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DESCRIPTION
Knowing	is	often	framed	by	language;	this	moving	arrangement	of	parts	helps	us	make	sense	of	
our	surround,	rendering	possible	ways	of	relating,	acting,	and	responding.	Situated	yet	unsettled,	
the	play	of	language	enables	us	to	mediate	distances,	to	make	sense	of	our	frames	while	seeking	
other	ways	of	being	with	and	for.	Through	dialogue,	these	works	attempt	to	reroute	and	reorient		

so	that	we	may	learn	to	see	each	other	—	and	to	see	ourselves.	
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We find ourselves here, having arrived by 
way of there, but already we are on our way 
to an elsewhere beyond. To the further side 
of what we can imagine as a beyond. But 
it begins here. It always begins here, and it 
is always beginning. Everywhere, in these 
words, on this page, in our eyes, in our hands, 
and in my footsteps as I stumbled out of the 
train station at Telefonplan toward Konstfack, 
stumbling up its few steps and in through 
its revolving door, and even now two years 
later, stumbling as I sink into the red couch 
just outside the studio. And I continue on 
stumbling, not only because trying to get a 
sense of what I don’t know yet is a messy, 
clumsy process, but also because the 
grounds upon which we stand are always 
unsettled. But this does not mean there is no 
ground. 

Unfamiliar with this particular ground, 
Konstfack or Stockholm or Sweden or 
Europe, having come by way of California or 
New York or Taiwanese-America or United 
States, I felt almost alien, estranged by a 
language, by differences in bodily schemas, 
by ways of moving, communicating, and 
being which I had not yet encountered. Ways 
of being I had not yet made sense of. But 
having already taken the leap to enter into an 
unfamiliar context, into these particular seen 
and unforeseen institutions, I had to proceed 
no matter how uncertain. So I moved, in, 
slowly, and tried to observe carefully, tried to 
read and listen carefully, tried to make, tried 
to make do, attempting to make sense of my 
new surroundings, my current conditions. 

This process is not yet finished. It has no 
end. And although I have arrived at the end of 
these past two years of study, I have arrived 
only to find that it is only another starting 
point, yet another beginning. I knew this at 
the beginning of my studies, of course, but I 
did not know it like this, and I will likely know it 
in yet another way in a few years time. And so 
it goes.

One other thing before we begin: Visual 
communication. Not graphic design? Or, it’s 
both, not quite neither or either exclusively. 
Having come from graphic design, I entered 
into a space of visual communication. I think 
this is important to recognize; that this has 
been a study through practices framed by 
a notion of visual communication coming 
from graphic design and illustration. Visual 
communication, which then surfaces a broad 
notion of visual culture, has to do with graphic 
design and its specific histories, but not only. 
Through visual communication and visual 
culture, the focus of visual practice becomes 
a little bit less about the intimate details 
of one specific visual tradition, though it 
certainly does not push them away or ignore 
them, but it becomes a bit more about how a 
diversity of visual traditions and their details 
relate and respond to one another. How 
they drift and linger. It becomes about their 
politics and histories, how and where they 
overlap or deviate, and the ways in which 
they suggest through signification. How they 
are already woven, deeply, in, amongst, and 
across one another, across one another’s 
histories, and in what ways these visualities 
and their epistemic suggestions affect our 
sense of knowing. How they affect the ways 
we make sense.

1.0		
The	Frame		
of	Our	Encounter



31.1		
Making	Sense

As beings of praxis — of an ontological 
experience with its own sense of knowing 
and understanding prior to any explicit 
conceptualization in thought or action — we 
emerge, name, and attempt to understand 
the world so as to grasp it, know it, 
participate in it, transform it. Or, more simply, 
to live in it, and to find ways of coping with it 
with others. Visual communication is part of 
this praxis, intimately involved in the invisible 
labor of “making sense”, which makes 
possible particular ways of perceiving and 
navigating our world.

Yet, as we know, making sense of the world 
is not so simple. Our senses cannot always 
be trusted and can be easily coerced and 
manipulated; or, things that appear are not 
always as they seem, or perhaps there are 
things that don’t appear at all but are still 
sensed. We each ourselves have limited 
sense-ability; limited as we are limited beings 
with particular unevenly surfaced histories 
and inheritances, various ways of being and 
becoming, and organ/organized/organ led 
apparatuses of sense making. We have many 
differences and are only a small part of any 
perceivable whole.

