingness is more than a truism. The lack of lovingness is the 
everyday of those standing on the steps of wretched living, which explains why “all 
the great movements for social justice in our society have strongly emphasized a love 
ethic” (hooks 2001: xix).

A love ethic, in the words of Bauman, promises the nourishing of ourselves and the 
world around us with stories that ensure the prosperity of imagination and sensitivity 
(Bauman & Donskis 2013). A love ethic suggests movement because it changes us and 
keeps changing; it calls for our openness to affectability, and to the contemplation of 
our yearning—it yearns for others. A Teflon-love is its opposite, an involvement only 
predicated on what can benefit us. As a political idea, a love ethics entails vulnerability, 
the risk of being burdened by others and by responsibility. As writer, translator, and 
friend Jennifer Hayashida reminded me, we are all accountable for lovelessness:
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Lovelessness, says hooks, is more common than love (hooks 2001: xxvii). In today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon world, a love ethics—understood as comprising the work of exposure, 
of being burdened by others, and along with that, the risk in giving that you might 
be asked to give even more—is taboo, instead, justifying the politics of immunization 
and the denial of the understanding of the subject as nexus of relationality and 
interdependence. After all, the more one gives, the less one has. Under the dogma of 
Neoliberal-Teflon calculation, giving is not a recognition of the other, a humanization, 
but rather a step towards precarity. Inversely, a love ethics is a “non-conformist doing” 
(Fromm 2006) that problematizes liberal panic by diluting autonomy in mutuality. As 
scholar of political science Joan Tronto notes, autonomy is celebrated and opposed 
to interdependence and self-management, which are seen as threats; consequently, 
autonomy is used to justify the demise of structures of social welfare, and to degrade 
the perception of care as a political responsibility and as a practice that factually 
enables the end of dependence (Tronto 1993:163). A love ethics is a choice, a practice 
of giving with an open hand. Poet Luís Pignatelli holds this image: “não é fácil o amor 
melhor seria arrancar um braço fazê-lo voar” (EN: love is not easy; it would be better to 
rip off an arm and make it fly) (Salomé 1983: LP; tm).
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Date Venue
June 2017 O Sol Aceita A Pele Para Ficar – Guimarães, PT 

Artistic Team
André Alves, Filipa Araújo, Max Fernandes

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/o-que-falta-e-amor/

O Que Falta É Amor [EN: We Are Lacking Love] was a public event organized by myself 
and artists Filipa Araújo and Max Fernandes, which took place on June 10, 2017, at the 
artist-run space O Sol Aceita A Pele Para Ficar [EN: The Sun Accepts the Skin to Stay] 
(Guimarães, Portugal). O Que Falta É Amor (hereon referred to as Amor) is an artistic 
response to the decision of the municipality of Guimarães to evict and demolish the 
(formerly industrial) facilities rented by O Sol for the purpose of building a parking lot. 
Alluding to the effects of gentrification and the privatization of cities, Amor platformed 
a public call to celebrate mutuality as a political value to recover. 

Through a public call (distributed locally and online) Amor invited the submission of poems, 
personal letters, music lyrics, or texts of any other nature about being moved by others, 
about losing, about being shaken, and about love as a practice—that not only holds you, 
but that holds intent, and creates a future—to be collectively shared at the occasion of 
the event. Those readings took place after a communal meal in a setting touched by the 
scent of pansies (a flower which in Portuguese is named Amor-Perfeito, which literally 
translates as “Perfect Love”), from which alchemists extracted what they thought to be 
the perfume of love, and the sweetness of the local pastry delicacy Amores [EN: “loves”]. 

Documentation of Amor and reflections about the event resulted in the homonymous book 
O Que Falta É Amor (2019). The book includes different texts about the conceptualization 
and eventuation of the project, as well as afterthoughts, the revision and editing of which 
were, again, a collaborative process between Filipa Araújo, Max Fernandes, and myself. 
Four texts compose the book, excerpts of which are reproduced in translation below in 
order to try to better capture Amor.

♥ “No Princípio Era O Amor” [EN: In the Beginning Was Love], a fictional narrative
about the origin of Amor during teatime at Confeitaria Clarinha, manufacturer of
the pastry ‘Amor’ [love]:

As usual in our teatimes at Clarinha, we’ve ordered Loves. 
“It isn’t only an expropriation of estate,” said Filipa. “It is an expropriation 
of the soul!”
Love is a pastry that requires some chewing and her words intensified the 
munching.
Filipa was speaking about the intentional extinction of ways of being, an 
apocalypse for subjectivities. But I know that she knows that apocalypse 
means openness, revelation.
[…]

O Que Falta É Amor
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“This Love blew me away,” I said. We laughed; a laughing tear. I added: 
“How about love? Love expands and expropriates the self at the same 
time; simultaneously, occupation and permeability.” We laugh again. 
“Seriously now. A liberal morality harasses us. Only love and death 
seem to be in the hands of fate, the rest is the sole responsibility of the 
individual. Of the individual’s ability to self-manage. As I see it, this is the 
widest spread contemporary curse.
Love opposes such a moral. The other unsettles me. I’m denied sole 
control. One is expropriated outside oneself, yet supported, rather than 
arrested. The ethos of love could be a political orientation.”

Filipa holds her chin in her hand without losing eye contact. Max smiles, 
gently jiggling his head—a tick that reveals his enthusiasm. The chat 
vitalizes my appetite and I ask for more Loves. Love would not leave our 
poetic horizon. I carry on. 
 “How can we think, how can we turn love into an artistic 
(and intellectual) ‘material?’”

♥ “O Que Falta É Amor” [EN: We Are Lacking Love], an outline of the intentions set for Amor
and overview of the event.

In the call, the O Sol was described as site for a celebration, and O Que 
Falta É Amor, as a literary soiree that […] called for words that spoke 
of an ethical reorientation to nurture. Words that counter a politics of 
exclusion and exclusiveness. Words that question the ambiguous function 
of contemporary isolation: on one hand, an expression of free will and 
autonomy, on the other, the result of growing imperviousness. 
O Que Falta É Amor was shaped by the scenic architecture designed by 
André Alves and the bodies, affections, and words that were engaged 
within it. […] Yellow lines ran through the factory’s walls and ceiling as if 
the parking marks had been imposed over the current space. Over those 
painted lines we placed pots with trees — which grew over the years the 
O Sol leased the building — vases with Pansies, sitting structures, and two 
pallets with microphone stands. This came across as two overlaid images: 
the image of a public garden symbolically competing with the image of a 
parking lot. Colorful lights softened the rough industrial interior of the O 
Sol. They added a theatrical feel to the seating structures built from scraps 
found on site. A shelf stretched along the largest wall of the upper floor. 
It held all the poems, texts and drawings that were submitted to the call, 
and would later hold those brought to the event by passers-by. Next to it 
was a smaller shelf that held 100 Amores offered by Confeitaria Clarinha 
for those attending the event — generosity is love in action. […] Love, 
Perfect-Loves (pansies), Loves (Amores). Many shapes of love, repeated 
semantically, visually, olfactory, tastefully; everywhere.
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♥ “Velar. Amar. Vincular. Congregar. Estar, Escutar, Sensificar” [EN: To Mourn. To Love. To
Bond. To Be, to Listen, to Sensitize], a meditation about the politics of the artistic event
as a modality of connection and a platforming of attentive listening.  

 Love is a prefigurative politics of otherness; a predisposition to be 
affected by that which is  foreign; a movement of felt intensities that draws 
a space for the other in the future. Such touching projection is political 
dispirit with respect to our times; it is an appreciation for what the other 
desires that does not compete with me, does not excluded me (Ahmed 
2014:18). 
 […]
 The expanding dehumanizing geography of today’s capitalism rests 
upon processes that shrink real forms of connection. This is a model of 
existence built upon a sense of freedom which, as Maria Franco Ferraz 
describes, offers the greatest impermeability and least possible adhesion. 
Ferraz calls this sense of capitalist freedom the “Teflon way of life” (Ferraz 
2014). Detachment became the dominant currency. […] The Teflon way 
of living only allows softness and consensus! Friction and perviousness 
are undesirable sources of delay and possible entanglements, which 
contradict the desired [Neoliberal-Teflon] impervious subjectivity. 
Against such a Teflon-world of social reproductions, Jacques Rancière 
invokes dissent. Not mere disagreement, not only the disruption of power 
structures, but an action that reveals how the naturalness and obviousness 
with which a given social order presents itself is, in fact, contingent 
(Rancière 2020). 
[…]
 Inspired by the title of Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s book Poetry as an Art of 
Insurgency, O Que Falta É Amor was shaped as a poetic soiree deploying 
dialogical exchange as means to experiment with the encounter and 
sharing as acts of defiance to Neoliberal-Teflon politics. But rather 
than the vigorous, virile, reading that the term “insurgency” tends to 
prompt, O Que Falta É Amor finds power in the collective sharing and 
listening of insecurity — listening to one’s nerves. In face of Neoliberal-
Teflon hostility, O Que Falta É Amor celebrates testimonies of failure as 
an insurgent declaration — strong vulnerability, “insecure resistance” 
(Halberstam 2011).
 Mobilized to trigger dialogical exchange, O Que Falta É Amor can be 
read as a process of collective care. Not as treatment, but something in 
line with how Matilde Campilho describes poetry, something that “does 
not save the world but saves the minute; and that’s enough”  (Coutinho 
2015: w/p). O Que Falta É Amor gave attendees the possibility to activate 
the event and to be activated by the ‘work of others,’ and in that way, 
to unbalance the [Neoliberal-Teflon] understanding of autonomy as a 
necessarily detached, autonomous process. 
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 Rebecca Solnit provides a similar reflection about the problem of 
perceived autonomy in relation to the work of writing. Like rivers running 
to the sea, the work of writing, words and ideas, in following and trying 
to understand the complex and endless mutations of reality, inevitably 
run towards shared language and knowledge. Solnit calls attention to 
how this co-elaborated work of narratives and perception tends to be 
overlooked by a sense of one’s individual competence to understand the 
world, when in fact, “if you think you’re woke, it’s because someone woke 
you up” (Solnit 2019: w/p). The recognition of the word-work of others 
is not only a matter of integrity, but a recognition that public space is the 
result of a mechanism of listening.
 Rather than entering a debate from the perspective of what it means for a 
space to be public, O Que Falta É Amor addressed listening to that which 
forms “public space.” This emphasis situates ‘public space’ as a category 
of movement that breaks with the confinement of the privatized self and 
highlights the way in which listening is overlooked in discussions about 
publicness (rather than otherness or participation, for instance). 
 […]
 It is crucial to understand listening as a poorly trained muscle in order 
to fully appreciate the relationship between publicness, dialogue and 
volition. Dialogue does not start because someone is talking, but when 
some is actively listening. It doesn’t take place just because a chapter 
commanded it, nor necessarily results from the meeting of oppositions. 
Some dialogues need silence in order to take place, others want turmoil. 
But the framework for any dialogue-as-event is listening; a temporal 
appreciation, an attention to the other. Emmanuel Levinas says that it is 
the passage from one’s impossibility to share existence (that describes 
the relationship between subjects and the objects that one masters) to a 
relation with an unmastered other (the other folks) that creates social life 
(Levinas 2013). To listen is, in this sense, a form of attention that is willing 
to lose control.  
 […]
 Over the course of O Que Falta É Amor, day turned into night, people 
came and went, coexisting situations took place, words sounded and 
withered, Amores were eaten, the scent of pansies faded as people 
took the (gifted) pots as they left … The evolving and undefined trait of 
O Que Falta É Amor was more important than the binary active/passive 
of participation politics in art — whose result, to use Claire Bishop’s 
expression, reduces the political possibility of art to the “allegory of 
inequality” (Bishop 2012:38).
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♥ “Conversa Depois do Amor” [EN: After-Love Talk], a dialogue between myself and Filipa 
Araújo after Amor.  

André: 
“[O]nce, I saw a very composed person quieting two dozen histrionic 
actors by saying “let tenderness express itself.” [We] have chosen types of 
combativeness without war: a quieting tenderness. That’s our aesthetics. 
And the politics of such aesthetics leads to a world that nurtures and 
cares. O Que Falta É Amor was born from a similar aesthetic sensitivity; 
from our attempt to enter into a political conflict without shouting, but 
with collective tenderness. A punch is quickly forgotten, but the memory 
of a warm gentle lick sticks around for a lifetime. 
 On the day of the event, we placed a poster on the façade of O Sol which 
read “how can affection change the state of things?” and “sharing as 
a poetic manifestation of insurgency.” They provided a headline to our 
event, addressing the possibility that the emotions generated therein, be 
them bland or bitter, could create social ties between strangers, even if 
only over the course of an evening.

Filipa:
“After a silent walk, I asked myself, with Walser in mind: ‘What good is the 
artist’s talent if she lacks love?’ I think about your affirmation that mutual 
recognition is inferred from a capacity to listen in silence. It is something 
mutual, yes, the recovery of the social scene, but it also sounds like a 
game, in-fighting, a movement of systole and diastole, a contraction 
and expansion of love, [sad patience and vitalizing energy] audacity and 
reverence. Words appear in everyday life when ‘humility is its source and 
rule, without it, it escapes, flees from the poet,’ isn’t it?”

André:
“[…] [W]ords come naturally when attentive listening is at stake. The 
game is then to create an opportunity for words to return to the space of 
listening, by making the artistic strategy a meeting place.”

Filipa:
“[…] To go back to the beginning of our conversation, love does not exist 
where domination is exercised. Of course. In fact, there can’t be a polarity 
between love and power, or they would have similar value. Polarity, in 
hermeneutic terms, is nothing but the ‘two sides’ of a phenomenon, 
differentiated only in degree between extremes. How to reach mutuality 
then? Perhaps when we see no distinction between the ‘self’ and ‘the 
other.’ There are epochs in which we can only move forward if we go in 
the opposite direction.’”
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8.1.2 Insecure Insurgency
What is a practice of love? Love, understood as an ethics of listening and permeability, is 

a way of knowing, always in motion—always moving, always changing. Sounds messy. 
And yet, love holds us, while messing us up. This reminds me of the passage “I am 
a revolutionary poet. I love” by the anti-racist activist poet Nikki Giovanni (Giovanni 
1971:33). In this passage, found at the end of Gemini: Extended Autobiographical 
Statement on My First Twenty-Five Years of Being a Black Poet (1971), Giovanni asks 
if her writing, as the practice of a black, woman poet, is “revolutionary differently” 
(Baldwin and Niktom 1973; em). As the passage elicits, love stands in kinship with 
revolutionary power. While the images of revolution are a well-established blueprint, 
one might ask what the revolutionary power of love looks like? How does it evolve? 
In the company of whom, and with what intensity? Is this power colored? Red; pink; 
black? Is the force of love a tasteful or a tasteless revolution? How does it touch you? 

Love is revolutionary because loving meets reality head-on (Giovanni in Tippet 2016). 
Love is power in more than one sense, and the force of love is more than that of 
sense: it holds, it decides what you love and what loves you. In love, there is political 
direction. What is yours? Does it lead to a sameness of not-knowing? As Fred Moten, 
Stefano Harney, and Stevphen Shukaitis discuss in “Refusing Completion” (2021), 
(falling in) love leaves you incomplete, undermines and disrupts your individuation; 
love reforms you and your desire for individuation. It is a movement that diverges from 
the politics of Neoliberal-Teflon calculation. 

figure 18  — Street poster for the event O Que Falta É Amor, (2017). The text reads: “How can affects/
affection challenge the status quo?” and “Sharing as poetic manifestation of insurgency.”
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How can affect/affection challenge the status quo? How can we make love revolutionary? 
(Hedlund 2016: web; em). How can we share a moving poetic manifestation of 
insurgency? These are questions at the core of my project O Que Falta É Amor 
[EN: We Are Lacking Love] (2017), here on referred to as Amor. Amor was developed 
in collaboration with artists-intellectuals Filipa Araújo and Max Fernandes in 
response to the eviction order issued against the artist-run space O Sol Aceita 
A Pele Para Ficar [EN: The Sun Accepts the Skin to Stay], here on referred to as 
O Sol, by the Municipality of Guimarães, in Portugal. The city of Guimarães has 
a strong, yet declining, industrial past. For years, O Sol rented one of the many 
affordable vacant (and frayed) industrial sites situated in the center of the city. That 
arrangement is telling of the economic precarity of the local artistic community, 
incidentally, replaying the role that art came to occupy in the tactics of gentrification 
and speculation in real estate value. 

While disputing in court the subpoena that enacted the eviction, O Sol mobilized popular 
assemblies over a period of a year, with the aim of discussing the uses of public 
funding to support privatized gain. The lasting occurrence of these assemblies is proof 
of an ethics of love—this was a practice of listening, of giving and imagining shared 
futures, which I also read as care for those artists, and of the arts, in the context of 
a broader discussion about the future of Guimarães. Those assemblies were active 
refusals of the fortune imposed by Neoliberal-Teflon calculation. I was very moved 
by the coming together of locals in those popular assemblies; by their tenacious 
engagement and the existential intensity as it was manifested. By then, I was already 
developing a musical performance to present at O Sol around matters of political 
responsibility for the unknown and for the future. Inspired by Sebastian Brant’s satirical 
book The Ship of Fools (1494)—which explores the allegory of a pilotless boat, led by 
watercourses and by chance, that is busy with people described as frivolous, careless, 
and mad—my project was going to be interpreted by a choir of visually impaired 
persons (members of ACAPO, the Portuguese Association of the Blind and Weak-
Sighted). My performance dealt with the question of how to care politically for the 
future, but given the circumstances, my approach felt allegorical and imposing, and 
uncaring to the affective landscape of those assemblies. In a sit-down for tea and 
“Amores” [EN: loves]—a pastry made by local confectioner Clarinha—with Filipa 
and Max, we discussed how could I bring that affective and existential landscape 
to my artistic intervention for O Sol. How could I bring an acknowledgement of 
feeling as an artistic means of social analysis? How might these intensities of affect 
act as creative matter? 

—”How about love? Love is simultaneously a form of expansion and 
expropriation of the self; excessive but with permeability. …How to turn 
love into an artistic (and intellectual) matter?”
— “To think collectively through present bodies.” 
— “And to feel collectively. There is no problem in individual needs of 
validation, with vulnerability, with ‘lack of love,’ but in their organized 
refusal. With policies intentionally debasing welfare structures and 
universal socialistic principles of collective care… one is left with crumbs.”
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—”We are lacking love,” says Filipa.
—“Let’s start from that lack” 
(Alves 2019:8; tm).

Our project Amor is the result of that act of listening to the new situation and its affective 
intensities. I write “our” not so much to describe the project as conceptually and 
artistically developed equally by the three artists, but to emphasize the coming 
together through my artistic practice. 