How, then, can we navigate this increasingly 
complex whole? If visual communication, 
and communication more broadly, performs 
embedded in ontological praxis, it’s not only 
what possible ways of making sense these 
practices render, but importantly how we 
manage to make any sense of it at all, and the 
ways this sense we make orients our actions. 

The how of sensemaking is what my studies 
over these past two years have been 
stumbling closer toward; what materialized 
were attempts at opening up signifying 
processes and frames through which sense 
is actively made. These were primarily 
practice based studies, a constellation of 
critical investigations through texts and visual 
materializations which dwell upon processes 
and interfaces through which we perceive, 
reflect, and project meaningfulness. In these 
acts of perceiving, reflecting, and projecting, 

there is a leap taken, a connection made, a 
distance temporarily transgressed through 
mediations of sensing, of knowing, of sense, 
of knowledge — of power.

This sense of power, power deployed 
through the ways we sense and know, is 
not necessarily coercive nor is it completely 
innocent.  ...

Communication, design, art, the visual 
communicative sensory experience operates 
along spectrums from tangible to intangible, 
body to mind, feeling to understanding, 
concrete to abstract. The body feels, the 
mind understands, though sensing or making 
sense is never one or the other, but is always 
both, many simultaneously in all shades, 
dimensions, in a constant conferral process, 
negotiation, or dialogue. To use the dualism 
“mind and body” here does not suggest that 
they are separate, distinct spheres, but to 
perhaps identify the relationship between 
the two, where we float in the space between 
established binary abstractions, to show that 
they are always intertwined.
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*Why Eye De-sign
Design. De-sign. To break down signs. 
To unpack graphic signs. To perceive 
visual objects, qualities, gestures, or 
actions as indicating toward the probable 
representation of something else. To read 
meaning in the disparate yet relational 
composition of distinct visual parts. To 
interpret meaningfulness in temporary 
ontological experiences. To make sense of 
being. 

Graphic design is a sense making 
activity. Giving shape, name, and order to 
something is to define and make knowable, 
understandable. This tradition emanates 
out from the various activities of recording 
primarily through the use of a system based 
visual language. By and large, these records 
were made so that others could recognize 
and understand them; that the void between 
one and another can possibly be attempted 
and maybe even transgressed for the sake 
of survival. It is a method of signification and 
communication, from one to one, among a 
select few, or to a public mass. It is not so 
much what is being said that is the concern 
of graphic design, but rather how they are 
being said; the interface of the message 
communicates and says something itself.

We are still ruled by our visual senses; our 
language tells us this, our culture tells us this, 
our systems and institutions tells us this. Our 
seeing is determined by the methods and 
schemas through which we make sense of 
what we see. We learn to see. We are taught 
to see. We are the ways in which we see. 

*Y Eye D S(eye)gn
Design. De-sign. The sign.

Having spent my childhood on the cusp of 
the techno-info-dot-com era of Silicon Valley, 
I was actually quite slow in finding my way 
to graphic design. I was aware of aesthetics, 
I made drawings, but I was not so aware of 
the totality of my designed environment. I, 
along with my younger brother, spent most 

of our time being shuttled from one activity 
to another, from one side of the Bay Area to 
the other. A smorgasbord of suburbias, all 
cities different and yet very much the same. 
Strip malls to shopping malls, Safeways 
to farmers markets, McDonalds to Pizza 
Huts, donut shops to department stores, 
recreation centers to community libraries, life 
was inescapably everyday. This was what the 
American Dream looked like.

Yet, I’ve always felt something strange in this. 
Like it was someone else’s dream. 

When living in this day to day, it seemed 
as if things were the way they had always 
been, and would continue being that way. 
There was very little I could do except try 
to acclimate or assimilate and try to feel 
comfortable. In my own spaces I could make 
things the way I wanted: I could rearrange 
my room, put up posters on my walls, make 
cassette tapes from radio plays, decide 
what objects to show or hide, decide what 
colors and shapes to wear. When we finally 
got a better computer and an internet 
connection, my previous complacency 
began to diminish in this newfound virtual 
space. I became much more conscious of 
aesthetic construction and intentionally 
crafted visual form. I knew about art, of 
course, and was involved in making art, but 
this was different. Design was embedded 
in and amongst everything, everywhere, in 
the everyday. The shift from seeing reality 
as facts to seeing reality as constructions 
opened unimaginable possibilities. I could 
participate in shaping my surroundings, in 
shaping my own identity beyond my facticity, 
in shaping possible futures and existential 
meaning. I could form a voice, and perhaps 
communicate what I dream.