Amor was announced locally and online as an artistic soiree with the politics of 
contemporary individuation as a leitmotif, which called for “your own (or borrowed) 
words about loss, failure, alienation, imposed expropriation; about how love—not 
reduced here to a feeling, but as an ethics, a support of mutuality in the future—fills 
the void” (Alves 2017: poster; tm). The announcement asked for the action of words 
and for the submission—online or to be brought to the event—of testimonies about 
the senses brought by politics of exclusion and exclusiveness, of personal testimonies 
that could give insight about an “already-existing commotion at the micropolitical 
level” (Manning 2009:16-17), intensities that are manifested in the body and that 
take over people’s minds. These minor forces of sensation are literally telling; they are 
embodied vocabularies—from the Latin, a call for words (OED1 2020)—that witness 
the urgency in life, of what leaves the body restless. I moved Amor following the 
question of how to expose what shows in the individual bodies; those pulsating and 
sticking sensations, that won’t leave the “body appeased until what is demanding to 
come into existence is brought to the surface of the current cartography, piercing what 
encloses it and changing its contours” (Rolnik 2011:8). 

Exposure is not a Neoliberal-Teflon darling. Exposure is vulnerability. It is entangled with 
openness, indeterminacy, interdependence, and therefore, it is considered negative; 
failing its tests of predictability and risk-assessment, it is inimical to the Neoliberal-
Teflon’s positivity and its avoidance of conflict (Han 2015). Inversely, Amor is all about 
exposure as an artistic method and an artistic outcome. Amor follows a politics of 
expression, practices of disclosing—and displaying—what is felt privately, not to 
consolidate the power of private experience, but as means for the possible occurrence 
of shared identification, echoing the maxim the personal is political (Hanisch 1968). 
In this text, exposure is suggested as to constitute a property of the sensitive. It is a 
letting go. It is vulnerability. It is an act of expression that is neither to be conflated with 
the liberal politics of self-expression, nor the expression of our private experiences, 
which digitally feed so-called “surveillance capitalism” (Zuboff 2019: video). In 
practice, acts of exposure offer the chance to form and to recognize shared horizons, 
through a practice guided by a listening-love. Exposure is generative. It makes room 
for newer events of feeling, thought and of imagination in the body and in the mind. To 
allow those new events of senses and imagination is, to follow Guattari, an expression 
of a poetic undoing; it undoes the power that capitalism’s subjectivity gains by 
controlling and neutralizing—read: standardizing—the diversity of existential refrains 
(Guattari 2005:34). With the use of words, words that care, Amor sought to hush the 
Neoliberal-Teflon negation of the subject as nexus of relationality. Such “insecure 
resistance” (Halberstam 2011) echoes the words that poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti uses 
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to open the book Poetry as Insurgent Art (1957). The book opens with Ferlinghetti’s 
adapted version of Brecht’s poem “To Those Born Later”:

What times are these
When to write a poem about love
Is almost a crime
Because it contains
So many silences
About so many horrors.
(Ferlinghetti 2007:1).

Rather than a vigorous, virile, insurgency, Amor found strength in the encounter with 
exposure and listening. The power of such insecure insurgency is the force of a 
“strong vulnerability” (de Botton 2015), of allowing oneself to be at the risk of trust. 
How powerful is this type of insurgency? Does exposure look revolutionary? Amor 
approached exposure as a power that, as Giovanni has suggested, is potency without 
expressing dominance: exposure is powerful differently. The force of exposure is found 
in the way that it bridges the abysses of horror with candor, insecurely yet no less 
revolutionarily alive. 

Etymologically, when the word “revolution” is associated with time, it describes a 
revolving, and points backwards, to recurrent rather than to isolated cyclical movements 
of time (Obrist 2010). When revolution is associated with action, it suggests a sense 
of advancement and progress. Rather than revolving, revolution lives in the collective 
lexicon as progression; a moving forth, rather than a returning to. To return to the 
obsession that, according to Le Guin (see page 150), fiction (and therefore, of our 
modern-western culture) maintains with the spectacular effect of narrations of 
straightforward action, we’ve inherited historic lines that have largely overlooked 
the revolutionary power of cyclical and incremental action—the power of “softer,” 
although yet no less resilient, modes of action (Le Guin 1989). Today, the general sense 
of revolution is stark, noisy, bold, and audacious. Revolution is not usually paired with 
attributes of patience, vulnerability, and kindness—even in the face of hostility, these 
quiet manifestations are but acts of courage through which horrors begin to roar. 
The force of such discreet manifestations resides in their negative capability, in their 
insecurity—here, not thought of as a polar opposite of security, but as a lack of a need 
to secure. Vulnerability is a patient, insecure, comfortable exposure to not-knowing. 

There was no image, no ready-to-attain shape, for the revolutionary force that Amor 
could take before the event took place. Amor did not look like revolutionary action, 
and yet, it revolves around the pains that the sense of this world inflicts on us, and 
the ways in which a Neoliberal-Teflon stance affects us mentally, emotionally, and 
relationally. While the design for the enactment of Amor might sound extractive, 
an artistic apparatus to capture expressions and experiences, Amor remained 
potently “insecure,” an indetermined event, an opportunity to express, to listen, 
to be affected—a listening-love—to distribute knowledge between the present 
bodies, rather than to capitalize those as a production of my project. The insecure 
aspect of Amor, its elusiveness, its openness and continuity of relationality and 
affectability, contrasts with Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness, but might also enervate 
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the compulsion of politics of research to archive—the “archival mania,” to return to 
Rolnik’s argument (Rolnik 2011; see page 46). The words of the poet Matilde Campilho 
on the potency of the fleeting comes to mind: “a poesia não salva o mundo. Mas salva 
o minuto“ [EN: Poetry won’t save the world, but it saves the minute] (Coutinho 2015:
web; tm). And that’s good enough.

8.1.3 We Are Lacking Love?
Amor furthers my study about the roles that distance and the fear of contact or vulnerability 

play in the production of contemporary subjectivity. It asks: What’s love got to do with 
today’s “market-ready modes of existence” (Pelbart 2017:137), and how is love remade 
into a destructive Neoliberal-Teflon infrastructure? Fromm sets love in opposition to 
capitalism. The modern, capitalist west is fueled by desires for love, and paradoxically, 
not only lacks tools for learning how to love but incites us to compete over and to fear 
lovelessness (hooks 200). In a more contemporary account, writer Brian Kuan Wood 
describes our times as an “era of profound love” in which a vision of love is all that is 
given to us (Wood 2017: w/p). Wood describes more than the emotional sublimation 
through consumption, or the anxiety to be loved, that Fromm identifies. According 
to Wood, the rise of love—which in the context of his writing, he refers to in terms 
of care—is a consequence of the undoing of welfare structures by Neoliberal-Teflon 
politics. Love (care) in this context is performed as a compensatory horizon of collective 
responsibility; it is the immaterial or material support that we now need to give and to 
get from each other, since “what we can no longer get from the state, the party, the 
union, the boss, we ask for from one another” (ibid., w/p). Corroborating this argument, 
artist Martha Rosler notes how “the trappings of ‘caring’—the feminine practices 
banished from the state—have been tactically adopted by the corporate world” (Rosler 
2016: w/p), making us individually and collectively responsibility for yet another need. 
We are lacking love and need to work for it.  

Love (care) is today a new currency for pimping. Accepting the definition of love (care) as 
that which sustains and repairs the world by taking into account the needs of others as 
an axis for what is to be done (Tronto 1993), Wood remains wary of the ways in which 
love (care) becomes a new tonic within capitalism’s extractive economy: 

remember when you would run out of time and replace that with energy? 
Push a little harder and move a little faster and you can trick time, because 
darling you’re a superhero. But when you run out of time and energy alike, 
you run into a problem. You need help. You need support. You need love 
and a bit of tenderness. Now, with the help of others, you can feed the 
machine again. Without time and energy of your own, love is the conduit 
through which you extract the time and energy of others (Wood 2017: w/p). 

In such a sense, love (care) becomes an infrastructure that we are ready to—read: must—
provide each other with when society fails us:

we are meant to be together; we are made for each other. We have so 
much in common. We are a private commons within the society. Love 
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is allowed to be platonic and never opportunistic, and only the most 
wretched or destitute people marry the child of a factory owner for that 
reason, for a passport, etc. But when the trash man stops showing up, 
everything starts to marble and flip. Infrastructure turns to love [resorts to 
that availability that others can offer] [sic] and love becomes infrastructure 
(ibid., w/p).

Similarly, Tronto notes that our willing promptness to offer and practice support in an 
era that lacks love signals a complicity with the erosion of the idea of love (care) 
as a political horizon. She argues that the new status of our role as collective 
caregivers benefits political unaccountability, corroborates the disinvestment 
of care structures, therefore perpetuates segmentation based on economical 
privilege (Tronto 1993:111-112). It’s no wonder that the theme of love might raise 
suspicion. The political challenge is to find ways to restore the necessary practices 
of love (care), of engaged solidarity, without being cynical about the rise of the 
new “affective economies”—of empathy, of vulnerability, of depression, and of 
mindfulness—as a performative horizon of collective responsibility (Ahmedb  2004; 
Pedwell 2014). Nor is it useful to be naïve to the ways in which we stand in for the 
Neoliberal-Teflon ideological destruction of those structures of support in society. As 
I see it, it is equally important to forsake intellectual haughtiness towards love and 
refuse to deem the cry of a lack of love to be mere spectacle or a fluffy theory. To listen 
to such haughtiness misses the chance to acknowledge and potentially mobilize those 
affective intensities as mirrors of the malaise that traverses and hinders our world. To 
return to hooks, what is the worth of living, what is the worth of cultural practices, when 
there is no love in them? (hooks 2001: xix).   

Some of us need more love than others. Some of us need community. Some are unaware 
of such a lack out of not knowing its touch. The latter in particular need the car(ry)ing 
push of others in order to rewrite the clauses of their loss. Love is lacking where a 
politics of fear rules. According to hooks, cultures of dominance create the impression 
that love is troubling, because passions draw familiarity despite differences and 
because love is conversational:

as we love, fear necessarily leaves… fear is the primary force upholding 
structures of domination. It promotes the desire for separation, the desire 
not to be known. When we are taught that safety lies always with sameness, 
then difference, of any kind, will appear as a threat. When we choose to 
love we choose to move against fear — against alienation and separation. 
The choice to love is a choice to connect — to find ourselves in the other 
(hooks 2001:93). And yet, as mentioned above, ours is an era of anxious 
love. This is an era in which a specific vision of love is also part of structures 
of domination, an era in which deeds of love (care) become, as Woods 
points out, compensatory infrastructures and mirror-expressions, symptoms 
of an increasing subjectivation through consumption, a prêt-a-porter 
affectivity of today’s market-based existence.

After the enactment of Amor, Filipa Araújo and I reflected about the “lack of love” that 
was the central premise of this project.
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—”Love and violence are incompatible forms of encounter. Jung said that 
love will be where domination is absent. …”
—”Perhaps; perhaps in that event, at that occasion. I think we are 
meronym; parts of the same constellation, capable of creating worlds and 
destroying many others. Love was in lack, dear André, where urgency was 
abundant. Today, what are we lacking?”
—”…[T]he needs of our era have a regulatory sense, detracting us from 
a sense of shared project. The eviction of the O Sol is telling of a lack of 
love for the other; for the project of the other as integral to my shared 
social scene. …”
—”Yes, we lack visions for such a common project. But what threads 
will weave that project together; this weaving in which we are actors 
(or are we mere puppets)? …Having a destiny is a great freedom. I 
believe that our path to freedom [sic: action] lays here, in backing-up 
mutuality in the future.” 
(Alves 2019:45-48; tm; em). 

The lack of love, felt mutually as political-affective horizon, was the pretext to summon 
passersby to Amor. To cite artist David Wojnarowicz, “to make the private into 
something public is an action that has terrific repercussions on the pre-invented world” 
(Laing 2016:214). In Amor, the individual is repurposed as a nexus of relationality, 
reclaimed as the entangled “unthought-of” (Garcés 2012). Amor invited a collective 
practice of love. Understanding love as a practice, Fromm and hooks pose, allows us 
to see love as a faculty that needs learning, guidance, commitment, an investment of 
sensitivity, and knowledge (hooks 2011:10). Rather than a rare metaphysical encounter 
with feeling, love is a verb, an action, an art, and therefore, full of unknowns, failures, 
and work. In practice, Amor was hopefully able to enliven the question of to where one 
can turn in today’s culture in order to find the lessons of love.  

When love is idealized as a contained phenomenon, as a singular occurrence, when 
“most people see the problem of love primarily as a problem of being loved, 
rather than that of loving, of one’s capacity to love” (Fromm 2006:9), one is made 
passive to love. Love as a practice is not about finding love, but about making love; 
“it is about creating a world where love — in the form each person needs it — is 
accessible to everyone, rather than a scarce resource that only the most privileged 
can acquire” (Hedlund 2016: web). A truly libertarian society cultivates love, needs 
to teach about love, because the lack love hinders the potential of transformation 
and of change. Without love—understood as the primary drive of mammals to be 
open and to feel safe—challenges are most likely to be perceived as threats (Freire 
2013; Winnicott 1953), which in turn, leads to defensiveness, to a thickened skin, 
and to self-echoing. A lack of love is a lack of leaning and change, which ultimately is 
the aim of Neoliberal-Teflon calculation. 

 What role can artistic research play in advancing the faculty of love as a critical 
avenue in today’s Neoliberal-Teflon bunkered culture, with its culture of 
existence-as-consumption? Sociologist Albert Meister captures this wonderfully: 
“as beautiful as they might be, paintings, poems or the gestural aspect of dance do 
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not make culture by themselves. There is also a lack of fraternity, of friendship. Perhaps 
the poems and other so-called cultural productions are only ways for reaching love” 
(Meister 2014:93, tm) (fig.19). With this passage, Meister notes that a culture needs as 
much intellectualism and civility as social affectability, affection, and sensitivity. And 
this is why the meagre popularity of love as a critical avenue in contemporary art has 
always got me thinking about what the logic behind art that doesn’t cultivate love.

figure 19  — Albert Meistar, Beauborg: Una Utopía Subterrânea (2014). Visual intervention 
by Juan Luis Toboso.
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Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we can-
not live within. I use the word “love” here not merely in the personal sense but 
as a state of being, or a state of grace — not in the infantile American sense of 
being made happy but in the tough and universal sense of quest and daring 
and growth.

—James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, (2007).

In art, as artist Toril Johannessen charted in Logic and Love in Art (2010) (fig. 20), love 
has taken a dive while logic is on the rise. Is art falling out of love, out of sense and 
sensitivity, or out of pride and prejudice? To use a contemporary truism to describe 
relationship status on social media, it’s complicated. Johannessen’s chart registers a 
longstanding split between intellect and sensation. The graph is based on data from 
various academic journals and news magazines (Johannessen 2018: web), “setting in 
stone” the cultural world’s fall out of love. What caused the decaying popularity of love 
in art? Is love a dated artistic motif? Is love itchy to art because it is so “mainstream”? 
The rise of logic in art does not mean that art needs more logic than love. Or does 
it? Reading Johannessen’s chart does not explain why art is leaving the heart. To me, 
her chart might be a telling sign of the surge of research politics within the artistic 
constellation in the past decades, and of the increasing identification of art with 
longstanding criteria for good research such as seriousness, assumed relevance, 

figure 20  — Toril Johannessen, Love and Logic in Art, series “Words and Years, 2010-16”.
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actuality, and so on. (This is my interpretation, of course, of her work.) 
Allow me to explore this argument referring to an anecdote described by performance 

scholar Shannon Jackson. The stage of this anecdote is the encounter between 
performance artist Jawole Willa Jo Zollar and a (unnamed) European director. The 
conflict emerges when the said director tells Zollar that the obsession of her artistic 
work with hope is old-fashioned. Zollar replies to this labelling, saying:

I don’t know that I could make a work that is not about healing. What 
would that be about… and I said, you know the values in my community 
that I have also internalized are that. So no, It’s not about nihilism for me 
or this train-spotting angst. No, that’s not my culture. So, it can be corny 
to you. That’s fine (Thompson 2017:91). 

In this episode, I perceive a mismatch of concurrent criticalities: the clash between 
“serious” intellectual distancing (which Zollar describes as “nihilism”) and 
lovingness—Zollar’s sensitivity and affectability in relation to the social (which the 
director calls “dated”). Zollar’s response does not deflect the criticism, but rather 
opposes a particular circulation of value within the arts—namely, assumptions about 
what belongs or doesn’t belong to art, what is deserving of serious intellectual 
consideration, and what is actually relevant. 

This episode shows us the complicity of art in the demotion of sensation and of 
imagination. As drag queen and scholar Rita von Hunty puts it, artistic languages 
occupy the gap in human existence (as a symbolic/imaginary medium, but also a 
concrete/real presence) where the sayable can happen (von Hunty 2021: video). 
The accusation of the director is symptomatic of artistic commitment-at-a-distance, 
which Garcés relates to the modern, western ontology of an art class separated from 
the mundane (Garcés 2012; see page 44). It is also a symptom of an art that is seen 
through the gaze of “the concrete” and usefulness: an art that presumes to know and 
to be able to scale the impact of its themes and doings in society, just like any other 
well-measured commodity. And yet, I wonder, are the hopeful and the therapeutic 
not “impactful”? As I see it, the director’s sense of artistic “relevance” and actuality is 
marked by an intellectualism that favors distance over presence and touch, which it 
may find distasteful. This places it at odds with Zollar’s practice, which rests upon the 
performative dimensions of moving and the body that moves. The unpredictability of 
the encounter and the event elicit an uneasiness from the director’s position. Here, we 
find ourselves in the presence of two different artistic orientations to a politics of the 
artistic archive or a politics of the artistic event. 

In what way might artistic instances, in the words of Manning and Massumi, do more than 
follow a program and thereby create a sense of adventure? (Maning and Massumi 
2014: video)? In what ways does (my) artistic practice follow an ethics of listening that 
is attentive to the (micropolitical) intensities emerging within artistic practice, rather 
than advancing critical labels that satisfy an already existing (macropolitical) state of 
art? (Rolnik 20061:60)? Earlier, I’ve described the shift in my research approach from 
figuring out to a figuring with/in, a move from what is seen to what is sensed, from 
representation to listening. This is a pivot towards that which is felt micropolitically and 
that which takes place, which Massumi calls a “something doing” (Himada and Manning 
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2009:4). Such a shift raises a question around the issue of preparedness. It brings to 
artistic research that capability of sensitivity that Rolnik describes as “resonant body” 
(Rolnik 2012; page 197), which can be thought of in terms of the capability to notice 
intensities that “do not fit into the current map, that push for the creation of new 
meanings that are the condition for life to flow again” (ibid., 8).

The politics of artistic research that I am interested in leads to the enhancement of such 
sensitivities. “Sensitivity” describes an attention, an openness, and an alertness to 
openness—an alertness, that is, to the potential pain that is brought about by an 
outside. That said, within the Neoliberal-Teflon landscape, there is no room for the 
adventure of sensitivity, for sensitivity deals with uncertainty, not with instantaneity. 
I read sensitivity as an aesthetic-ethic capability that, like love, is a verb rather than 
noun—it is a skill, the opposite of which is anaesthesia. Where to find the lessons of 
sensitivity? Artistic research such as mine, which engages with the encounter and the 
facilitation of modalities of connection, must attend to the work of sensitivity. I wonder 
what a Toril Johannessen “sensitivity vs. interaction in art” graph would reveal. 

As I see it, contemporary debates about the politics of the artistic event generally tend 
to observe the deconstruction of the exhibition-format, treating the museum as the 
primary exhibitionary apparatus, or to tackle aspects like participation, antagonism, 
hospitality, and mediation as expressions of the social and critical responsibility 
of art; in the process, though, they tend to overlook the practice of sensitivity. In 
this observation, I mean not only that they fail to deal with the opportunities that 
artistic research might offer to teach and rehearse sensitivity as a critical tool and a 
tool of change, but that they fail to consider the aspect of sensitivity that is present 
within the artistic event. 

Post-museum art practices are said to embrace a complexity paradigm (Lacy 201; Patrick 
2017). Such practices have come to develop a more attentive approach to context and 
to specific aspects and needs, placing a stronger “emphasis upon collectivism and 
participation, affect, strain, [which] potentially expand traditional notions of creative 
authorship” (Patrick 2017:144; em). What troubles me about this description is the 
assumption that passersby are in possession of, if not the skills, then at least similar 
levels of comfort with respect to engaging with these “more welcoming” aesthetic 
experiences. Take for instance the “dialogical” or the “collaborating” character of 
so many contemporary artistic practices. It is too often assumed that the invitation to 
engage, through communication, through collaboration, is not exclusionary. As artist 
Katrin Gattinger mentions in relation to the genre of participatory performances, it is 
not always nice when the artist expects things from passersby. In “Why Participate? On 
the Concrete Experience of Participatory Performances” (2016), Gattinger asks 

when artists move beyond the purely symbolic register that consists in 
giving “the place of the artist” to the spectator-participant according to 
a predetermined scenario, what exactly do they propose? What does the 
participant experience beyond the fact of participating in a work? What 
role is played in this configuration by interpersonal relations, between the 
participants themselves and vis-a-vis the artist? The focus of my inquiry 
is whether the participant’s experience is positive or negative; I focus on 
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the intensity of the experience and the extent to which it constitutes an 
exception to the norm, as well as its capacity to spark questioning and 
new behaviors (Bianchini and E. Verhagen 2016:297). 

Presence is the essential trigger of those artistic strategies, and with it comes a shared 
sense of rapport and unpredictable affectability. Another aspect of this collective 
adventure, writes Gattinger, is the unpredictability that “doesn’t lie in the action 
itself and any surprises it may have in store, but in what it provokes on the part of the 
spectator-participants, who find themselves being, and behaving as, different people” 
(ibid., 299). Here, she describes a risk to engage in (performance) acts that one 
wouldn’t normally expose oneself to. 

The truism that “art is a space of freedom” applies here. And yet, the privilege of such 
safe rehearsals of freedom is not claimless. A freeing experience of art is possible 
if passersby are able to resort to a “sensitivity toolkit” made up of the capacities 
to communicate, to trust, and to be vulnerable: these might be thought of as the 
“cardinal virtues of emotional maturity” (de Botton 2019: video). Such an expectation 
is strangely behavioral and functionalist, though. One might ask instead, what does 
art claim in the move from representation, from the role of contemplation, towards 
the event, towards interaction? What does it reserve for those who might fail to 
possess this said sensitivity toolkit in full? The introverted, shy, insecure, nervous, and 
depressed characters come to mind. Ought we not also discuss a type of “emotional 
hegemonic legibility” (see my discussion on “hegemonic legibility”; page 168; 184) 
in relation to the passerby? How about thinking of the aspects of interaction and 
participation through, for instance, the lens of the quiet in a world that cannot stop 
talking (Cain 2012), or the radical antisystem experience and politics of the shy (Ahsan 
2017)? In these senses, I want to suggest that post-representational practices of art are 
accountable for sensitivity, as they rely on the economy of experience and the work 
of a sensitivity toolkit, which includes the capacity to explain, the capacity to trust, 
and the capacity to be moved. That responsibility concerns pedagogy more than 
mediation. At stake, then, is the artist’s ability not to presume that passersby already 
have such a sensitivity toolkit, but the formation of those tools as an undergoing 
artistic process. I find Lygia Clark’s previously mentioned project Estruturação do Self 
(1978-1988) more than therapeutic (in the clinical sense), and exemplary of such a 
pedagogical attitude (see page 203). These concerns, which are both ethical and 
pedagogical, run through Amor. How is Amor, which is extractive of passersby’s 
experiences, their character and their emotional work, accountable for sensitivity in the 
event? How does (my) artistic research care and instigate sensitivity? 
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Date Venue
November 9, 2019 Sociedade Martins Sarmento – Guimarães, PT 

 Artistic Team
André Alves, Filipa Araújo, Max Fernandes

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/estacao-depressao/

Translation note: the Portuguese word estação means “season” and “station.” 
The English translation to Meeting Season misses the poetics of Estação 
Encontro, which is composed of a sense of placement and temporal sense that is 
prone to the encounter.

Context

Estação Encontro [EN: Meeting Season] was an artistic event developed by Filipa Araújo, 
Max Fernandes, and myself, which took place on November 9, 2019, at Sociedade 
Martins Sarmento (Guimarães, Portugal). Estação Encontro explores the importance of 
politics for the encounter and for deep listening within the artistic event, which we argue 
constitute critical and creative engagements with today’s Neoliberal-Teflon’s disaffection. 
What makes listening attentive, deep? What kind of listening is able to go deep in today’s 
paradoxically bunkered and hyper-connected world? These questions echo the 2018 
chronicle “Protocolos de Encontro” [EN: Protocols of Encounter] by poet and prelate 
José Tolentino de Mendonça, which inspired and helped shaping this event:

   Protocols of Encounter
The global village only made us closer: it did not introduce us to each 
other. We now share a colossal amount of information, and yet remain 
perfect strangers. At best, a growing voyeurism that flies over other’s 
existence and disperses ours. Our hyper-technological societies lack 
the protocols of encounter that integrated, with such naturalness, the 
everyday living of primitive societies. The people of the desert, hospitable 
to guest strangers, would follow this rite of approach: ‘consider yourself 
welcome! Accept my salutations. How are your days? How are the 
offspring of Adam? And your family? And your tent? And your people? 
And your mom? And you; how’s your journey developing?’ 

To host demanded a deep listening of the other. That is what is at 
stake in a genuine encounter. The formulas can be longer or shorter, 
but it is fundamental that a ceremony spirit remains, because it 
humanizes our trajectories. The Hebrew bible reads ‘Who are you? 
Where did you come from? Where are you going?’, exchanged with 
kind curiosity between travellers. True, these questions might seem 
too big, but we cannot let them go since they offer paths to approach 

Estação Encontro
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the mystery that the other is in a time of growing estrangements.”
— Mendonça, J. T., O Pequeno Caminho das Grandes Perguntas 
(2018:130; tm).

Estação Encontro was generously welcomed by the Sociedade Martins Sarmento [EN: So-
ciety Martins Sarmento, or SMS]. SMS is a cultural institution that was founded in 1881 
and is dedicated to the study and conservation of (mostly) regional archeological sites. 
Although quaint, from the perspective of contemporary taste, SMS might even feel 
passé—a sense that is reinforced by the lush façade of an adjacent contemporary art 
museum. Between SMS and Estação Encontro there is reciprocal need and care. We, 
the three collaborating artists, reflect about this in the booklet that was handed to the 
passersby on the occasion of the event:

The availability of this institution to our project is a reminder of the 
importance of care; of cultural institutions trusting and supporting us, 
since we are the institutions.  
The name of this cultural institution is Society. This Society was born 
from the love for other times, for other spaces, for the life of others. Such 
interest for the history of others is a horizon of care; tenderness towards 
difference […] Perhaps this Society welcomed us with the expectation to 
be contaminated by our difference

The reciprocity of care is also reflected in the relationship that the project maintained with 
the young artists and students of the Visual Arts program of the University of Minho, who 
assisted with the preparation of Estação Encontro and operated as mediators at the event. 
Prior to the event, Max Fernandes and I led a seminar at their school around Andrea 
Fraser’s essay “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique” (Fraser 2005) 
in order to instigate debate about the concept of the institution as a social field, rather 
than a specific or individual place/organization. This moment of pedagogical exchange 
and the opening of our creative process to their presence was our non-financial way to 
care for the unpaid work of mediation they offered to the event. 
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   The event
Entering SMS, attendees were handed a booklet that functioned as 
libretto for the event. Hanging at the SMS main lobby was a fabric 
printout of the astral chart of Estação Encontro (according to the 
geographical coordinates and the date/hour of the event), and at 
the bottom of the staircase leading to the different parts of the main 
building was a textual-drawing I made, which read “emergency 
of times of urgency.”

15:00, the Prime Room at SMS: André Alves, Filipa Araújo 
and Max Fernandes read the opening text from the booklet. That text 
describes the genealogy of Estação Encontro—the encounter of these 
three artists; the eventuation of O Que Falta É Amor [EN: We Are Lacking 
Love] in 2017; and, through a reflection about artistic practice as a means 
to sustain friendship, the concern of Estação Encontro with contemporary 
politics of separateness and disaffection, and the focus of this event on 
the encounter and encounter with listening. 

15:50: Passersby are led to the outside of the Prime Room, for 
the launch and free distribution of the book O Que Falta É Amor, which is 
followed by the performative reading of Following the Trace of (Perfect) 
Love by André Alves—a linguistic-olfactive experience about “perfect 
love” [TN: lost wordplay based on the Portuguese name of the pansy 
flower, Amor-Perfeito, “perfect-love”] that descends towards the cloister 
of the former St. Domingos Convent, which is part of SMS. 

16:00, the cloister: Contraptions made from wooden frames 
wait to be activated by passersby with the use of their cellphones 
in Who Wants to Transform Reality?, a direct-writing workshop 
led by Marx Fernandes.

16:45: A screeching sound is the cue for a moment of collective 
reading and deacceleration. Passersby volunteer to impersonate the 
different characters of the dramaturgic text Are We Faded to Be Just a 
Spark of Truth?, written by Filipa Araújo and based on the interpretation 
of the astral chart of Estação Encontro. 

18:00: The doors of the Reading Room (SMS’s library) open for 
the installation/performance Futuros. Novos Modelos Mentais, Sociais, 
Políticos, Affectivos, Epistemológicos [EN: Futures. New Mental, Social, 
Political, Affective, Epistemological Models] by André Alves.

18:30: Return to the Prime Room for the roundtable, Protocols 
of Encounter, led by artists/educators Carla Cruz, Juan Luis Toboso, and 
Magda Henriques, followed by Nunca É Tarde Demais [EN: It’s Never 
Too Late], a performative reading by André Alves about the shifts of 
contemporary modes of speaking and listening, before sharing a meal 
closing the Estação Encontro. 
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Recuperations of imagination in my installation/performance Futuros. Novos Modelos
Mentais, Sociais, Políticos, Affectivos, Epistemológicos.

 “There is no alternative” (to the logic of the free-market)—aka “TINA,” coined by philos-
opher Herbert Spencer in late XIX century and mainstreamed by Margaret Thatcher in 
the 1980’s (Chen 2020: web)—is one of the most famous truisms of Neoliberal-Teflon 
calculation. Critical reactions to such statement adopt a polarizing attitude, but are those 
reactions complemented by imaginative alternatives? Has critical theory become shy or 
arrested by the prisons of realism? Imagination is the cradle of intention, of desire, of 
hope, a path from which meaning emerges. The dwindling of imagination expresses the 
attenuation of the sensibility to wonder, to create, to change. The alternatives of imagi-
nation free the future from the prison of realism and inevitability. 

My installation/performance Futuros. Novos Modelos Mentais, Sociais, Políticos, Afetivos, 
Epistemológicos [EN: Futures. New Mental, Social, Political, Affective, Epistemological 
Models], here on referred to as Futuros, turns to the tension between what is (an inevitable 
realism; a categorisation) and what could be (new historical becoming). Designed for the 
Reading Room of the SMS, Futuros plays with the restriction of imaginative expression, 
with the loss of affectability and the understanding of knowledge not as mere product but 
as a tentative, learning experience. Futuros sought to offer an encounter with problem 
of fixation or taxonomization of knowledge and of the inexorable reforming power of 
creative force, taking advantage of the particular spatial features of the Reading Room. 
Here, not only its physical elements (the balustrade and the fixed placement of study 
tables) but the qualities generally associated to libraries were integrated: in this way, the 
library was understood as a site for study (personal growth) and for historical consolida-
tion (reference catalogue); a site of material conservation (archive); a psychological site 
of introspection, characterised by acoustic softness, which invites the solitude of thought 
and the audibility of the mind in the polyvocal company of books. 

On top of each table, I placed sturdy printouts of pictures of colourful book pages that I 
painted, with passages from different authors around the idea of future; next to each 
painting, I stacked A5 reproductions of the same picture (with punch holes on top). On 
top of the librarian’s desk—which was out alignment with the grid of the Reading Room—
passersby found binder rings and A5 folders with the caption “Futuros. Novos Modelos 
Mentais, Sociais, Políticos, Affectivos, Epistemológicos,” inviting them to assemble their 
own collection of texts about the future.

The increasing number of people in the room shuffling around, looking at the printouts, 
and collecting their futures broke the quietness of the Reading Room. And yet, the psy-
chology of that reading space continues to exert its effect. Even at its loudest, passersby 
kept chattering softly. That psychological tension was a key factor for the performative 
activation of Futuros. 

A balcony encloses the windowless walls of the Reading Room. From this position, it was 
possible to have a full viewpoint of the different pictures of futures. The access to that 
space was kept closed, which was symbolically suggestive: the viewpoint where futures 
might be fully grasped was out ofreach. At a certain point, a man—the non-professional 
performer, artist, and educator João do Vale—walked discreetly up to the balustrade, 
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and, with the help of binoculars, began to read aloud the texts on the tables below. With 
his presence and voice, the movement and chatter of passersby at the ground of the 
Reading Room came to a sudden halt. His reading act was transformative not only of 
the psychological environment in the room, but also produced a transformation of the 
meaning of the texts in each picture. Every passage read as a declarative statement, yet he 
shifted intonation, reading them not as affirmations but as interrogative statements. With 
this subtle shift in intonation, fixed statements, predictions, expectations were flipped 
into expressions of unpredictable and the not-yet-there: in this, the future was able to 
regain its affectability. One passerby asked me “is he reading the texts as questions?”, 
confirming the attentive listening taking place in the room. 

 Today’s shifting modes and temporalities of listening in my 
performative-reading Nunca É Tarde Demais.

Nunca É Tarde Demais [EN: It’s Never Too Late] is the performative reading of a script about 
the impact that machine-managed communication has in the understanding of encoun-
ter and in modes of contemporary listening. The script describes an exchange between 
three female characters through audio-messaging, and was interpreted by myself, Filipa 
Araújo, and Max Fernandes with the use of our (amplified) smartphones. 

More than a reflex of the increasing rate of smartphone users (a stable 30% yearly increase 
over the past decade) (O’Dea 2020), the popular increase of audio-messaging is telling 
of a shift in contemporary patterns of communication. Audio-messaging is practical, as 
it allows multitasking and permits the user to decide the appropriate time to listen. It 
is also a less ambiguous communication tool—for instance, when compared with the 
more abstract tone of textual messages —and therefore a more effective affective-com-
municational tool (Stokel-Walker 2018). At first, such way of communication might seem 
hostage to capitalist optimisation of time. I do, however, want to stress the comeback of 
the voice not as symptom of flex-time or a laziness to type, but as reaction to capitalism’s 
disembodiment. The rise of and popularity of audio-messaging can be understood as 
signalling a turn to a primal longing for contact, a fleshy longing, the very fleshiness of 
the voice and intonation.  

One other aspect of the communicating through audio-messaging is the change that it initi-
ates in the relationship between speaking and attentive listening. Talking is a fleeting aural 
manifestation. The data storage possibilities of audio-messaging shift the relationship 
that listening has with the transitory aspect of the aural, the attention-to-the-instant. This 
does not mean an end of listening. If on the one hand, yes, attentive listening to the event 
of speaking might fade, the possibilities of data storage enable the revisiting of speech, 
whereby thoughts and sensations can be relived. In this form of encounter, listening no 
longer follows the rules of simultaneous presence. 

Nunca É Tarde Demais plays with the time and the format of an exchange of audio-messag-
ing. When I wrote the script, I anticipated that the performance would trigger tedious 
and nerve-racking responses in the listeners, especially because in our audio-messaging 
experience one only feels the communication cycle partially. In Nunca É Tarde Demais, 
listeners would be exposed to the entire cycle of recording and sending the audio-mes-
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sage, waiting for the receiver to listen to the message and record a reply. What in the 
everyday use of audio-messaging is time “saving”, in Nunca É Tarde Demais is time 
consuming, and this breaks the intimacy and conversational rhythm of such messaging. 
For this reason, the script of the performance was included in the booklet of the event, 
giving passersby the possibility to endure this form of stuttered dialogue, and read the 
script rather than waiting for its arrival. 