*Huai4 Ai4 Di Sai4  
(or, The Game of Bad Love)
I don’t run in design, academic, nor high 
cultured circles. I am not part of some 
intellectual art scene. I have no artist 
collective nor a community of international 

1.2		
Why	I	Design
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avant garde around me. My parents are not 
from “cultured” bourgeoisie families; they 
came from hard working, simple families. 
My mother’s parents farmed and ran a small 
business. My father’s family also had a 
business. My father’s grandfather practiced 
medicine. My great-aunt started a Buddhist 
temple. Life was not about the pure beauty 
of ideas, of aesthetic ideals, of Truth; rather, 
the beauty of life was in the brief insights, 
moments, and memories found in the 
practice of everyday life, in the mundane 
rituals, in the strange way life distances and 
brings things together. 

We used to visit Taiwan every year, staying 
in the old houses my parents spent their 
childhood. My younger brother, our parents, 
and I all shared the small spaces together, 
sometimes having to sleep in the same bed. 
A crude mosquito net was always draped 
above us a few feet in the air. The electric 
blue light from the mosquito zapper in the 
corner of the room made everything cast 
deep shadows. When we were younger, a 
cassette tape player in the buddhist prayer 
room beyond the wall would softly play its 
slow, melodic chant all day and all night. Not 
anymore, though. I was always somewhat 
afraid of the shrine room, where the portraits 
of ancestors hung high up on the walls 
looking down, where it always smelled of the 
incense we burned earlier in the afternoon 
heat, where the soft glow of the colored store 
lights across the street glanced through the 
patterned windows. It was as if the room 
held a gentle void of unknowing-ness, an 
unintelligible darkness sitting just beyond the 
threshold of the always open door. 

On the ground floor of my mother’s childhood 
home was a shop that sold wicker furniture, 
all in the same warm, light, dried-in-the-sun 
color. When the shop opened, the tables, 
chairs, and stools would flood out into the 
sidewalk under the overhang of the second 
floor like a very determined garage sale. 
All the shops were like this. Walking the 
sidewalks required careful maneuvering. 
The family who owned the shop were close 

friends with our family, and would spend their 
days sat on their chairs watching the news or 
Taiwanese soaps or puppet operas, selling 
enough furniture to get by and send their kids 
to school. A calendar always hung on the wall 
next to their land line telephone beside the 
stairs we used whenever we would go out for 
the day, or return in the evening. 

We were close family friends with the 
neighbors next-door as well. They ran a 
modest laundry and dry-cleaning service. 
One of them was always ironing clothes 
out front through the glass doors. An 
ornamented clock hung above the desk to 
the right; it chimed a little song on the hour 
as we sat on the front sofa sharing cut fruit, 
tea, and stories of how life has been since the 
time we last met.

Around the corner was a market in the 
twisting and turning alleyways. People 
brought their fresh fruits, vegetables, and 
goods every morning to sell. Some had 
stalls, some had carts, some just stacked 
the produce on flattened cardboard on the 
ground and sat from their stools shouting 
into the street for business. Simple, urgent 
signs scrawled with marker on cardboard 
or colored paper advertised their low 
prices. Further in, other shops sold candy, 
another sold dried, roasted, or stewed items, 
another sold bins of half priced clothes, 
another would be butchering chicken and 
other meats. You could find all sorts of 
strange things, tasty things, cheap things, 
dirty things, smelly things, pretty things, 
Buddhist things, cute things, loud things, 
kitschy things, new things, old things. There 
was an ornately decorated stage in front 
of the temple even further in, sometimes a 
Taiwanese opera would be playing there. 
Surrounding the stage were tables, chairs, 
and small carts from which people would 
sell the dishes the market is famous for. 
Above the crowd were an array of lit signs, 
all shouting for attention. We mainly went 
to find the tasty things; commercial taste, 
however, followed different criteria here; if 
something did its job and it wasn’t broken, it 

1.2		 Why	I	Design
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was good. Aesthetic choices were diffused 
and circumstantial. 

This place may seem different from the 
comforts of American suburbia, but to me, 
there is something quite similar about them. 
There is a certain facticity to both, a feeling 
that “things have and will always be this 
way”. The trenches of everyday life escapes 
no one, and sometimes it becomes difficult 
to see. On the hedonic treadmill of life, we 
somehow always find ourselves back in 
some sort of status quo, and things continue 
the way they always have been. The way we 
are used to them being.

*Why I Design
Graphic design is everywhere, embedded 
in the fabric of our everyday. It is the visual 
dimension of our surrounding semiosphere. 
It works invisibly as norms, assumptions, 
and preconceptions. It works dramatically as 
spectacles, desires, and dreams. 

As a graphic designer, I am a mediator, a 
facilitator, a communicator. I am always 
in-between, uncertain, attempting to make 
visual sense of this world by being sensitive 
to the ways I see, and share this insight with 
others in one way or another. The now is also 
stuck in this in-between, with the way things 
are on one side, and the way things could 
be on the other. In a way, I am tasked with 
representing and presenting the now through 
visual forms. These representations help us 
see and understand our present moment. 
Ultimately, my involvement with graphic 
design has something to do with my desire 
to understand, seeing the visual senses 
as a doorway into grasping ontological 
experiences.

“I don’t know,” was something I said quite 
often. The various hallucinogens I ingested 
in the early years of my adult life made this 
worse, but also much, much better. Los 
Angeles provided a good scene for this, 
even though it was yet another dreamy 
manifestation of American suburban 

comforts. I knew less, but I also knew 
more. Things had taken on new visual and 
meaningful dimensions, but they were the 
same, but also forever changing. I felt the 
world I knew and had become numb to 
shatter before my eyes; falling, I try to grasp 
for some ground to hold onto but in each 
moment, everything that seemed solid 
fractured and dissipated as if it had never 
existed at all.

I still don’t know much, if anything. But as 
writing is a form of thinking and knowing, 
so is designing. To manifest or orchestrate 
form is to bring to light in relation toward 
something else, to make comfortable or 
to make alien, to relate or disassociate. I 
think part of it has to do with building an 
awareness of other possibilities. To create 
openings. To reveal, expose, to disclose other 
sensitivities. Apathy and passivity seemed 
to be a problem of awareness as well as 
limiting conceptions of what is possible and 
by whom. This notion of awareness and 
possibilities has to do with the circulation 
of knowing and knowledge as well. As a 
mediator, this dissemination, circulation, and 
dispersion is integral to my work. Freedom 
from our facticity, from “this is the way things 
are and will always be”, comes when we see 
that other things are possible, that there are 
always alternatives and choices. For most 
anyway. For many, there are no choices 
or possibilities. Perhaps my actions as a 
mediator and communicator can extend a 
hand in their direction.

I am deeply curious about this thing we call 
existence. How is it that we find ourselves 
embedded within immense joy, sorrow, 
bliss, and suffering? What is this thing we 
call beauty, and how is it that we find it in all 
facets of consciousness, even in the furthest 
depths of pain and despair? What makes 
things appear in the ways that they do? How 
does meaning and thinking work? What is 
reality?

I design to realize what I am thinking 
and seeing, to observe and attempt to 

1.2		 Why	I	Design
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comprehend my ontological experiences.

I design to extend outside of my own body, to 
reach toward another. Extending outside is to 
expand within; the further I reach out into the 
abyss, the more I am able to see myself.

I design to involve myself in what might be 
possible, to expand the field of awareness 
and possibilities for myself as well as others.
 
I design because I don’t know. But I wonder, 
willing to wander, and surrender to a process 
of everyday practice that is open to the 
possibility of finding out. It is in this where I 
find the greatest joy; to find out and become 
more conscious of a very small part of a very 
vast, unknowable sphere of existence. 

It’s why I do anything at all.

1.2		 Why	I	Design
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On a curious whim one stumbles in, falling 
into the darkness of a rabbit hole. Wandering 
in this labyrinth without much sense of 
orientation or direction, one leaves a red 
thread which somehow follows along every 
twist and turn. It traces the path taken, a path 
one could not have known prior to it being 
taken. The thread can be followed, traced 
back to re-encounter previous footsteps 
from another perspective. However, this 
is but one way of looking back, which is 
to say, one way of looking around, seeing, 
understanding, representing, and relating. 