 The impatience of listening to the performance might also be aggravated by the economy 
of time of contemporary aesthetic consumption. Studies show that today, the time-ratio 
of the engagement of passersby with a (static) work of art might range, on average, 
between a low of 1.5 seconds (Hantelman 2015) and a high of 27 seconds (Smith et al. 
2017). I was expecting the listeners to be bored and irritated, but did not anticipate my 
own impatience, despite my role as a writer and a performer of the script. Being aware of 
the performance’s intentional tensioning of time did not help to quiet my desire to speed 
its tempo. Coincidently, and echoing my anxiety, it’s worth noting the recent addition of 
a fast-playback feature to most voice-messaging apps. 
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8.3 Protocols of Encounter 
“Encounter,” as the dictionary has it, is an event of mutual interaction and exposure, a 

casual or undesigned meeting face-to-face that can offer openness but also describe 
a tension, and possibly a conflict or a skirmish (OED2 2020: web). An encounter, 
consciously or unconsciously, blurs the boundaries between self and others. In such a 
coming together, there is as much a possibility of empathy as detraction, defensiveness, 
or fear. Not only are humans instinctively wired for both outcomes, today’s 
Neoliberal-Teflon culture intensifies the other as source of tension. In this section, the 
encounter is discussed as a space of reciprocal interaction and, to use a more colloquial 
term, “connection”; it further understood as that which results from the actions of giving 
and deep listening. With the question of the encounter comes the questions of listening 
and sensitivity—questions of whether one listens, if one wants to listen, and how one 
listens. In this section, I address the question: How is (my) artistic research concerned 
with the encounter, with the exchanges of experiences and the creation of practices that 
are attuned to an absence of listening, and that listen to an absence of sensitivity?

Coming from the Latin investire, or “to clothe” (OED1 2021), “listening” is an emotional 
and intellectual investment that does not strip or muffle its source; it is as such less 
about taking than about taking in. Listening is made up of familiarity, it is dependent on 
an ethics of love. Without such an ethics, there is no encounter. Giving-to-listening is 
the methodological horizon of the event Estação Encontro [EN: Meeting Season, where 
estação’ means “season” or “station” in Portuguese] (2019), another collaboration 
with artists Filipa Araújo and Max Fernandes, which took place at Sociedade Martins 
Sarmento (Guimarães, Portugal). Estação Encontro was inspired by the chronicle 
“Protocolos de Encontro” [EN: Protocols of Encounter] (2018) by poet, prelate, 
and theologian José Tolentino de Mendonça. The encounter, writes de Mendonça, 
is a coming together through deep listening, and the encounter today faces new 
impediments (de Mendonça 2018:130). 

Listening is the occurrence that marks a standstill in the otherwise endless kinetics 
of living: this sudden realization of holding defines the encounter. The account of 
“deep listening” offered by Oliveros comes to mind: Oliveros relates deep listening not 
only to attentiveness, but to depth. Seen this way, listening is complex, it challenges 
the listener’s present understanding in that it “has too many unknown parts to grasp 
easily… [it] defies stereotypical knowing and may take either a long time, or never to 
understand or get to know” (Oliveros 2005: xxiii). I am interested in the question of 
how (my) artistic research develops what it means to listen deeply to the not-yet-know, 
without holding back. I consider listening as a gift, a movement that “entertains”— 
from the Latin inter (“among”) + tenere (“to hold”) (OED1 2021)—and thus embraces 
and maintains someone or something in (their) specific frame of mind, without 
being triggered by their complexity, or seeing their unknown difference as a threat. 
Unpredictability and listening are inseparable, which situates listening in opposition to 
Neoliberal-Teflon risk-free, bunkered sameness.

In the performative conference O Encontro É Uma Ferida [EN: The Encounter Is a Wound] 
(2013), artist-anthropologist Fernanda Eugénio and choreographer João Fiadeiro 
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explored the ways in which art might develop strategies to think through a sustainable 
conviviality. The artists call attention to the ways that the accidental has suffered a loss 
of affectability in relation to art and in relation to the encounter and come to be treated 
with apprehension. Subjected to a sense of required predictability, perception and 
performance—in the artistic and general understandings of performing—is haunted by 
a functionalist prudency, a modern, western positivist standpoint that “knows first and 
acts later,” rushing us into decoding what is emerging rather than experiencing it. In 
this macropolitical impulse are a range of already familiar categories:

we receded with the “body” and advanced with “sight” — which assumes 
to notice what is there “objectively” — or with a “seeing” that supposes 
that there is a hidden meaning in things meant to be interpreted 
‘subjectively.’ In both cases, some knowledge is advanced beforehand… 
The accidental is also made into an object, denied of its imprinting 
potential and the potency of affectability, pushing forth to certainty and 
to “I think”. And so, we go living. “Finding” before finding (Eugénio and 
Fiadeiro 2013:3-4; tm; em). 

Both the encounter and listening are reciprocally implicated, emerging as “a 
means/medium, a minimal environment, which direction will gradually be drawn, 
set and inscribed as a common landscape” (ibid., 3; tm). In their implicated state, 
encounter and listening are, epistemologically speaking, sensuous-open-car(ry)ing 
ways of knowing: they are possibilities to be affected over time rather than through 
predictable, straightforward sight. To return to my earlier argument about negative 
capability (see page 141), I can again ask: In what ways can (my) artistic research act 
not as practice of (thematic) prefiguration, but as an honest encounter with the scene, 
an entry into the scene, an involvement in it and with it? (Garcés 2012; page 48). And 
if this is possible, then: How can we recuperate the capability to withstand the not-
yet-here of meaning, to withhold the impulse to classify, to make things “concrete,” to 
enrich the affectability within the artistic encounter, and thus by extension, to resist the 
loss of affectability in the Neoliberal-Teflon world? 

8.3.1 Scores to Listen
How can (my) artistic research recuperate the act of listening to the accidental, in its 

politics of artistic display? How are my projects an entertainment that is a “holding 
among” and not just spectacle? How are protocols of encounter, scores to mutually 
implicate and to listen, enacted in the practice of Amor and Estação Encontro? 

The score is defined by a set of instructions to carry out an action. In the score, there 
is always a direct or ghostly suggestion of an authorial scripter, but also, possibly, a 
pedagogical offer to the reader, a tool to liberate something in them. The “scores” 
of Amor and Estação Encontro—a category which takes in the outline of the event, 
as well as the public calls and the communication opening the event necessary for 
its enactment—were not rules that passersby were forced to follow if they didn’t 
want to risk missing some encoded content. Instead, the scripting involved in those 
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events sought to mediate encounters with listening and to create a new moment of 
production with those passersby. 

Analyzing the deconstruction of representation in the context of performance, artist and 
performance theorist Elonora Fabião describes the outline or compositional procedure 
for the performative practice not as an attempt to fix a practice, or a reduction of 
artistic eventuation to an illustration of a script, but rather as an attitude that is induced 
in practice, which operates as an engine of experimentation, “since the practice of the 
programme creates a body and relationships between bodies. It triggers negotiations 
of belonging; it activates affective circulations that are unthought-of before the 
formulation and execution of the programme” (Fabião 2013:4; tm). Similarly, I want 
to suggest that the scores of Amor and Estação Encontro worked as scripts to induce 
and experiment with the accidental, exposure, and attentive listening as attitudes 
in the practice of those events. The questions that must be confronted in relation to 
such scripting is: How do the scores of those events lead to the unfolding of listening 
without abusing the “sensitivity toolkit” of passersby? How can the artistic event be 
scored in a way that is guided by such thoughtfulness? At stake here is the problem of 
prescriptiveness, of scores for a performative practice that might end up behaving like 
an archive, exposing permanence and preservation rather than producing a politics of 
liminality, mediating exposure, or thirsting for the unpredictable. How can determinism 
be avoided in relation to aesthetic experience, and how can we resist the reduction of 
that experience to interpretation, by keeping things emerging and moving in the event? 

Both Amor and Estação Encontro dealt distinctly with this concern. In Amor, the three 
collaborating artists designed a framework and suggested a thematic orientation 
for the event. However, the event relied entirely in the unpredictable work of the 
passersby—their giving, their sharing of testimonies and stories before and at 
the event, their presence, their listening. Without their work, the event would not 
have emerged. Estação Encontro was more heavily scripted than Amor. This was 
not the result of a desire on behalf of the artists to regain artistic control over the 
event—our intention was precisely the opposite: we sought to experiment with 
how the communication of a full outline of an event might avoid hindering the 
processual and abusing the sensitivity of passersby, rather becoming a way to care 
for a “lacking” sensitivity toolkit. Our aim was to situate Estação Encontro as an 
invitation to experiment with different politics of attentive listening. In order to 
facilitate the interaction with those moments, on the occasion of Estação Encontro, 
passersby received a booklet/reader of the programme, our introductory speech, 
and a description and guidelines for each artistic moment that formed the event. The 
booklet is a useful manual to interact with as well also to retract from. The full script of 
the event is already a form of enactment—it is a textual enactment of the imagination 
of the artists that frees passersby from the pressure to perform in the event. It is up to 
the passersby if they interact live or choose to “read” the event. 
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Not all futures are to be desired, because there are many futures to be feared.
— Padre António Vieira, História do Futuro (1718).

My installation-performance Futuros. Novos Modelos Mentais, Sociais, Políticos, 
Affectivos, Epistemológicos [EN: Futures. New Mental, Social, Political, Affective, 
Epistemological Models], which is here on referred to as Futuros, was one of the artistic 
moments that was puzzled into Estação Encontro. Futuros plays with expected doing 
of passersby in the artistic event, while addressing the problem of prescribed action. 
Futuros was installed at the Reading Room (library/archive) of Sociedade Martins 
Sarmento. Different printouts and their miniatures were placed on tables, which 
passersby could read and collect. Each printout presents a quote, in a declarative tone, 
about the idea of the future. No instructions were offered for the interaction with the 
installation. In the booklet, Futuros is described as 

an action developed around the idea of a crisis of imagination and the 
need for new modes of existence. Permeating Futuros is the truism of an 
inescapable sense of the world leading to a tragic future. Citing different 
authors from different chronologies Futuros is an invitation to reflect 
which futures are there available outside the said impossibility of a future? 
(Alves et al. 2019:20). 

At the Reading Room, passersby shuffled through casually, reading the texts and chatting, 
producing their own “archive of futures.” At some point in that casual interaction, 
a performer walked out onto the balcony that surrounded the room. His presence 
became more noticeable as he began to read the texts on the tables below, using 
binoculars. Whereas the interaction of passersby with the text felt entertaining, it 
was not necessarily transformative; his reading was a shifting act: the tone of each 
quote was shifted from a declarative statement to an interrogative statement. The 
effect of such a subtle change was to enliven the future as a horizon that, although 
predicted, can hardly be predicted and contained. As an agent of negative capability, 
the performer introduced a sense of doubt that enlivened the listening, reviving 
the openness and affectability of the future(s) in the process. The meaning of the 
texts changed in the transition between the page and the performers’ voice. The 
reading of the performer operated to introduce a shift in the relationship of the 
passersby with the texts, who, only moments before, encountered archived realities, 
and now held unfinished ones. This transition mirrored their own unfinishedness, 
to borrow Garcés words, making us “think the unfinished of the real in such a way 
that we put ourselves in a position to make, unmake and remake the world and 
ourselves” (Garcés 2002:122). 

Attentive listening was the work that passersby, although not asked to do, must give in 
order for Futuros to recover the processual affectability of the future, and by extension, 
their own. In this process, listening is not a passivity, but the work that allows change to 
occur. I recall the words of poet Michael Longley, of “silence [a]s part of the enterprise” 
(Tippet 2021: podcast; em); of silence as a work of noticing, of attentiveness, that 
makes room for the unexpected, the unintelligible, and the risk being affected by 
others and their pains. 
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8.3.2 Encounters with Empathy
Amor and Estação Encontro are protocols of encounter that prompt opportunities 

to connect and, through the event, possibly generate what Kester describes a 
“collaborative generated empathetic insight” (Kester 2004:116). In the book 
Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (2004), Kester 
looks into artistic strategies that sustain dialogical interaction. The examples given 
in the book emphasize the ways in which art acts as a means for social change, and 
dialogue is understood as constituting an aesthetics of its own—an aesthetics that 
embodies “connectedness, experience, event and affect… in the quest for an answer 
to the age-old question of ‘how to live’” (Wesseling 2016:21). My intention is not to 
discuss here what is or isn’t truly aesthetic in the dialogical, but to address the success 
that creative tools (artistic research/activist/social practice) can have in enacting 
conversations that recuperate empathy and bring about the meeting of different 
parties that “begin to identify each other as individual, rather than abstractions… a 
transition from stereotypes to dimensional personalities” (Kester 2004:116).

It is, however, too often assumed that artistic encounters with dialogue, and with 
participation, result in a congenial experience; that “the closer one gets to something 
or someone, the more empathy you develop” (Miessen 2011:45). Is the expectation of 
pleasantness, can we sense an echo of the Neoliberal-Teflon ideology of smoothness 
and positivity? In “Why Are People Being So Nice?” (2016), Rosler discusses how the 
imperative of niceness is knotted together with the notorious Thatcherian (neoliberal) 
truism that “there is no such thing as a society” and, consequently, the suggestion 
that each person is solely responsible for all outcomes in life. In Neoliberal-Teflon 
existence, cultivating niceness is not an ethics of character, but a part of the process of 
self-valorization in today’s new economy of experience and character: it is “a demand, 
in neoliberal economies, for the wholesale invention, performance and perpetual 
grooming of a transactional ‘self’. ‘Really nice’ really means ‘frictionless’, or ‘low 
transaction cost’” (Rosler 2016: w/p). According to Rosler, niceness is an attitude that 
is not only expected of today’s general worker, but also of the work of culture. Today, 
she writes, “a primary mission of museums has become the promise not of cultivation 
and contemplation but rather edification and amazement, for visitors from toddlers 
to the elderly and for people of every social class” (ibid., w/p). In what ways does the 
niceness cultivated by the creative world increase sensitivity, affectability, and empathy 
to others? Or does it simply constitute another display of today’s Neoliberal-Teflon 
smoothness—a spectacle of amicability that conceals a hegemonic desensitization, the 
erasure of all that pains an optimist and optimal functionality? As Kester puts it,

we seem to have largely loss the capacity for empathy, for imaging 
ourselves (our circumstances) as different from who we are (or what they 
are). This identification can never be fully complete — we can never claim 
to fully inhabit the other’s subject position; but we can imagine it, and this 
imagination, this approximation, can radically alter our sense of who we 
are. It can become the basis for communication and understanding across 
differences of race, sexuality, ethnicity, and so on (Kester 2004:115).
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According to Kester, artistic encounters that aim to increase the complexity of our 
understanding of something and our empathy for it (Kester 2004:116) will necessarily 
confront the issue of how and what we might imagine/image differently. This already 
suggests the possibility of listening. The truly important question concerns how to 
trigger listening where there is none. How to further encounters with singularity, with 
another subjectivity, and with the historical other (hooks 2017), in ways that move past 
a Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness? How to trigger encounters with listening and 
conversations with empathy, when we are so accustomed to listening from behind the 
barricades of self-preservation (Brown 2017:83), viewing empathy is a pull that burdens 
and an identification that paralyzes?

 In the book Against Empathy (2016), psychologist Paul Bloom writes that “if I have 
empathy toward you, it will be painful if you’re suffering. It will be exhausting. It will 
lead me to avoid you and avoid helping you” (Illing 2019: web). The term empathy 
hints at that contagion. The current meaning of the word “empathy” in English—“the 
ability to understand and appreciate another person’s feelings, experience, etc.” 
(OED2 2020: web)—was imported in the early 1900s from the German Einfühlung, 
which literally means a “feeling in.” Retaining these roots, “empathy” describes an 
imaginative projection of feelings onto the world (Lanzoni 2015). Bloom’s thesis is that 
empathy is an unreliable source for (moral) decision making, although an unbeatable 
source of (moral) pleasure. Empathy, he cautions, is a tricky affectability buried in the 
individual nervous system. The doing of empathy—if not altogether misleading—is 
unstable, unpredictable, as well as reactive and retaliating (Bloom 2016; Kirkpatrick 
2016). Empathy is a feeling in that is a falling off oneself and falling out of balance. 
Empathy is a risky encounter with the accidental and an exposure to overidentification. 
Bloom offers an alternative to empathy in compassion: 

compassion means I give your concern weight; I value it. I care about you, 
but I don’t necessarily pick up your feelings. A lot of people think this 
is merely a verbal distinction… actually there’s a lot of evidence… that 
empathy and compassion activate different parts of the brain. But more 
importantly, they have different consequences. …if I feel compassion for 
you, I’ll be invigorated. I’ll be happy and I’ll try to make your life better 
(Illing 2019: web). 

Unlike the feeling in that the term “empathy” describes, the word “compassion”—with 
its Latin roots in compatior, where cum = “with” and patior = “I suffer, endure, allow, 
acquiesce, permit, submit”—describes a “moving with” the suffering of others 
(Wiktionary 2020: web). Compassion, writes Bloom, is a “moving with” that is not 
necessarily an overwhelming occupation by the feeling of others, free of the involuntary 
contagion and overidentification of empathy. As Bloom study describes, compassion 
is a decision to move with others. Within these arguments, the power of logic to “do 
good” is emphasized, a view that evidences that “the question of knowledge — of 
its role in experience, of its value, and of its accountability — is, in our philosophical 
age, still a question of reason” (Manning 2016:31). Although I cannot do justice to 
the discussion of Bloom’s relevance to the field of moral decision making, to me, the 
cautionary arguments he makes towards empathy come across as lacking trust in the 
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unpredictable effects of bodily things, and seeking the removal of the erratic and 
voluptuous intensities of affect. This takes me back to the argument of my video Double 
Exposure, and to the increasing optimization of modes of existence that are wary of 
vague things of the spirit (see pages 163-165). It is as if empathy, as an occurrence at a 
species level and not at a logical level, needs to be tricked. I cannot help reading such 
an argument as a dangerous form of sophisticated behaviorism. What guarantees do 
we have that we will think passionately? 

I want to suggest that maintaining distance from empathy is a telling feature of the 
preservationist appeals that the Neoliberal-Teflon makes to predictability and to a life 
that is both calculable and reasoned—what we might call “life on spreadsheet.” Such 
distance is mirrored by the creative world. When empathy recedes, there is a loss of 
the availability of our senses, and a loss of our ability to imagine senses that we do not 
already possess. I think about Amor and Estação Encontro in those terms: as encounters 
that are not threatened by the unpredictability of sense(s), that move, to use the 
words of educator and scholar Aida Sánchez de Sérdio, as “a pedagogy of encounter, 
a space for the emergence of critical discourses and practices, for the production of 
difference, and for an encounter in which politics, aesthetics, knowledge, and affects 
intertwine in problematic ways” (Byrne et al. 2018:155). As protocols and pedagogies 
of encounter that cared for sensitivity and listening, Amor and Estação Encontro should 
not be addressed with the gaze of aggregability, since they were not conceived of in 
expectation of “commonality or consensus, but… [intensifying] relationality and the 
non-coincidence (en-counter) that creates a potential for the emergence of something 
that cannot be scripted” (Ibid.,115; em). I suggest that Amor and Estação Encontro 
are disruptive en-counters, opportunities to reform narratives that seek to stabilize 
sense. Both events are artistic means to further open-endedness and to recover the 
affectability of sense and the senses; they are practices of “co-motion.”