Simultaneously, there are different ways of 
seeing and relating that open up entirely 
different senses. Imagine that you are 
observing the wake of a ship. Navigating 
between the winds and waters, the ship 
leaves this wake, ripples and waves which 
cut across existing waves, a rupturing 
which endlessly diffuses out until we can no 
longer see it. We can observe how certain 
movements led to particular choices made, 
and further reflect upon what these choices 
did, how they performed, and how they 
respond to other decisions, traditions, and 
perspectives. In this stumbling is, as I have 
come to understand it now, a form of study, 
a form of research, a form of methodical, 
critical, practice-based investigation. 

Attempting to follow the red thread as it 
dissipates among waves, a few areas surface 
out of these investigations which outline my 
main research areas and questions:

Sense-Making
How do we make sense through visually 
communicative means? What do these 
sense-making processes look and feel like? 
What perceptive tools can help us with these 
processes? I come to sense making from 
my experience of diaspora, and in that, the 
difficulty of presence in not being one nor the 
other. It has something to do with trying to 
make sense of ruptured time and histories, 
distances that are not possible to close. 

Spectator, Witness, Response
What are the capacities of a work to be 
open, and in its openness, elicit some kind 
of response from or active disposition in the 
viewer? Is the viewer simply a spectator or 
witness? What are the politics and ethics of 
these positions and dispositions? How can 
visual communication disrupt the spectator 
with an active sense of response and 
responsibility (response-ability)? Dialogue 
and positionality are important here when 
considering witnessing and response. What 
are the frames through which we witness, 
know, and respond in attempts to be with 
and for, and how do these frames delimit the 
way in which we are able to respond?

Pedagogy and Knowing
How does sense-making through 
visually communicative means perform 
pedagogically toward forming ways of 
knowing? And, importantly, how does this 
work in everyday spaces outside of explicit 
spheres of education? How can we reshape 
the commitments of visual pedagogies so 
they work for broader senses of us? This 
deals with the complexity of knowledges and 
the pedagogies of communication as an act 
that renders things knowable and sense-able.

1.3	
Stumbling	Along
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In this chapter I will discuss the degree work 
in the form it was realized during Konstfack’s 
spring exhibition 2019, 15–27 of May. This will 
serve as an analysis and post reflection of 
its process of materialization and resulting 
forms, as well as an account of various 
encounters and discussions that transpired 
with others during its period of installation.

2.0		
Footnotes	on		
a	Visual	Practice	
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The first thing one might encounter while 
slowly meandering toward the room is a 
large window. There is an arrangement of 
words and lines across the window, though 
they are turned around and not immediately 
legible. Glancing in from the hall filled with 
bright light from the sky above, one is met 
with their own reflection in this window, and 
at the same time, a shaded, half obscured 
view of what is inside the room: three screens 
centered on three separate white walls, dark 
blue carpet lining the floor, and a low wooden 
table, square, in the center of the room. There 
may be temporary inhabitants, guests, or 
visitors already sitting on solid color cushions 
of poppy yellow, faded sky blue, deep teal, or 
black, or maybe there is no one in there at all. 
Light melodies drift in and out, lingering in  
the air.

At the open doorway, one is greeted by a 
wooden lightbox on the floor signaling with 
an large open eye or perhaps a closed eye; 
it changes from time to time. A ledge shelf 
below the name and project description card 
carries a small stack of A4 flyers which say 
“Take One!”. To the right of this shelf hangs 
a yellow sign. On it, in red, a frog hops onto 
a pad saying “Please take off your shoes 
before entering. Thank you!”. The blue edge 
of the carpet at the doorway clearly marks a 
separation, a boundary, a room to step into. 
Not everyone takes notice of this threshold.

With a ceiling height of 2.3 meters, one 
enters the room of about 14 square meters, 
a modest room. There is no additional light 
in the room other than what enters in from 
the window and open doorway, and what is 
emitted from the three screens, soft ambient 
light as if under the shade of a large tree. 
The screens are mounted to the walls, 
centered, half a meter off the ground. What 
was written on the window has now become 
clear, Neither Here Nor There, But Altogether 
Elsewhere in a moving arrangement of white 
vinyl letters and dancing lines. They have 
been turned so they read from inside the 
room, shifting the position of the witness 
or spectator from those passing by on the 

outside to the temporary inhabitants on 
the inside. This shift simultaneously turns 
the window into the fourth screen, its gaze 
directed toward the outside world beyond the 
room’s walls; but this room is in this world as 
well. A room from within, looking in, framed so 
as to looking further in. There is no outside. 

The table sits low to the ground. Everyone 
who enters either stands at a distance near 
the door, or quickly moves to find a space to 
sit on the ground near the table toward the 
center of the room. 

On the center screen one sees an animation, 
Neither Here Nor There, But Altogether 
Elsewhere. It is in full color, drawn and 
collaged with a slow, simpleness in its 
movement, and an emotional soundtrack 
which leads the viewer through fragmented 
scenes with little narration. Turning to the 
screen on the left wall, one sees Partial 
Attempts in Brokenness, a 4-up split screen 
with indications Camera 1, Camera 2, Camera 
3, and Camera 4. The split screens show 
videos of people doing an exercise routine, 
workers cleaning building surfaces and 
gathering top soil, workers at a local agency 
processing fruit to test for radiation, residents 
growing and gathering vegetables, residents 
eating fruit. A pair of headphones hangs just 
below the screen from a peg. The screen 
to the right shows a static frame, broken up 
elements and words from news broadcast 
and online video platform interfaces collaged 
into a single image. Looking closer, the 
waterfall which sits behind these static 
interface elements is moving, constantly 
flowing, patiently, in extremely slow motion.  
A pair of headphones hangs below this 
screen as well.

Looking down toward the table, one 
recognizes a kind of game table, a game 
board similar to that of chess with two 
clearly delineated sides. Various phrases 
are aligned in relation to this arrangement: 
distance and framed spaces of encounter in 
the middle river dividing the two sides, Here 
on the closest edge, There on the opposite 

2.1	
Making	Our	Way	There
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end, other ways of being with and for along 
the left edge, making sense of our frames 
along the right. The table top becomes a 
diagram; on its surface sits round wooden 
game pieces which have already been drawn 
on and rearranged, an assortment of yellow 
cards with instructions and information in 
red, and a blue card printed with blue ink 
with the title Companion Readers. The game 
table suggests an active disposition. It asks 
the visitor to do something, though that 
something is not immediately clear; one is 
not exactly sure how to play the game. 

Below the table is a shelf which holds a few 
more things neatly stacked: four companion 
readers, blue companion reader cards, more 
yellow playing cards, a few green pencils, and 
a white eraser. 

Openness in Brokenness
Everything is reaching out toward the 
guest all at the same time, a multiplicity of 
mediation, a surround of communication 
and signs, a surrounding of sense asking to 
be made sense of. As everything is broken 
up into parts, there is no clear beginning 
or ending in this waiting room. There is an 
uncertainty, a lack of any direct, step by 
step clarity. It asks the visitor to process, to 
enter into a process. It denies them a simple, 
immediately graspable answer or the notion 
of an identifyable essence.

So we begin in brokenness, acknowledging 
that things are already broken, were already 
broken when they began. And though we try 
to fix brokenness by reconciling histories, 
seeking better ways and better policies, 
forrming new frames and platforms, there is 
an opacity to our brokenness that is unable 
to be resolved—that we refuse its resolution 
as it would disolve ourselves.

This is the brokenness that this installation 
surfaces, a whole that cannot be known, a 
whole that can only be processed in partial 
attempts through acknowledged frames. 
This brokenness requires an openness, a 
letting go, a stepping aside. It reqires one to 

be active in a process of reading, listening, 
interpreting—sense making.

Barriers and Boundaries
Is this too much? How does the guest 
know where to begin? If there are too many 
entry points present all at once, all of equal 
density and obscurity, where does one start? 
Amongst the many calls for attention, where 
is there room for the guest to breathe? To 
rest? To think? As they are guests, I assume 
the role of a host, and thus, a guide, someone 
who helps facilitate an experience or journey 
or reading. As a guide, I establish temporary 
limits, a specific space or frame that allows 
the guest to let go, that invites them to trust.

Take your shoes off before entering please. 
It is a common, everyday practice, a ritual 
that suggests comfort and commitment. It 
suggests duration. It defines a boundary, 
an inside and an outside. A threshold. The 
room inside was made to be a space of 
comfort: dark blue carpet lining the entire 
floor, colored cushions to sit or lean on, soft 
ambient light.