8.4 A Sense of Co-Motion
A sense of co-motion permeates Amor and Estação Encontro. My neologism does not 

describe a method so much as a sensitivity that emerges from my artistic/research 
practice. Co-motion is an example of that language-stuttering described earlier in this 
dissertation (see page 210): my attempt to capture with words the particularities and 
nuances of sensitivity and meaning specific to the different languages of the locales 
where my artistic/research practice takes place. Co-motion is a word composed in that 
tricky in-betweenness of cross-translation, rebounding across and between aural and 
written languages. How can I embody in English a sensitivity that I think and feel in a 
diffraction of languages?

The construct “co-motion” results from the aural and semantic intrusion of the Portuguese 
word comoção—read: coo-moo-s’oun—in my English writing. The Portuguese 
word comoção suggests an act or state of emotional affectability. While comoção 
suggests an encounter with affectivity, of being moved by proxy, an act of empathy, 
to me it translates best as a surge of affect that “tenders.” I find arguments for my 
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interpretation in the verb form comover, which describes the rise of an intentional, 
emotional shaking, or a softening of others. Despite the fact that the English word 
“commotion” echoes comover as a physical shaking, galvanisation, or emotional 
stirring, the word misses the moving of tenderness in others. In comover there is 
a co-motion: the encounter is one of a mutual availability (co-) to be softened (or 
moved) by others. Further, comover is a way of figuring out through and because of 
tenderness. This meaning is noticeable in the sounds that are buried in the word: by 
changing the hyphenation to como-ver (from co-mover, “co-motion”) exposes the 
presence of another proposition—“how to see” [PT: como = “how”; ver = “to see”].

The result of this chain of apparent aural affinity and misleading translation of meanings 
across languages leads me to the neologism “co-motion.” In writing, hyphenations in 
Portuguese and English (co-moção and co-motion) disturb the affective properties of 
the words. To an English-speaking ear, “co-motion” will sound like “commotion” and 
appear to refer to the galvanization or incitement of feeling. The hyphen undoes this 
in writing, reinforcing instead the qualities of mutuality (co) and movement (motion). 
Moving along with tenderness is the sensitivity that co-motion, with its necessary and 
long footnote, tries to embody. 

Co-motion is not a fixed state but an aesthetics of encounter and an openness between 
heterogenous parties. In Amor and Estação Encontro, co-motion holds the incomplete 
and remains a moveable making of passersby, tracing new lines with co-tenderness. 
It is an attempt to represent without commodifying, and to thereby depart from 
that middle ground of existential, intellectual, and emotional intensities that run 
through the everyday. In the midst of the “pre-texts” (a term I introduce overleaf) of 
passersby in their interactions with my projects Amor, Estação Encontro, co-motion 
seeks to “trace new lines of force with what affects us, to trace other directions and 
to experiment with other practices of meaning production and the formation of the 
sensible” (Farina 2005:360). These projects learn from each other, through continuous 
prototyping, scripting practices, and reflexive encounters, about what it is that can 
affect our present, with its altered affects, and how encounters with affection might be 
generated, which give rise to an infectious affection, and to spaces of an ethicopolitical 
performativity of love. In that sense, these projects resonate with what education 
scholar Cynthia Farina calls “pedagogias de affección” (Farina 2005)—a Spanish term 
that translates in English to both “infection” and “affection.” According to Farina, 
pedagogies of infection/affection care for the affects themselves, not in order to 
control them, but to produce new figures for those intensities in order to trace new 
lines of life (Farina 2005:263):

a pedagogy of infection/affection has to do with an attitude that is not 
formulated with blows of power, but with strategies and tactics that are 
dissipated and recomposed in relation to a specific time and space… 
calls for a way of thinking and a way of saying that is closer to the 
complexities of the experience of the real, which does not pretend to 
resolve or train by means of theory… recognizes its inclination towards 
a sensitivity that rejects the homogeneous, that favors the generation of 
the multiple and constantly watches out for the fascisms that make up 
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the politics of forms, and that are formed in the aesthetics of the political. 
This distrust also calls for a problematization of the practice of distance 
according to the consciousness and teaching of Gombrowicz, for whom 
distancing does not necessarily make the visible visible, for it can also 
function as a soothing, as an anesthesia of perception. … Acting on 
the visibility of codified codes and discourses can destabilize aesthetic 
conventions and political clichés. Thus, a pedagogy of affections would 
act in conjunction with a politics of perceptions: it would act politically 
on aesthetic conventions and aesthetically on the political, projecting art 
out of the artistic, projecting statements out of discourses, and pedagogy 
out of the pedagogical (Farina 2005:367-368; tm; em). At stake for an art, 
theory, or pedagogy that follows a horizon of listening is the car(ry)ing of 
that contagious sensitivity of co-motion. Co-motion resonates with the 
pedagogies of infection/affection as an exercise of constant reform. 

The productive capability of co-motion to sustain openness is not measured by the metric 
of quantity. The reform of co-motion is a starting afresh that is not amnesiac —an 
assembly-line doing—, but a continuity that happens through shared intensities, in 
the joyous space of being moved with/in. The challenge for artistically mediated 
approaches lies in enabling such continuous and shared prototyping without 
succumbing to the “need” to “program a framework [read: outcome] for the aesthetics 
of experience” (Farina 2005:267; tm; em). The challenge is to resist declaring—read: 
defining, categorizing, predetermining—the outcome of the artistic encounter (an 
epistemological habit which is a leftover of the modern, western fondness for edges 
and classification) or mirroring the logics of predictability and efficacy as they are 
applied to the production of commodities. More than an “emotional training,” at stake 
in the work of co-motion is the dilution of an imagination that has been subjected to 
the tyranny of the quantifiable, of the predictable, of sameness. Instead, I look towards 
the invention of other imaginations, through a never-ending thirst. 
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Exhibition
The Emotional Exhibition

Date         Venue
June 2019     Momentum10–The Nordic Biennial of Contemporary Art – Moss, NO   

Curator
Marti Manen

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/pre-text/

The Pretext to Pre-Text
The Emotional Exhibition had been announced as the theme of Momentum10 — The Nordic 

Biennial of Contemporary Art (2019), and curator Marti Manen appointed its chief curator. 
I had just finished reading Manen’s book, Contarlo Todo Sin Saber Cómo [EN: Telling 

Everything, Not Knowing How] (2012), written as a complement to the homonymous 
exhibition that he had curated for CA2M (Madrid, Spain). As stated in the curatorial text, 
both the exhibition and the book lean on the possibilities of narrative and explore the 
question “How can we explain”? How can we explain how to explain? Or rather, what 
does one speak about when one tries to speak, and tries to speak through art? Contarlo 
Todo Sin Saber Cómo, the book, is a meditation about the encounter, addressing both 
the encounter with the work of art and what such encounters leave in us. The narrative 
describes a “he” and a “she,” who are connected by the epistolary writings—real or 
imaginary?—that an art-led Odysseus writes in his new transit as an art professional in 
the globalized contemporary art market. Each letter shares an emotional connection with 
art that contrasts with the increasing disconnection with Penelope—imagined?—who 
tends the plants of the flat he left behind. Art moves him. Does the writing about that 
encounter with art also move her? 

I reflect about the effect of affect in individual and social experience as I read the statement 
about The Emotional Exhibition. Is (my) artistic research trying to move affect or to step 
away from it? Is (my) artistic research writing about the affect/ion/ability of the aesthetic in 
a moving way? Acting on impulse, I email Marti Manen, volunteering to support the artists 
and educators he selects for the biennial as a way to study their different approaches 
to affect as artistic and pedagogical material and pedagogical material. His reply came 
months later, in the form of an invitation to integrate the artists showcased at the biennale. 
Manen had an effect in mind. In the email, he writes about my project Uncovered Material, 
which he invites me to develop as an installation for the biennial’s venue and the public 
space of the city of Moss (Norway), where the biennial is to take place. 

Pre-Text
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Uncovered Material is a project that started in 2012, in which I find texts in books and paint 
over the pages in order to capture words and phrases I want—but fail—to remember 
forever. When painting those pages, I go around the previously underlined text, trying 
not to cover it, and such attentiveness makes me miss the content of words. My shifts of 
attention and the time spent with these words is not apparent for those looking at my 
painted-pages. To their eyes, the visual element of each page is a preservation that is also 
concealing, censoring. 

When I started the series, I simply isolated the quotations I liked, blanking out the rest of 
the page. This was a borrowing and emphasizing gesture. Over the years, I increasingly 
started to make connections between different parts or words in the same page, no longer 
simply trying to cite, but to compose my own text. The resulting visuals are closer to con-
crete-poetry or a text-collage. My painted-texts result from the fortuitous encounter with 
someone else’s meaning. Other’s texts trigger my own sensitivity, imagination, thought; 
they are pre-texts for my own writing. Other’s texts, my painted-texts, and your reading 
exist in a chain of borrowing and continuous makings, that is metaphorical in relation to 
affectability in culture. Pre-Text, the iteration of Uncovered Material developed for The 
Emotional Exhibition, asks how to unfold this chain of continuous making in the public 
space in such a way that passersby are given the chance to make and share their own text.

Pre-Text

Pre-Text (2019) is a multi-stage and context-specific installation developed for Momentum10: 
The Emotional Exhibition—Pre-Text is composed of four interrelated parts that func-
tion as a chain of reactions and opportunities for continuous making between myself, 
the passersby, and the public space of the city of Moss. Feeding this productive chain 
are the emotions and interpretations triggered by the encounter of passersby with my 
painted-pages. 

Inside the Momentum Kunsthall.
The first instalment of Pre-Text was the installation inside the Momentum Kunsthall: the wall 

display of hundreds of my painted-pages and a street lightbox displaying blow-ups of 
two of those painted-pages. The picture on the side of the lightbox facing the entrance of 
the venue read “Who cares about politics when there are flames licking at your insides?” 
(a quote by Karl Ove Knausgård) and the one of facing my wall installation reads “Words 
had always represented a wholly unrealisable territory of the feelings, of the heart” (my 
take on a Lawrence Durrell’s text). The hierarchy created by the enlargement of these two 
pictures/texts sets the tone of Pre-Text, which spans the relationship between emotions 
and the political, and the relationship between emotions and words. 

 
Leaving the Momentum Kunsthall.

The second part of Pre-Text brings the installation into multiple sites in the public space of 
Moss. Ten advertisement lightboxes show a picture of digital compositions made from my 
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painted-pages. Each picture results from a thematic selection of painted-pages—”excess 
of feeling”; “life as a repairable work”; “words and emotions”; “depression and failure 
of imagination”; “self and others”; “work”; and “what do people want?”—and includes 
translations into Norwegian of the original languages of those painted-pages. The ad-
vertisement lightbox is an attention-grabbing device. Visual appeal and quick readership 
are key to its effective impact. The insertion of my compositions in the lightboxes undoes 
those requisites and asks for a different encounter and a different form of attention. The 
text in the compositions cannot be seen from afar; it requires closeness. The text in my 
compositions exceeds the scant amount of information usual to this display; it asks for 
more time and a desire to read more. At stake here is the impact that consumerist logic 
has in the economies of attention and time, but also in the design of our public spaces. 

Unlike the painted-pages and the blow-ups inside the Momentum Kunsthall, my pictures 
displayed in the lightboxes around the city centre of Moss are mediators or interactive 
agents with respect to the passerby. In each picture, the on-looker can read the questions 
“Hva får disse ordene deg til å tenke på?” [EN: “What do these words make you think 
about?”] and “Hva får de deg til å føle?” [EN: “How do you feel?”], and below the instruc-
tions, passersby are invited to voluntarily share their responses by telephone or email. 

A voice takeover of the public space.
Telephone responses and emails—later to be converted into audio files with the use of 

text-to-speech software—formed an “emotional” audio archive that could be consulted 
through the website of the biennial. That sound database in turn fed a sound intervention 
that was installed in the square across Moss City Hall for the duration of the biennial, not 
only amplifying publicly the singular reactions of passersby to Pre-Text but populating 
that rarely occupied agora with a temporary congregation of presences—prompting a 
different encounter between the individual voices of the sound-installation, a locale of 
governance, and new listeners.

Starting the installation was a pre-made audio composition of readings of texts selected 
from my painted-pages in the exhibition, which was read by an AI voice. Throughout 
the biennial, the sound archive was expected to grow with the potential submission of 
responses by phone or email. Only one call was submitted during the period of the bien-
nial. In response to the text “Maybe the world has always been economically miserable, 
why would people work otherwise?”, the caller said:

 
— Lysten på rikdom.
Om folk ikke har andre grunner til å jobbe, bare fordi verden alltid har 
vært økonomisk miserable
så assosierer jeg ordene med rikdom, lysten på rikdom.
Kanskje heve seg over en miserabel verden ved hjelp av rikdom, ja.
 
[which translates to English as:]
— The desire (lust) for wealth.
If people had no other reasons to work, just because the world has always 
been poor, so I associate these words with wealth, the desire (lust) for 
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wealth. Maybe [they work] to rise up above a miserable world with the 
help of wealth, yeah?

Although the response of passersby to the lightboxes was far from exuberant, that exception-
al one confirms the potential of strategy of Pre-Text to instigate sequences of co-making 
and distribution of meaning, which here, also triggers a shift from seeing-reading to 
speaking-listening.

A chain of continuous making.
Organized as an event that allows direct engagement and transformation of the installation 

inside the Kunsthall, the fourth instalment of Pre-Text would offer passersby the chance 
to assemble booklets made from photocopying their selection of my painted-pages. 
Through such interaction, the exhibition would be progressively dismantled—this was 
the reason why it was scheduled for the last day of the biennale. In exchange, passersby 
would be asked to share the rational they found to make their compilations—a trick to 
make different sensitivities emerge and to increase the (temporary) sense of sociality that 
emerges from vulnerability. Like the lightboxes in the public space and the sound-instal-
lation, this event would be a chain of continuous making engaging multiple contributors: 
the authors of the novels, myself, the passersby assembling their booklets, and those 
listening to the process. 

Particularly important to this “dismantling” act would be the role of the art educators medi-
ating the process of touching the artwork. At my suggestion, they would guide passersby 
to handle the art without gloves. Although I have handled those books with care, I neither 
read nor painted those pages wearing gloves. Why would passersby now have to wear 
then? My interest was to stage an encounter with art that is both casual and involves risk: 
How would those pages be handled by passersby, what might happen if any of them rip, 
would they dread touching them, or would it trigger other responses? These prospects 
remain unanswered, as budget limitations did not allow this part of Pre-Text to take place. 

I am thankful Anne Klontz, assistant curator of Momentum 10, for the access to her notes 
from our meeting on April 4, 2019.
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8.4.1 A Chain of Affectability
Pre-Text. Previous to text. Sense before words. 
Pretext. A trigger for action that is not the real reason.
Previous text. A story before a story. Storyline. Lineage. 
The making of culture draws upon a history of encounters and co-making; it is a collective 

and temporal effort of borrowing and permeability, identity and mass. To recap: 
How can a politics of artistic display express and devise modalities of connection 
or integration? And, simultaneously, how might artistic practices contribute to the 
recovery of meaning, as a result of incremental f(r)ictions, and to a borrowing that gives 
back, through a storyline of ongoing and collaborative work?

Pre-Text (2019), a multi-stage installation that I developed for Momentum10: The 
Emotional Exhibition—The Nordic Biennial of Contemporary Art, tries to materialize 
through artistic practice a sense of culture as a process of inspiration and borrowing, 
of collective and continuous affectability of meaning and feeling, and of affecting and 
being affected by each other’s “texts,” wherein others act as pre-texts. In “You Say, I 
Say: A Visit to The Emotional Exhibition” (2019), the introductory text to the catalogue 
of the biennale, curator Marti Manen describes Pre-Text as: 

the color is blue, the space is somehow dark, outside is Norway. The 
first work we see is filling the room with pages of books. André Alves, 
the artist, has been cutting pages of books that have affected him 
generating something in between poetry and a way to feel the world with 
words. He leaves some sentences untouched so we can read them, but 
the rest is covered with paint. The paint, the words, the language, the 
narrative becoming concepts and a desire for an emotional connection. 
A couple of these pages are occupying the central part of the room in 
a light box. You know, these light boxes filling cities with commercial 
language and desirable images; these light boxes that have been 
changed the aspect of bus stops to include you in this economic realm. 
The first page in the light box — the first one that you gave seen — 
comes with a sentence by Karl Ove Knausgård. Also surrounded by 
the blue color. “Who cares about politics when there are flames licking 
at your insides?” I would say something to you about politics, about 
the personal being political, about how many political fights haven’t 
been considered political because they weren’t using the traditional 
language of politics. But no, this is not the time for this speech. It 
was flames in almost darkness. The room — with the blue color filling 
the walls and reflection on your face — is full of words coming from 
literature. This great escape. Now we want to decide if we like it or 
not (Klontz 2019:24).

On the backside of the lightbox, and facing the painted pages on the wall, is the enlarged 
picture of another painted page of mine that reads “words had always represented 
a wholly unrealizable territory of the feelings, of the heart” (my take on a text by 
Lawrence Durrell). The sensitivity of what Pre-Text addresses lies within these two 
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enlarged pictures/texts, in the relationship between emotions and the political, 
between emotions and words. 

These painted pages—some of which have been inserted throughout this dissertation—
are a by-product of my reading of novels over the years, and painting around the 
words and phrases that had an effect on me. These painted pages result from an 
encounter with the work and sensitivity of others that I make my own. This brings to 
mind the description of another painting of mine, a picture of an open, blank book, 
overlaid with the text “what’s the use of someone else’s experience to us?”, which 
hung at the entrance of my installation Suspensionados (see pages x and x). 

Despite my particular aesthetic and intellectual sensitivity, the words and sentences left 
uncovered in the painted pages are not fixed meanings. Extracted from the novels of 
various authors, these fragmented texts gain an openness of meaning. Pre-Text tried 
to literalize the collective and continuous making of meaning by creating conditions 
that offered passersby the possibility to shift from the role of contemplator and reader 
to that of co-maker in a productive chain that extends between my painted pages, 
their reactions to them, and the public space of Moss, Norway. Poetically speaking, 
the installation of my painted pages inside the Momentum Kunsthall might suggest 
a library of transitional authorship, a chain of borrowing and giving, of substitutions 
from authors to myself to passersby… a never-ending mutation of meaning. Outside 
the Kunsthall, ten advertisement lightboxes placed in the city center of Moss display 
digital compositions of my painted pages. I do not want to assume the experience of 
what people live, nor assume to know what passersby—that abstract entity that, as O’ 
Doherty says in relation to the “spectator,” “has no face, is mostly a back” (O’ Doherty 
1986:39)—might feel and think in their encounter with my painted pages. Instead, 
every digital composition in the lightbox addresses those unknown presences with the 
questions “What do these words make you think about?” and “How do you feel?”. 
Along with these sentences is the phone number and email through which passersby 
can share their reactions to the words of my painted pages. Those responses are then 
broadcasted in a sound installation that is situated across from the Moss City Hall.

I think about the different parts of Pre-Text as an engagement with words that require 
different aesthetic sensibilities, different types of time and attention. This is more 
straightforward in relation to the insertion of my pictures into the lightboxes—they 
are devices of a hyperaesthetic, capitalist space and time, and devices of a public 
space that is synonymous with a shopping zone. My painted pages contaminate these 
slick, mass-media lightboxes with the aesthetics of books, and their sense of time and 
closeness. The aspect of closeness is increased by the translation of the languages 
of the different pages in the compositions to Norwegian and with the questions 
“your thoughts… your feelings…” which turn the encounter between passersby 
and lightboxes into a moment of listening rather than a visual apparatus inciting 
consumption. This process also seeks to protect exposure, by taking care of how 
certain sensitivities might feel uninvited and intimidated by artistic mediated processes 
scripted in service of the extroverted trait. There is no real co-plurality of meaning 
if these sensitivities cannot make themselves present. Conversations happen, not 
because they are louder, but because there is listening. 







291

A Chain of Affectability

The last instalment of Pre-Text—a sound-installation placed at the exterior of Moss’ City 
Hall—promotes encounters with listening. The installation results from the conversion 
of the reactions offered by passersby to the painted pages in the lightboxes to audio. 
It is, symbolically speaking, an encounter in which the “loudest” (the political) listens 
to the “faintest” (individuals). If the loudest are not listening, then they may at least 
be hassled by the existential and affective accounts of these anonymous ghostly aural 
presences. Unlike the solipsistic tone of the sentence/painted-page (“who cares about 
politics when there are flames licking at your insides?”) in the lightbox placed at the 
entrance of the Momentum Kunsthall, the placement of the sound-installation element 
of Pre-Text at the exterior of the City Hall reorders this question of how the political 
cares for emotional words. 
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CHAPTER 9

A Never-Ending Reform   
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Lines of permanent instability run across this dissertation text. I’ve tried to argue for an art 
that won’t break those lines apart, for (my) artistic research as a study and a maker of 
opportunities to increase affectability and permeability to the unpredictable and the 
foreign. This research discusses art as a practice of never-ending reform. In the “re” 
of reform there is a “re” of shaping and a “re” of potential change. The reform of art 
entails processes of imagination and responsibility, care, for permeability in culture, 
and with it, a rediscovery of the understanding, hushed by today’s Neoliberal-Teflon 
excessive-selves’ bunkered culture, of the subject as nexus of relationality.

Throughout this text, I’ve tried to establish the potential for (my) artistic research to 
recuperate endless affectability and to express a critical standpoint in opposition to 
the closing off of affectability, otherness, and meaning that is effected by Neoliberal-
Teflon’s processes of subjectivation. Impediments to affectability are impediments 
to change, to actualization, to learning, and ultimately, to historical becoming and 
thus our capacity to inscribe ourselves in historical lines (Gil 1997). In the face of such 
impediments, the subject is “bunkered” from alterity, unable to feel the contagious 
experience of existence, which is sensed in terms of threatening contagion.

The core claim I experiment with in my research is the idea that picture-making constitutes 
both a listening process and an ethical standpoint. In exploring this position, I 
focus on the production of subjectivity and the question of the complicity of artistic 
production as a modality of distance, as well as its potential contribution to the task of 
“unformatting” ourselves in relation to Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness. At stake is 
an understanding of the subject—and of meaning—as a nexus of relationality, and the 
restoration of a chain connecting perviousness, permanent instability, listening, and 
love. These interests have found translation in the construct “co-motion,” describing a 
chain of making and affecting.

One of the contributions that this project makes to the field of artistic research concerns 
the ethical responsibility of the picture-making process, captured in Didi-Huberman’s 
question, raised previously, “Why, in what way and how does the production of 
images participate in the destruction of human beings?” (Didi-Huberman 2009:46). 
Throughout this dissertation text, I suggested a number of issues including: the ethical 
shortcomings of the picture-making process, questions surrounding the responsibility 
of representing, and our ontological understanding of the “necessarily insufficiency” of 
pictures (see page 142). This last point, I argue, calls for complementary listening, and I 
propose picture-making as a listening-reflection. 

The challenge of a listening picture-making lies in manifesting the commotions that are 
already emerging within us, and listening to the affects in us that result from the actions 
that surrounds us (Manning 2016; Rolnik 1996, 20061). Through such a practice, 
the outer (and the other) is not perceived through the isolating, modern, western, 
Teflon-bunkered gaze that senses a threatening force, but from the standpoint of 
entanglements. Following an ethics of listening, picture-making is prone to nearness, 
or in the words of Minh-ha, “of talking nearby rather than about” (Chen 1992:86).

A listening picture-making is a deliberate mobilization of artistic ways of knowing and 
experimenting; it rehearses our capacity to be permeable, to remain affectable, and to, 
subsequently, resist becoming overwhelmed by the unfamiliar and by that which lacks 
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exact outlines of completeness, or concreteness—the “tyranny of the quantifiable,” to 
return to Solnit’s words (Solnit 2016: w/p;). Such tyrannies occupy the core of modern, 
western positivism, and are shared by capitalist calculation.

To address the title of my research, this ethical (and ontic) standpoint of (my) artistic 
research lies in a reforming of the Neoliberal-Teflon norm of imperviousness and 
sameness. A never-ending reform is neither bothered nor threatened by that 
which is to come, by the unknown, or by alterity. The task of such artistic doing is 
incremental sensitization and the exposure to what Garcés calls the “unthought-of 
of our proximity” (Garcés 2012: w/p; see page 48), which has been inculcated by the 
Neoliberal-Teflon bunkered culture of an “excessive self.”
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Date         Venue
April 2020 (online) Online
   Casa da Imagem Contemporânea – Gaia, PT   

Archive
http://www.theandrealves.com/index.php?/works/sede-da-juventude-cansada/2/

Script Links
Sede da Juventude Cansada [EN: Thirst/Headquarters of the Fatigued/Fed-Up Youth]

Sede da Juventude Cansada [EN: Thirst/Headquarter of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth] (2020 
- ∞), from here on referred to as Sede, is a development/iteration of the intervention 
Restauro da Juventude Cansada [EN: Restoration of the Fatigued/Fed-Up Youth] (2015). 
Sede is a script to a performative reading that was shaped as a public event and a forum 
that discusses and imagines alternatives to productivism-based capitalism. 

Sede uses the dramaturgic format, and at a point in the text, opens up to a public discussion/
forum. The writing of Sede condenses different ideas explored in my doctoral research 
Never-Ending Thirst, and its enactment is a strategy to collectively discuss my research 
by opening those ideas/assumptions for public debate. In that sense, Sede is a moment 
of collective imagination and, possibly, of co-research. 

The initial plan for Sede da Juventude Cansada was to enact it at Rua Duque de Saldanha, 
Porto (Portugal). Due to the circumstance of the Covid-19 pandemic, this plan had to be 
aborted. Instead, a first public reading of the script took place online in April 2020, which 
was followed by a live, private, reading of the text at Casa da Imagem Contemporânea 
(Gaia, Portugal) in July 2020.

Thirst for Imagination: The Plot of Sede
 
Sede’s script describes a meeting between nine characters. The location of that meeting, 

the building “Sede da Juventude Cansada,” is site for an enigmatic occurrence: the 
disappearance of the ”fatigued youth.” The meeting is described as the result of a 
public call made in order to discuss collectively what a world not based on work might 
look like, and to deal with the sense of “uselessness” brought about by the advent of an 
imaginary, future, post-work reality. How would the disappearance of work affect how 
subjects perceive themselves, existentially and politically?

Upon arrival to the event site, passersby would receive a booklet with the script of Sede. The 
booklet explains the artistic and literary references that inspired the format and thematic 
of Sede and are incorporated in the text: Kurt Schwitters’ Class Struggle (a political 
opera about the working-class (non-realized)); Alexander Rodchenko’s  Worker’s Club 
(the 1925 model of social-architecture for the leisure of workers (non-implemented)); J.G. 
Ballard’s 1982 short story “Having a Wonderful Time” (about the creation of unemployed 
colonies in southern Europe); Theatre NO99 play NO75 Unified Estonia (the 2010 
play taking place over the course of 44 days, enacted as a political movement); and 

Sede da Juventude Cansada
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artist-journalist Daniel Santiago’s Universal Declaration of the Rights of Robots (a 2019 
public performative-reading). 

At a certain point, the reading of Sede changes into a participatory forum. In the booklet, 
readers find a series of questions suggested by intellectuals and artists Karin Hansson, 
Dave Beech, Nina Power, Fernando José Pereira, Glenn Loughran, Oli Mould, Maria 
Cristina Franco Ferraz, Nuno Guedes, and Nuno Ramalho, which all address a possible a 
post-work reality. The questions are used in the forum to instigate public insight, but they 
are also a way to check the assumptions advanced by my script; they are a way to co-study.

When the performative-reading of Sede resumes, a twist in the narrative takes place. Two 
new characters make themselves heard. Literally. These characters are nothing but 
the walls of the building “Sede da Juventude Cansada,” where the meeting is taking 
place—respectively, Sede (Thirst) and Sede (Headquarters). Both in the script and in its 
enactment, these voices are heard but the characters are not present. A post-work world, 
the Sedes argue, is a world that does nor repress inscription and imagination and instead 
fosters the capability to listen to the forces of creation and what escapes the quantifiable. 
With that emerges a new sense of world, no longer based on worth-work, that no longer 
follows clarity, seeing-knowing, or the linearity of causality, but that rather sustains the 
never-ending thirst of affectability and desire. 
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Group of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth, Porto, 
whose headquarters closed and is for sale.

Didn’t resist and of so much fatigue.
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9.1 A Never-Ending Work 
Let me go back in time. The calendar says 2015; Porto, Portugal. I pause work on one 

of the repetitive drawings that I have been laboring on. Those drawings concern the 
line as a border and limit; they are about the role of those geographical, political, and 
psychological abstractions in the abyssal imaginary (and politics) of the modern west. 
The line lies at the core of the capitalist-colonial project. It’s ironic how the making of 
these drawings about the power of freedom and circulation feels so constricting to 
my body. Walking around the neighborhood of the collective atelier where I draw, I 
come across a storefront with a worn-out ad that reads Sede do Grupo da Juventude 
Cansada (see pages 22-25). The English translation of this wordplay might also give 
you a taste of the local sense of humour. Relying on the puns offered up by the use of 
homonyms, the English translation could be “The Thirst (or the Headquarters) of the 
Group of the Fatigued (or Fed-up) Youth.” I am struck by the quirky and unusual use of 
language for an advert and even more so by what is being suggested with fatigue and 
fed-up. “Fatigued by what and fed-up of what?” I wonder. 

My proclivity for environments of production and work is coded by my upbringing 
in factories (see pages 211-212), and the ad immediately raises thoughts 
about productivity, the burden of labor, and of work as a structuring system of 
subjectivity—a particular fiction of existence that structures how one thinks, feels, 
and sees the world. I think about how unlikely it is to imagine an escape from today’s 
“endless end” (Pinho 2017) of saleability/consumption, the horizon that structures 
the meaning of contemporary living and the formatting of our subjectivity (Berardi 
2009; Pelbart 2014). The “soul at work” (as Berardi puts it (idem.)). In this way we 
are consumed, and as with any purchase, are thereby given a temporary feeling of 
belonging and pleasure. Instantly, my mind brings me to the amount of my studio time 
that has been diverted to online dissemination, to social media work, and to spending 
time making teasers of drawings I barely have time to complete. Today’s life, that work 
of producing a soul, feels rushed and displaced. We desperately seek attention—
without knowing exactly where—like those drawings. Perhaps the text of the ad is a 
pun about the biopolitics of late capitalism. The advert is perhaps a prescient warning 
in relation to today’s economy of the soul, with its new forms of exploitation and our 
need for confirmation and for safety. Allow me to return to the reflection about my 
encounter with the advert, with which this text opened:

Perhaps this is what the text of the ad is all about—perhaps it is not a pun 
about a drinking youth, but a call to arms. Perhaps what the youth won’t 
“put up” with is the prospect of an existence which, in the experience 
of postindustrial capitalism, is reduced to the value of extractability and 
salability. Perhaps what they are fed up with is the norm of treating one’s 
life as work, the hijacking of mental life and of what composes a self, 
whereby that self is no longer placed at the service of a singular politics 
but is rather treated as a commodity to be sold. Perhaps this is what the 
ad reclaims as a node in a necessary political struggle. To reclaim, to 
protest, new modes of existence: again, I think through the wordplay, and 
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how the Portuguese noun for “ad,” reclamo/e, is a conjugation of the verb 
reclamar, which both means “to protest” and “to claim back”. How are 
we to deal with such a norm when it is so enmeshed with life?… . I think 
about how (my) art might be complicit with an updated biopolitics of self-
exploitation. In what ways could (my) art engage with questions that act to 
counter that norm or to evade its effects? This ad is a thought-provoking 
prop—a protest prop hoping to reclaim. At stake in the opposition 
between the deterritorialization of life and the vitality of forces of desire, 
the ad suggests, is our affectability in the world. At stake is that drop of 
change, of meaning, of difference, and of alterity that is accentuated by 
today’s aesthetics of imperviousness, themselves the result of a politics 
of separateness and disaffection which undermines any understanding 
of the subject as a nexus of relations (Alves, “Setting the Scene,” in this 
document; page 24).

Looking at the storefront advert, I wonder about how we might restore the potential of the 
forces of desire, of imagination, and of sensitivity, when faced with today’s system of 
complete monetization? How can my artistic research engage this question, in order to 
reform the alienation and imperviousness of today’s capitalist narrative?

I returned to that storefront with a ladder and cleaning utensils in the days that followed. 
I cleaned the ad and partially repainted its text. I left the word Group out, as the word 
Youth already suggests a collective. The restored text ended up reading Sede da 
Juventude Cansada [EN: The Thirst/Headquarters of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth]. 
The encounter with the ad in 2015 and the filmed documentation of my restoration 
action—which I gave the literal title Restauro da Juventude Cansada [EN: 
Restoration of the Fatigued/Fed-up Youth] (2015)—prompted my doctoral research, 
A Never-ending Thirst.

 The calendar now reads 2021; Göteborg, Sverige. The world gradually opens up from 
the shutdown imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. For the past year and a half, the 
reality of social interactions has collapsed into the plane of the virtual. Physical contact 
with other bodies is now a source of anxiety about contamination. The other, no matter 
who, is now a potentially harming alterity. So much for my artistic research aiming to 
practice permeability and increase attentiveness to the resonances emerging in the 
body and across bodies… I wonder about the implications that this episode will have 
in what I have been describing as the impervious aesthetics of the Neoliberal-Teflon 
regime of subjectivity. I wonder, in the long run, if this episode will increase the 
thickness of today’s Teflon-skin, or force it to breathe? That anticipatory question 
lies at the core of Sede da Juventude Cansada [EN: The Thirst/Headquarter of the 
Fatigued/Fed-up Youth] (2020 - ∞), from here on referred to as Sede, which is the last 
artistic project of this doctoral research.

The event Sede is composed of a performative reading of an original script that narrates 
a futuristic fiction in a newly established post-work society, which, during the reading, 
opens to a public forum. The plot of Sede problematizes an existence and a kind of 
subjectivity that is structured around a (toxic) relationship with action and work, and 
around a sense of self-sufficient performativity. Such subjectivity is an echo of what 
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in this document I have described as “Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness.” Turning 
to futuristic fiction, Sede studies how subjects perceive themselves, existentially and 
politically, if liberated from a productivism-based capitalism. It asks the question: What 
modes of existence can we imagine emerging in a society that is liberated from work? 

The theme of liberation from the realities of work had a great moment in literature in the 
second half of the past century. An example of this trend is the book A Man Asleep 
(1967) by Perec, mentioned previously, which is a combined work of social analysis 
and fiction that advances a refusal to the system of false needs created by advanced 
industrial societies. Individuals in such societies are integrated “into the existing system 
of production and consumption via mass media, advertising, industrial management 
… —the ‘one-dimensional dimensional’ universe of thought and behaviour, in which 
aptitude and ability for critical thought and oppositional behaviour wither away” 
(Douglas 1991: xi). In fact, liberation—from the oppression of work, of the state, of 
ideologies, and of racializing systems—can be seen as a thematic literary zeitgeist in 
that period. The most relevant aspect of the liberation sought in such literature, as I 
see it, is the liberation of imagination from conformism, a liberation that relates to the 
power to imagine different worlds and societies. Liberation is also imagined in relation 
to the physical constraints of time and space, of the matter and the mind.

In Sede, the imagination of liberation is linked to the liberation of imagination itself. 
Imagination is described in the script not only as a faculty that offers different 
imaginaries, but one that is able to operate the literal transubstantiation of the body 
(and its physical limits) and of the mind (in particular, its unitarian and logical structure) 
of the characters in the script, from the seemingly inescapable, capitalist structuring 
system we live in. 

In the narrative, the storefront building with the ad that triggered this research is described 
as a location where the action is taking place. The script describes the building as 
animistic, with speaking walls. The dialogue revolves around the claim that liberation 
from “capitalism’s effects in the domain of mental ecology in everyday life: individual, 
domestic, material, neighbourly, creative or one’s personal ethics” (Guattari 2000:50) 
will require the release of the imagination from the tyranny of the quantifiable, of 
straightforwardness, of completeness. The recuperation of imagination, suggests the 
speaking walls, is the task of an art of the future that teaches and rehearses an endless 
openness. The potential of imagination resounds throughout this artistic research 
project, as does the claim of the recuperation of the ability to create fictions and new 
aesthetic potentialities as a political dimension.

Sede describes the passage from our time to a post-work world. In the writing of the 
script, I was cautious not to turn to the trope of the robot as surrogate of human labor. 
Such transfer—as the etymology of the word robota, forced labor, implies (see page 
61)—is evidence of how the “colonial-racializing-capitalistic regime” (Rolnik 2020: 
w/p) pervades our unconscious and how, in the desire to reconstitute the familiarity of 
serfdom, imagination is arrested. Similar concerns support the (previously mentioned) 
performance Declaração Universal do Direito dos Robots [EN: Universal Declaration 
of the Rights of Robots] (2019) by artist Daniel Santiago, in which, as the title suggests, 
a group of robots read a letter of universal principles for their rights (see page 61). 
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Santiago’s performance stands as a metaphor for the working-class, which—unlike 
the futuristic aspirations of the emancipation of human work from industrial society—
never disappeared. Today, working-class politics might be even more relevant. 
To paraphrase anthropologist-activist Michael Graeber, by outsourcing the factories 
to remote geographies—and thereby diluting the perception of how structures of 
production run—industrialists helped create the timeless and superficial illusion that the 
inequality of work is a past story; this play of images seeks to disguise the fact that the 
infrastructure has barely changed at all (Graeber and Kuo 2012:157). 