Space to Breathe
A pause, a moment in time, a black screen, 
quiet, a space to allow one’s own being to 
persist. In duration, in staying for a brief 
moment while in comfort, there is air: one can 
breathe, one can rest. Dialogue becomes the 
sharing of air. I this space, I attempt to guide 
not only through language and narration, but 
through how space and material have been 
arranged. Sound is a part of this too. But 
what is it that motivates someone to stay, to 
dissolve a boundary temporarily to be with? 
Curiosity? Something strange? Something 
familiar? Or an invitation? Not everyone has 
the possibility of staying.
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Neither Here Nor There, But Altogether 
Elsewhere is an animated short film installed 
as a ten minute loop, fading in from darkness 
with the sound of a slow hearbeat, and fading 
out back into darkness with the song of 
summer cicadas. Slow moving, hand drawn, 
digitally colored with saturated and muted 
hues, limitedly animated using small gestures 
and efficient motion, the film moves through 
fragmented scenes of everyday spaces 
narrated by a soundtrack of strangely familiar 
music, lecture and commercial excerpts, and 
atmospheric noise. It attempts to surface and 
perform ways of seeing and sense making 
through a series of playful associations 
and signifying chains while building a visual 
grammar, entering into a language game to 
renegotiate seeing and sense.  

It is important that this is situated within sites 
of the everyday and of dominant and popular 
culture. These are the common discursive 
spaces where hegemony and power 
relations are consented, contested and 
possibly transgressed. Emerging from this 
semiotic dispositif, our forms and languages 
render possible different ways of seeing, 
listening, reading, and thus, different ways 
of relating, acting and responding. The ways 
we make sense importantly reconfigures our 
possibility of being and acting.

Language and meaning, like the institutions 
we inhabit and that inhabit us, are grounded 
in personal, embodied knowledges and 
unevenly desedimented histories. Things are 
certain, yet simultaneously unsettled and 
in constant performative, discursive play 
which can reveal and reroute how we make 
sense. Through this play of language, the film 
attempts to reorient the viewer, spectator, 
witness, reader, listener toward openness 
and affinity in struggle.

A Flower Bloomed
This music track, 花【hana】by ASA-
CHANG&junray, 2001, and the video that 
accompanies it, has stayed with me 

throughout this process. I first encountered 
the track in a mix, and was immediately 
drawn to the melancholic emotion in the 
strings, the repetitive stuttering, broken 
vocals and percussion, its irregular rhythm, 
and in the way it gradually shifts tempo and 
mood. There is something sad yet hopeful, 
wanting, yearning, hesitant yet determined, 
painful as well as healing. The video 
accompanyment is a part of this, a piece 
which opens other modes of sensing through 
visual elaboration. Through it and the music 
together we are able to experience layered 
temporalities , rhythms, and emotions 
through a visual-audio dialogue which opens 
ways of feeling and interpreting.

Despite not knowing completely what is 
being said in the vocals, as my japanese 
language skills are terribly limited (though 
I found a translation later on), I am intensly 
drawn to the work and its expression. It 
communicates to me, reaching me as it 
reaches out despite me not comprehending 
its message. In this inability to know, what is 
communicating is the convergence of other 
senses: the tone, rhythm, the language-form 
and its patterns, pacing and dramaturgy, 
aural narrative, its visual form, warm tones 
and contrasting hues, and the different 
voices and instruments. My opacity to its 
“true” meaning allows me to be in its other 
senses: the layered medium and the form 
the medium takes, what it does within its 
duration, how the piece is transmitting 
something other than and beyond what is 
being said. I interpret from the arrangement 
they perform. There is a knowledge, there is 
a sense the piece creates that goes beyond 
formal, linguistic meaning.

Naming/Unnaming
Society claims historicity and certainty. It is 
a system of security, of knowing, a structure 
of identification, control, and regulation. Like 
language, it is a structure that gives way to 
present meaning, a certain attachment, a 
particular substance. However, we know that 
things are not so certain or so established as 
they say things have always been. What we 
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can name and identify is not the thing, but 
only narrowly and inadequately refer to  
a relative, temporary, and partial knowing. 

The film is involved in processes of naming 
and unnaming, of making familiar and making 
strange. Naming is to historicize, to trace, to 
recognize, to acknowlege; to name is to give 
presence. Unnaming is to unsettle, to shift  
or renegotiate, to give space to a process  
of becoming.  

Surfacing the names of specific thinkers and 
writers was a way to recognize presence 
and bring them, their thoughts, their context 
and concepts into the room. It was a way to 
acknowledge their presence in the work, to 
provide an entry point. This is not to say that 
I comprehend the totality of their work and 
existance, but to refer to and be in dialogue 
with their work. In this dialogue, “learning 
from” takes on two meanings: one in which 
we attempt to grasp the knowledge their 
work and experiences share, and the other 
which suggests a process of learning which 
continues on beyond the encounter.