Sede is driven by the question of how to imagine a different relationship between the 
structure of work and society. Inspirational for the script of Sede was Class Struggle, 
an unrealised opera about the working-class that artist Kurt Schwitters wanted to but 
never produced, as well as other other artistic and literary sources that were embedded 
in the script. These include Worker’s Club (1925), Alexander Rodchenko’s model of 
social-architecture for the leisure of workers; the short story “Having a Wonderful Time” 
(1982) by J.G. Ballard, which describes the reality of unemployed colonies in southern 
Europe; the play NO75 Unified Estonia (2010), by Theatre NO99, with an enactment 
that lasted 44 days and was presented as the evolving constitution of a political 
movement; and the book The Futurological Congress (1971) by Stanisław Lem, which 
describes a future in which chemicals are necessary for the psyche to realize all sorts of 
tasks—a “pharmacracy.” 

Sede is a provocation that calls capitalism out as an extractive and oppressive system; a 
provocation to the “let me work” code of honor of the capitalist optimal-performative 
model of subjectivity. Sede’s script opens with a description of the arrival of different 
people to a public assembly that takes place at the storefront building with an ad 
that says sede do grupo da juventude casada. That assembly, explains one of the 
characters, was the result of a public announcement made in order to collectively 
discuss the effects brought about by the implementation of a universal basic income 
policy in a fictitious future. Through retrospection, the characters describe their past 
lives, how their existence revolved around optimal performance, the ties between 
certain types of productivity and worth, and between predictability and safety, and the 
expectations—read: demands—of self-sufficiency that were placed upon them, in ways 
that echo today’s Neoliberal-Teflon existence. 

The return to the site of the original painted sign in Sede goes past the allusion in 
the script. The original plan was to enact the event in situ, although this remained 
unexecuted due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The intended return to the site is 
methodologically significant in two ways. First, it plays a strategic role: the return 
creates temporal-spatial overlaps between the fictional future that is described in 
the script and the enactment of Sede. The dialogue allows passersby to identify 
with the characters in the script. Second, there is also a productive displacement at 
work. With displacement, I am not referring to the deployment of an estrangement 
approach (à lá Brecht), which would seek to expose passersby to “unseen” power 
structures in the world through their reproduction within the artistic moment; 
rather, I use the term to describe the production of a shift in how something has 
been placed or positioned in our imagination. The overlapping script/enactment 
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is important for this productive displacement, since the assembly that the script 
describes is a moment for passersby to discuss the recuperation of sensitivity, 
as well as possibilities of imagination that are not simply responses to the consumerist 
mindset but would take place in the event.

The moment of discussion, of forum, within Sede brings me to the second methodological 
argument for the relevance of the return of Sede to the site that triggered this research. 
With that forum, passersby are invited to discuss my script, as well as the questions 
which different authors and artists, at my invitation, have suggested. In this sense, 
Sede is a way of studying; it is a way for others to produce and offer responses and 
imaginaries that might reform my concern with the production of subjectivity. More than 
a strategy to simply disseminate research, as a project Sede is a moment of research in 
the making.

I refer to “dissemination” here because Sede was composed from the chief arguments and 
questions of this research inquiry. The circularity that Sede entails is not only a return 
to the site, but a summation of the research; it is a way of writing research that refuses 
to leave the inquiry to a writing that is foreign to artistic projects—e.g., as dissertation 
texts can and tend to be—but rather inscribes the inquiry as matter that forms those 
projects. Although this might sound like a contribution to research writing and 
dissemination, my primary intention was a practice of study that has co-motion in mind; 
I sought to depart from my concerns and my views, to trigger the response of others 
about the imaginaries lurking outside the norm of sameness and imperviousness of our 
current Neoliberal-Teflon existence. 

9.1.1 The Work of Openness 
It’s deeply utopian to imagine a world of utter plurality without any conceptual 
totalities at all. What we need is 1,000 totalities, just as we need 1,000 utopias. 
There is nothing wrong with a utopia unless you have just one.

—David Graeber and Michelle Kuo, “Another World” (2012). 

This dissertation has discussed how (my) artistic research seeks to interrupt the capitalist 
conditioning of an impervious imagination, with “hostile conditions that promote 
reproductions and repetitions… [and instead] imagine new ways of theorizing and 
of generating transformative collective action” (Santos 2014:5; em). In this research, 
those modes of theorization are found in the articulation of the) intellectual through 
artistic practice. My claim of an indistinction between the intellectual with the material 
in (my) artistic research points to the possible dissonance with the western, capitalist, 
care for optimal efficiency, clarity, and productiveness, and the potential recuperation 
of otherwise insight and sensitivity (see page 181). 

Sede is an example of that knottiness between theorization and practice. Not only 
because the condensed arguments of my inquiry formed the script, but because 
through its enactment, Sede reiterates my call for the reform of meaning, and for art as 
a never-ending work of affectability. 
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The work of continuous reform is literal in Sede: the forum temporarily pauses the reading 
of the script and engages passersby in the event in order to expand the claims it 
makes. The forum in Sede is a dialogical design devised for the encounter of different 
theorizations: of my script, of the passersby in the event, and of other artists and 
intellectuals who work with questions about the existential and relational “exhaustion” 
brought by capitalist productivity and consumption, who I invited to develop questions 
for the forum moment. The moment of the forum can corroborate the argument of the 
ethics of listening in my artistic research, but it is equally, and for me more importantly, 
a moment of co-research and study. 

Like the later, event-based projects of my research—Amor, Estação Encontro, and 
Pre-Text—Sede develops my artistic research, extending it beyond simply an 
instance to distribute or establish my knowledge, to act as a stage for co-production 
in situ, and if not co-research, then at least the opportunity for new expansions of 
insight—a co-study, from which I can also benefit. The expansions that the forum 
offered to my text are also a way to check the seduction of claiming particular artistic 
alternatives or radical imagination as problem-solving. To borrow Graeber’s words’, it is 
equally problematic when a utopia stands alone (Graeber and Kuo 2012: w/p).

The design of the forum does not aim so much to behave like a close-reading of the 
mobilization of productivity, knowledge, and imagination as Neoliberal-Teflon 
subjectivation, as a slow reading of what others know and feel. To borrow the words 
of scholar-activists Stefano Harney and Tonika Sealy Thompson on the collective 
reading-camp Ground Provision, the forum in Sede is opportunity: 

[to] slowdown in what we see, hear, feel, touch in this making. …one of 
the roots of “slow reading” is in Jewish religious reading practices of 
keeping the text bodily, keeping it among us. This is opposed to a “close 
reading” that suggests very careful examination can yield a transcendent 
meaning from within the text. Our reading is slow because we read 
together not to master the reading but to unlearn each time what we 
know (Harney and Thompson 2018:124; em).    

The collective “slower reading” of Sede undoes the lone voice of my script. Not only 
are the arguments offered by the script potentially expanded within the forum, but 
traces of locality, of singular accents, permeate the universal voice of the printed 
text, since Sede is to be read by non-professional readers. This is a choice that is 
thirsty for traces of the “common tongues of the people that [I] grew up around” 
(Skukaitis, Harney, Motten 2021: w/p). The anticipated result is a non-mastered 
reading, which is either inviting or irritating. Irritants draw attention. In this case, 
the irritation is triggered by noticing a “poor” reading, which is a symptom 
of existing performative norms, of expectations about what a good reading 
should sound like, and of conventions about proper artistic performance. 
The irregularity of such non-mastered reading  confirms listening as a practise and 
tenses expected intelligibilities of listening. Incremental attention to the inflections 
that non-professional readers sense and add to the text tend to be wiped for the sake 
of a “good” performance.
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The aural permeates my research. I treat it in terms of an ethical suggestion and deploy 
it as both an artistic materiality and—of all of the narrations and strategies to read 
aloud and to activate listening that I earlier describe as artistic triggers for a collective 
affective contagion of sense(s)—as “co-motion.” In Chapter 4 “What Can I Do I Don’t 
Know What to Do” and Chapter 5 “Figuring With/In”, I described how the growing 
presence of the aural within my artistic research is tied to my claim of the insufficiency 
of pictures—as “fixations” of meaning in a time of the retinal—in articulating the 
restless sense(s) of the world. The necessarily insufficient status of the picture thereby 
calls for the necessary complementarity of other temporalities and other “writings” for 
a picture-making that operates as form of “listening reflection” (see pages x-x). This, I 
argue, is both ethically and artistically necessary.

Such complementarity is not necessarily smooth. In fact, my artistic practice often results 
in a clunky grouping of matter, objects, and ideas, adopting a sort of collage aesthetics 
that results from reprocessing, and conversional and dislocating processes. Does 
this bear the imprint of my upbringing in the recycling paper factory (see page 211)? 
The process of (my) picture-making as a listening reflection does not hide the limits—
read: limitations—of the picture. Rather than effacing the limits of the picture, such 
complementary work exposes and reinforces them, overtly stressing the shortcomings 
of the picture as a fixed epistemological device, and asking if knowledge listens to 
what it sees, simply because it shows. 

The tension between the visual and the aural also appears as a theme within Sede. 
Voices tell the characters (and the passersby in the enactment) that in order to oust 
“capitalism’s effects in the domain of mental ecology in everyday life: individual, 
domestic, material, neighbourly, creative or one’s personal ethics” (Guattari 
2000:50), it is necessary to free the imagination from the tyranny of the quantifiable, 
of straightforwardness, and of completeness. The recuperation of imagination, the 
characters Speaking Walls in Sede explain, is the task of an art (of the future) that 
teaches and rehearses an endless openness. At stake in Sede is the suggestion, 
which is also put into practice, of a never-ending affectability. That is what the forum 
in Sede brings to my authorial voice. The questions suggested by other artists and 
intellectuals, and the insight offered by passersby at the occasion of the event, are 
self-checking elements that expand my writing with other reflections and other 
forms of foresight with respect to the problem of the Neoliberal-Teflon production of 
subjectivity as an impervious refrain. In that sense, Sede—and this is something that 
I hope, if only partially, the remaining projects composing this research also manage 
to arrive at—offers a way to foresee without oversimplifying, through an act of patient 
listening.  
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9.2 A Never-Ending Thirst
As future studies scholar Marcus Bussey puts it, because “openness… requires conceptual 

and emotional resilience on the part of all involved in any foresight exercises” (Bussey 
2012:3; em), I ask, how might (my) artistic research offer general passersby the 
opportunity to rehearse conceptual and emotional resilience? Earlier, I have been 
critical to an artistic attitude that expects passersby to participate and presumes 
their capability or ease to deal with “openness,” the invitation to dialogism of those 
practices. Such attitudes are an example of what I’ve described as the problem of 
distance in the arts. As Kester has noted, too often the investment of artistic projects 
in “openness” tends to be directed to the skillful and transparent communication of 
what the project does (Finkelpearl 2013), rather than ensuring that passersby have—
or, if lacking, learn and rehearse—conceptual and emotional resilience (see pages 
254; 314). Artistic research might tend to the work of conceptual resilience rather 
than emotional resilience. I ask, is artistic research not an appropriate channel for the 
rehearsal of emotional resilience, though?  

I do not exempt myself from this observation. In hindsight, rather than an ethics of 
listening, the experimentation with a “sensitivity toolkit,” to enhance the significance 
of “connection” and affectability in the Neoliberal-Teflon existence, could have 
been treated as a more central avenue in this research inquiry. As I see it, with that 
there would be a more explicit pedagogical disposition, a “pedagogy of openness,” 
which tries to operate through a work of sensitivity, “which does not pretend to 
resolve or train by means of theory” (Farina 2005:367), and that tries to expand the 
“relentless framing of capitalism as generator of negative experience or the mutilation 
of ourselves. …Instead, and what is much more difficult, [my artistic research would 
need to find] what we do with this basis of affects, experiences, and moods” (Noys 
2014: 102; em), with a type of research writing that does not fall into the impulse 
to immediately classify the singular and historical becomings that emerge within 
the poetics of artistic practices—a commitment to, echoing Rolnik’s words, rebuke 
an “archival mania” (Rolnik 2011; see page 46). At stake in such an approach is its 
capacity to sustain continuous reforms that “[watch] out for the fascisms that make up 
the politics of forms, and that are formed in the aesthetics of the political. That distrust 
also calls for a problematization of a practice of the distance” (Farina 2005:368; tm; em). 
This is a standpoint in which emotional resilience cannot be engendered through 
distance. It raises questions. How, for instance, will my artistic practice train emotional 
resilience; how will it support the re-flow of life, incrementally beginning the work of 
unformatting ourselves from the non-inscription of Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness? 

 To a certain extent, offering closing words to a dissertation text about an artistic inquiry 
that sustains the value of openness, that experiments with strategies that move 
affectability and inscription through the practice of artistic research, is a task that feels 
awkward and somewhat incongruous. I say this to signal my discomfort, and perhaps, 
a lack of capacity as well, to condense the theorization of my inquiry. While writing this 
dissertation, I realized a thinning of the conciseness that the research projects seem 
to achieve. This text is a by-product of the artistic projects, that tries to situate how my 
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artistic projects advance the inquiry. But it is also an autonomous research element, 
less concerned with diagnostic writing than speculation.

At the outset of this research, I could not foresee the twists my project would take, and 
how my inquiry would move from concerns with the retinal towards a listening ethics 
and artistic practices for openness. The initial aim of this inquiry sought to offer critical 
representations to post-industrial capitalism disaffection. This was done by looking 
into work as a fiction that ties us to the world, following the question of what is seen 
when thinking about the worker—from industrial to the post-industrial chapter—and 
with it, to observe the expansion of the modern, western, industrialization thought 
into a “industrialization” of thinking. What is the complicity of (my) artistic research in 
enabling and perpetuating such “industrialization” of thinking, but also, of affectivity, 
of the understanding of the subject as a nexus of relationality? 

A central line of this inquiry is the Neoliberal-Teflon politics of separateness. Promptly, 
this question turned into a self-reflective concern: how might (my) artistic research and 
its politics of display mirror or instigate the politics of separation and non-inscription 
that perpetuate the entanglement of positivistic tradition and today’s market 
logic? I argued for the possible role of (my) artistic research to offer passersby 
modalities of connection, as opportunities to address—and often to rehearse—new 
sensitizations. Such concerns turned this inquiry towards listening and to the 
affectability of the encounter and the encounter with affectivity, as means to not 
only discuss, but to reform Neoliberal-Teflon imperviousness—to the encounter, to 
difference, to otherwise knowledges. 

Underlying this possibility is the hypothesis that the otherwise artistic ways of doing and 
knowing are a means to touch what has been made unintelligible and alienated. My 
argument of the negative capability of artistic research—the possibilities of the times 
of the aesthetic contra capitalist clocks—follows that concern. With the turn of the 
inquiry towards listening, this epistemological argument remained less developed and 
is now an avenue of future research.

This inquiry is marked by a shift that moves from the representational to the performative. 
A turn from figuring out to a figuring with/in, with my artistic projects no longer turning 
to the ability of my picture-making processes to visually translate the effects of 
Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection—and in such way to perform the “seeing-knowing”— 
but to their capacity to act as listening reflections. With that came the question of how 
my visual practice, my picture-making processes invite the materiality of the aural and 
a listening ethics. 

Such a shift from the retinal to a listening approach reflects in my writing. How are the 
artistic projects that try to “write” Neoliberal-Teflon disaffection reflected in the 
writing about those projects? Is (my) artistic research writing a listening reflection 
of what moves and what emerges in the experimentation of research? Writing—or 
rather, the function of writing in relation to the artistic research project—was the 
Achilles’ heel of my research. In retrospect, rather than seeing that simply as a trouble 
with the craft of writing, or to project in the writing my anxieties for validation, I 
would have liked to brave experiments in which reflective writing is more closely 
intertwined with the eventuation of the artistic project. This is said not to echo the 
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pronouncements that art is theorization, but to find new routes from writing in that 
shortened distance.

Along with the focus of this inquiry on openness, connection, and affectability, comes 
the responsibility of (my) artistic research in relation to the affective. In hindsight, if 
the time of this project had permitted it, this artistic research would have turned to 
the development of expansions of sensitivity—not only a piece of what shapes artistic 
knowledge, but as an interface of sense(s), between ourselves and others. For true 
artistic modalities to connect and to rehearse re-sensitization, it will be necessary to 
develop the appropriate “sensitivity toolkit” to handle the ever-changing realities 
of disaffection. With that ever-present need to listen to how love affects us, and to 
reawaken connection and practice the lessons of love, offers a never-ending source 
for artistic experimentation.
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Figure 1
 Ben Vautier, To Change Art Destroy Ego, [series] 

1965-1968. 
 © The artist.

Figure 2; Figure 3
 Diego Rivera, Detroit Industry [South Wall], 
 (1932-1933).
 Fresco. 
 © DIA — Detroit Institute of Arts.

Figure 4
 Chris Marker and Mario Marret, À Bientôt, 

j’Espère, movie stills, 1968.

Figure 5; Figure 6
 Installation view of Suspensionados before and 

after the workshop We Are Nowhere.
 © André Alves; photos by Marino Cigüenza.

Figure 7; Figure 8
 Oscar Bony, La Familia Obrera (1968). Fig.7, live 

installation. Fig.8, live installation and the public. 
Experiencias 68, lnstituto Torcuato Di Tella,  
Buenos Aires.

 Courtesy of Oscar Bony Estate.
 © 2021 Oscar Bony Estate.

Figure 9
 Anthony Huberman, For the Blind Man In The 

Dark Room Looking For The Black Cat That Isn’t 
There (2000)

Figure 10
 Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I (1514).
 Engraving, Plate: 9 7/16 × 7 5/16 in. 
 (24 × 18.5 cm)
 © Courtesy The MET – The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art. Licensed under CCO.

Figure 11; Figure 12
 George Bataille, Acéphale (1936-1937). Fig. 11, 

Acéphale 1, cover page; Fig.12, Acéphale 2, 
 page 23. Drawing by André Masson.
 © Les Editions G.l.M. 1923-1974, Bibliothèque 

Nationale, 1981.

Figure 13
 Herbert Bayer, Fundamentals of Exhibition 
 Design (1939).
 © From The New York Public Library.

Thesis Images



317

Figure 14
 André Alves, No lo mi Tangere. With Tact / Off
 / Ends / Difference. Finger and Nail Moulds for
 Creative Artificial Finger and Toe Nail (Filed May 8
 1962) (2018).
 Offset print, 60 x 84 cm.
 © André Alves 2018.

Figure 15
 André Alves, Silencio Inspira / Vacío Expira / 

Decathesis: Process of Disinvestment of Mental 
or Emotional Energy in a Person, Object or Idea / 
Contact: as Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating 
the Other) (2018).

 Offset print, 60 x 84 cm.
 © André Alves 2018.

Figure 16
 André Alves, Touch as Social Object. Viver Es 

Hacer Sentidos (2018).
 Offset print; 60 x 84 cm.
 © André Alves 2018.

Figure 17
 André Alves, Where is a Frontier (2015).
 Colored pencil on Crash canvas; 133 x 146 cm.
 © André Alves 2015.

Figure 18
 André Alves, street poster for O Que Falta
 É Amor (2017).
 Offset print 84 x 119 cm.
 © André Alves 2017.

Figure 19
 Albert Meistar Beauborg: Una Utopía
 Subterrânea (2014). Visual intervention by 
 Juan Luis Toboso.

Figure 20
 Toril Johannessen, Love and Logic in Art (2010). 
 Screen print, 76x56 cm.
 © Toril Johannessen. Reproduced with the 

permission of the artist. 
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Chapter 1

 Page 33, 34 — Jonathan Frazen, Freedom, p.249: 
“What a waste. Somewhere there was a failure of 
imagination.”

 
 Page 39, 40 — Uncovered Material: Iris Murdoch, 
 Nuns and Soldiers, p.454:
 “Your life doesn’t belong to you. Who can 

tell where life ends? Our being spreads out 
far beyond us and mingles with the beings of 
others. We live in other people’s thoughts, in 
their plans, in their dreams. We have an infinite 
responsibility.”

 
Chapter 2

 Page 51, 52 — Lídia Jorge, Notícicas da Cidade 
Silvestre, p.170: “É fiel, é fiel. Mas o artista, esse é 
infiel. Estou ainda para saber porquê?”

Chapter 3

 Page 65, 66 — Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes 
Were Watching God, p.131: “The hordes of 
workers poured in Permanent transients with no 
attachments Work all day for money, fight all night 
for love.”

 
 Page 69, 70 — Karl Ove Knausgård, A Death in 

the Family, p.198: “The feeling that the future 
does not exist, that is only more of the same, 
means that all utopias are meaningless.”

 Page 83, 84 — André Alves, ¿De Qué Nos 
Vale la Experiencia Ajena? Painting; exhibition 
Suspensionados (2016). 

 Photo: Marino Cigüenza. 

 Page 103, 104 — John Updike, S, p.100: “work 
for us is worship instead of slave-wage labor.”

 Page 116 — André Malraux, O homem Precário e 
a Literatura, cover. “Se o homem precário itera.”

 Page 127, 128 — Hanya Yanagihara, A Little Life, 
p.437: “A strong sense of self was detrimental, 
but really, the self was what they all craved.”

Thesis Inserts

This list describes the title and author of the books 
that are base material for the pictures of the series 
Uncovered Material by André Alves that were inserted 
throughout the chapters of this dissertation.
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Chapter 4

 Page 161, 162 — John Updike, S, p.39: “It’s a 
modality of consciousness halfway between total 
confusion and total concentration.”

 
 Page 169, 170 — André Malraux, O Homem 

Precário e a Literatura, p.12: “A arte ignora tudo 
que não seja o vazio, o desacordo e insólito.”

Chapter 5

 Page 177, 178 — Milan Kundera, O Livro do Riso 
e do Esquecimento, p.190: “The look / Rests 
quietly / As if / Weighting / Evaluating / Choosing 
/ As if / Transforming into things.”

Chapter 7

 Page 215, 216 — Laurence Durrell, Sebastian, 
 p.155: “Words had always represented a wholly 

unrealisable territory of the feelings, of the heart.”

Chapter 8

 Page 223, 224 — Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes 
Were Watching God, p.164 “Common danger 
made common friends.”

 Page 243, 244 — Leonard Cohen, The Favourite 
Game, p.253: “A community is an alibi for the 
failure of self-love”

 Page 247, 248 — Zadie Smith, Swing Time, p.370: 
“The aim of art was love. it was possible both to 
love something and leave it alone.”

 Page 251, 252 — Hanya Yanagihara, A Little 
Life, p.179: “The chance to simply listen to them 
being who they were without feeling the need to 
participate.” 

 Page 265, 266 — J.G. Ballard, The Drowned 
World, p.44: “The brief span of an individual life 
is misleading. Listening is no scenic railway, but a 
total reorientation of the personality.”

 
 Page 269, 270 — Jornal Público: “Ex / I am not 

and do not want to be an intellectual / Chances 
of doing / Saying no / To deny your condition / 
Organize /Another / Complicated / Chance. / less. 
/ Talk / Adaptation / Meaning / Opinion? / Defines 
/ ... abstention / Surprises / Balance / Change / 
Contrary statements / Time of paradoxes.”

 

 Page 273, 274 — Jonathan FRazen, Freedom, 
p.423: “I said I’m in some trouble. Hey, so am I! So 
is everybody!”

 
 Page 289, 290 — Zadie Smith, Swing Time, p.382: 
 “People don’t want freedom as much as they 

want meaning.”

Chapter 9

 Page 293, 294 — Lídia Jorge, A Última Dona, p.0: 
”Além das escadas; as portas invisívies; o desejo.”

 Page 303, 304 — Laurence Durrell, Sebastian, 
p.84: “What was the point of repair if one could 
not keep enthusiastic about the future.”

 Page 307, 308 — Lídia Jorge, O Jardim Sem 
Limites, p.249: “Se fosse Constestado Sonhar 
a imaginação andava sempre a viajar. Como se 
fosse explodir.”
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Svensk Sammanfattning

Disposition
Det här är avhandlingsdelen i mitt konstnärliga forskningsprojekt A Never-Ending 

Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness som har utvecklats inom 
ramen för doktorandprogrammet vid HDK-Valand – Högskolan för konst och design, 
Göteborgs universitet, under åren 2016–2021. Tillsammans med dokumentation av 
tolv konstnärliga projekt som utgör grunden för min praktikbaserade undersökning, 
presenteras den här texten som ett led i att uppfylla kraven för konstnärlig 
doktorsexamen. De olika kapitlen introducerar och diskuterar följande tolv konstnärliga 
projekt som formar avhandlingen och bär upp dess struktur:

Supensionados (2016), Never-Ending Dance (2016), Body at Rest (2017), O Papel da 
Fábrica (2018), Fabrica (2018), What Can I Do I Don’t Know What to Do (2016), Double 
Exposure (2017), Contact, A Poetry of Exportation, of Assimilating the Other (2018), O 
Que Falta é Amor (2017), Estação Encontro (2019), Pre-Text (2019), Sede da Juventude 
Cansada (2020 — ∞)

Dessa projekt har ägt rum i skilda sammanhang: akademiska miljöer, etablerade 
konstinstitutioner, tillfälliga konstnärsdrivna initiativ, industriområden och på gatan 
–  i Portugal, Spanien, Sverige, USA, Norge och Brasilien. De disparata sammanhang 
där projekten genomförts syftar inte mot universella anspråk utan innebär helt 
enkelt att projekten står i relation till en rad mycket specifika språk och platser, som 
alla på sitt sätt har reflekterat, format och bidragit till den kunskap som samlats 
in genom forskningen.

Keywords
Neoliberal-Teflon, inskription, bildskapande, lyssnande etik, negative capability, 

insufficient picture, berörbarhet, co-motion.
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Abstrakt
A Never-Ending Thirst frågar hur min bildskapande praktik och mina konstnärliga former 

för vetande kan omforma det jag kallar “teflon-nyliberal ogenomtränglighet.” 
Syftet med undersökningen är att föreslå och experimentera med den konstnärliga 
forskningens roll i återtagandet av porositet, fantasi och berörbarhet. Forskningen 
inriktar sig mot hur subjektivitet produceras och inlemmas i den postindustriella 
senkapitalismen och vilar på begreppskonstruktionen “Skin-Teflon” som 
introducerades av Maria Franco Ferraz i “The Paradoxical Status of Skin and 
Contemporary Culture: From the Porosity of the Skin to the Teflon-Skin” (2014) för att 
beskriva den avsiktliga nedvärderingen av kvalitet och komplexitet i samtidskulturens 
möten. Min forskning observerar hur den konstnärliga forskningen kan liera sig 
med frågeställningar som motverkar och erbjuder alternativ till den blockering mot 
berörbarhet – mot annanhet, möten och kunskap – som det teflon-nyliberala innebär, 
och dess förnekande av subjektet som ett nätverk av relationer.

Riktad mot konsten och med den problematisering av konstens engagemang som 
politiskt som Marina Garcés lägger fram i artikeln ”Honesty with the Real” (2012), 
föreslår den här undersökningen en lyssnande etik – ett möte på avstånd som inte 
grundar sig i åtskillnad utan i inskription och förkroppsligande – som riktlinje för (min) 
konstnärlig(a) forskning, med dess former för vetande och sätt att gripa in i ett fält 
präglat av teflon-nyliberal ogenomtränglighet. Jag vill ta reda på hur (mitt) konstnärliga 
görande och vetande kan fungera som lyssnandereflektioner och skapa beröring i 
dagens alltmer bunkrade och missnöjda teflon-neoliberala-känsla för världen. Det som 
står på spel i avhandlingen är min övertygelse att ett verkligt fritt och öppet samhälle 
odlar möjligheter till berörbarhet, tillgivenhet och fantasi, utan vilka det inte kan 
uppstå något lärande, någon omvandling eller förändring.

Sammanfattning
A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-Teflon Imperviousness är en 

praktisk konstnärlig undersökning som kritiskt diskuterar hur kapitalismen motverkar 
föreställningen om individen som en förbindelse av relationer, hur den sluter 
individen mot inverkan från världen, sluter individen mot annanhet och mening. 
I det här projektet undersöks möjligheten för (min) konstnärlig(a) forskning att 
engagera sig i frågor som motarbetar den estetik som tillhör det jag beskriver som 
vår tids ”teflon-nyliberala regim” med dess biopolitik präglad av åtskillnad och 
ogenomtränglighet. Min tes om det “teflon-nyliberala” bygger på vad filosofen Maria 
Cristina Franco Ferraz benämner som “Teflon-skinn / Teflon-existens”. I texten “The 
Paradoxical Status of Skin and Contemporary Culture: From the Porosity of the Skin to 
the Teflon-Skin” från 2014, beskriver Ferraz en form av subjektivitet som blir alltmer 
bunkrad och en världsuppfattning som undertrycker det okända, det annorlunda, det 
oväntade. Konsekvensen blir en devalvering av både subjektet som förbindelse av 
relationer och världens berörbarhet – detta innebär en devalvering av själva mötet och 
av möten med mening.
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Den här forskningen definieras av två centrala problem: å ena sidan produktionen 
av subjektivitet, å andra sidan skärningspunkten mellan konst, liv och 
representationsteori. Undersökningen sneglar alltså både mot subjektivitetsteorier och 
mot frågor om avstånd, som båda kan associeras med bilden och den bildskapande 
processen. I ett försök att “se” ogenomtränglighetens kapitalistiska estetik i blivande, 
och att visa vår tids teflon-nyliberala-former för subjektsbildning (subjektivering), söker 
det här forskningsarbetet hur (mina) konstnärliga former för vetande och görande kan 
bidra till att upphäva, eller omvänt, vara delaktiga i avståndsskapandet. Med andra 
ord, hur speglar den konstnärliga forskningen en avtagande berörbarhet och en 
avtagande fantasi?

Noga med att inte göra subjektivitet till en tematisk fetisch i mina konstnärliga 
projektioner, argumenterar min forskning för konstnärliga former för vetande och 
görande som följer och öppnar för en lyssnande etik. Med utgångspunkt i det som 
filosofen Gemma Corradi Fiumara har kallat “icke-lyssnande reflektion” (Fiumara 1990) 
argumenterar jag för ett slags bildskapande process som är en lyssnandereflektion. 
Jag har blivit alltmer kritisk till de begränsningar som ges av representation  som ett 
sätt att veta och gripa in i det flöde som är den konstnärliga forskningens produktion 
av subjektivitet och liv. Följaktligen problematiserar denna avhandlingstext hur (min) 
konstnärlig forskning kan veta och “se” annorlunda, inte genom projektion utan 
genom resonans – genom lyssnandereflektion.

Det här forskningsprojektet tar sin utgångspunkt i berättelsen om hur ett industriellt 
tänkande definierar förutsättningarna för tänkandets industrialisering – en tes som 
jag lånar av filmskaparen Harun Farocki (Farocki 1993) – och med det fantasins 
industrialisering. Det som jag bemöter i detta skifte är komprimeringen och 
standardiseringen av möjligheter till förståelse och sensibilitet genom förutbestämda, 
kvantifierbara, processer och resultat – komprimeringen av tid och det oavsiktligas 
frånkoppling. Den påföljande förlusten av berörbarhet syns i produktionen av oberörda 
kapitalistiska subjekt som är allt mindre “berörbara” inför möten eller annanhet, och 
allt mer ogenomträngliga inför en gemenskap. Med filosofen Catherine Malabou är 
resultatet av ett sådant främmandegörande likgiltighet, inte som en apatisk sorg men 
som en förlust av föreställningsförmåga, förmågan att undra, beröra och att bli berörd 
av andra – dessa förluster är i allra högsta grad lägliga för en dominans (Malabou 
2013). Det som står på spel i min undersökning är hur det konstnärliga visandets och 
kunskapandets politik bidrar till att omforma en sådan likgiltighet.

Avgörande för den här undersökning är den kritik som filosofen Marina Garcés, i 
artikeln “Honesty with the Real” (2012), riktar mot (icke ifrågasatta) påståenden 
om samtidskonst som en politisk förpliktelse gentemot världen. Garcés begrundar 
politiskt engagemang som en reflex i teoretiseringen av avant garde, en tendens 
att reducera världen till en rad “intressanta” teman, som förväxlar tematisk 
fetischism med verkligt engagemang. I skrivandet av mitt forskningsprojekt står 
både reciprocitet och berörbarhet på spel. Jag är likaså bekymrad över konstens 
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tendens att behandla världen på avstånd. Den här forskningen ställer istället frågor 
om hur (min) konstnärlig(a) forskning kan lyssna på och bli berörd – hur den kan 
“beröras” i bemärkelsen omformas – av de världar som den tar sig an. Det görs 
ingen åtskillnad mellan teori och praktik i det här konstnärliga projektet. Istället 
söker det en stegvis porositet, och ett återtagande av fantasi och sensibilitet – från 
kapitalismens optimerade effektivitet, tydlighet och produktivitet – med och inom 
forskningsskrivandet.

I sin studie av begynnelsen till teflon-nyliberal-ogenomtränglighet och icke-inskription 
vände sig A Never-Ending Thirst inledningsvis mot industrikapitalismens upptakt 
och dess alstrande av ett isolerat, avtrubbat, fantasilöst subjekt. Med stöd av andra 
konstnärers studier – exempelvis av Jean Rouch och Edgar Morin, The Medvedkine 
Group, Diego Rivera och Oscar Bony – kretsade de första projekten också kring 
representation av den industriella mentalitetens inverkan på kropp, psyke och 
relationaliet, liksom till arbete som en översättning av det motsägelsefulla begäret 
att kapitulera inför en kapitalistisk oberördhet. Det representativa tillvägagångssättet 
gav gradvis utrymme för ett försök att skriva det berörda, att manifestera de rörliga 
(och redan befintligt) förnumna intensiteterna, vilket ledde vidare till mindre 
statiska konstnärliga projekt. Projekten blev allt mer interaktiva och porösa genom 
erkännandet att konsthändelser också är produktionsmoment, kedjor av samverkan, 
instanser som skapar möten, vägledda av en lyssnande etik. Jag beskriver denna 
förskjutning i min konstnärliga forskning som en rörelse från att fundera ut till att 
fundera med/in.

Den här forskningen är en studie och övning i öppenhet. Hur kan (mina) former för att 
göra och känna konstnärlig forskning bidra till ändlös berörbarhet och inskription? Hur 
kan min forskning skapa verktyg för sensibilitet, fantasi och lärande som omformande 
av det teflon-nyliberalas normer om ogenomtränglighet och likhet? Den här 
undersökningen förblir teoretiskt öppen, ofullständig. Här används emellertid inte 
“ofullständig” som en antydan om ett misslyckande att nå hypoteser eller att erbjuda 
robusta påståenden, men snarare för att beskriva (min) konstnärlig(a) forskning som en 
anordning för att förbli i instabilitet, ett ändlöst görande av form och mening.
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undervisning
ArtMonitor, diss. Göteborg, 2021

ISBN: 978-91-8009-194-7 (printed version)
ISBN: 978-91-8009-195-4 (digital version)
 
84. Andjeas Ejiksson (Artistic Practice)
Television Without Frontiers
ArtMonitor, diss. Göteborg, 2021
ISBN: 978-91-8009-208-1 (printed version)
ISBN: 978-91-8009-209-8 (digital version)
 
85. Monica Frick Alexandersson (Research on 
Arts Education)
Omsorg, välvilja och tystnadskultur – diskursiva 
dilemman och strategier i lärarutbildningens 
undervisningspraktik i musik mot yngre åldrar
ArtMonitor, diss. Göteborg, 2021
ISBN: 978-91-8009-276-0 (printed version)
ISBN: 978-91-8009-277-7 (digital version)
 
86. Uwe Steinmetz (Musical Performance and 
Interpretation)
Jazz in Worship and Worship in Jazz: The musical 
language of Liturgical, Sacred, and Spiritual Jazz in a 
Postsecular Age
ArtMonitor, diss. Göteborg, 2021
ISBN: 978-91-8009-386-6  (printed version)
ISBN: 978-91-8009-387-3  (digital version)
 
87. Helena Hansson (Design)
Designing Together: A Frugal Design Approach. 
Exploring Participatory Design in a Global North-
South Cooperation Context (Sweden–Kenya)
ArtMonitor, diss Göteborg 2021
ISBN: 978-91-8009-464-1 (printed version)
978-91-8009-465-8 (digital version)
 
88. André Alves (Artistic Practice)
A Never-Ending Thirst: Artistic Reforms to Neoliberal-
Teflon Imperviousness
ArtMonitor, diss Göteborg 2021
ISBN: 978-91-8009-528-0 (printed version)
978-91-8009-529-7 (digital version)
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