Limited Animation
Limited animation aims to be efficient and 
economic with regards to production time 
and material. It aims to suggest a particular 
narrative with as simple animated means 
as possible. In this, the animation becomes 
a series of panning images, sharp cuts, 
crossfade transitions, and short loops of 
minimal frames, fragmented views which 
are then pieced together as a sequence in 
duration. Efficiency takes the form of a leap, 
where each cut, transition, or change of 
frame attempts to make the largest leap it 
can to continue the narrative enough so that 
the sequence still makes sense to the viewer. 

Drawing and animation became tools for 
making particular visualities visible, to 
materialize sense which did not already  
exist or could not be pieced together by 
existing debris. 

Lingering Debris
Sampling is a practice which brings together 
existing fragments from readymade materials 
into different contexts and relationality which 
recontextualizes or further elaborates from. 
It is a rewriting/rerouting process which 
in a sense remakes the existing material. 
This is connected to methods of bricolage, 
detournement, cultural practices which 
makes use of already existing fragments and 
debris, the discarded and disused. 

Post-production and post-modern visual 
methods are other ways of thinking 
about this practice. Some video works 
that deal with archives and sites of visual 
knowledge and power has used methods 
of fragmentation, displacing the selected 
footage from its intended narrative and 
use, post-processing it and using it within 
another narrative though always in relatiion. 
Erica Tan’s Persistent Visions for example, 
or Johan Grimonprez’s dial h-i-s-t-o-r-y, 
which stitch together in quick procession 
short cuts and fragments along its own 
logic of pattern, sequence, and repetition 
to hopefully allow the viewer to catch on to 
other visual patterns and persistent meaning 
beyond what the original material intended. 
These works aim to not only interpret the 
various archival data but also create an 
experience the viewer must feel in its form 
by using methods of destabilization. This 
refuses the viewer a simple narrative or 
immediate comprehension; they are not 
legible in that they do not follow conventions 
of communication, but they are still legible. 
The viewer will have their own fragmented 
interpretations and embodied reading with 
the framing and editing as a guide. 

Associative noise. Chaos, apophenia in the 
noise, trying to distinguish between noise 
and signal. The noise is part of the signal, 
what comes before and after the signal, is in 
the air with signals. Tuning in to something is 
being tuned out of other things. In the noise 
we search for frequencies that make sense 
of it, allowing voices to emerge, language 
and structure, rhythm and relative intelligible 

2.2		 Neither	Here	Nor	There,		

	 But	Altogether	Elsewhere



192.2		 Neither	Here	Nor	There,		

	 But	Altogether	Elsewhere



202.2		 Neither	Here	Nor	There,		

	 But	Altogether	Elsewhere



212.2		 Neither	Here	Nor	There,		

	 But	Altogether	Elsewhere



22

sound to materialize out of noise, out  
of waves, out of air. Noise as clouds of  
unsettled signals. 

Visual noise, artifacted texture whether from 
image compression, adding digital noise, 
or other methods of wanted and unwanted 
visual distortion of an image. Visual friction 
that forgoes smoothness for a kind of 
unsettledness at various scales. Poor images 
endlessly dispersed, further compressed, 
further remade. Apophenia, misreading, 
misrecognizing, but recognizing something 
else in association with; apophenia happens 
when visual noise is misread. It is an 
endlessly diffusing, unsettled movement.

Soft Suggestions
Fuzzy typography. A memory. The use of 
accessible typography forms an aesthetic of 
typographic voice. Accessible typefaces are 
seen as default, commonplace, in bad taste, 
yet they so thoroughly inhabit our surround. 
These typefaces are the result of what has 
been made accessible by the institutional 
bodies that have control over our visual 
tools. We should certainly diversify the visual 
space of typography to allow for differences 
in presence and expression; however, at the 
moment, these accessible, commonplace 
typefaces are what forms the general ground 
of typographic voice that lingers from the not 
so distant past everyday. 

Typography and its letterforms tend to 
require a preciseness in its design. For 
type to taking form, it needs to be sharp, 
exact. That it has this particular form, 
curve, counter, stem width, and height. The 
letterforms depend on contrast, on the 
degree of sharpness in how the body and  
its movement is made sense of in relation 
to its other moving parts of the typographic 
visual system. 

What would it then mean to make  
typography fuzzy rather than sharp?  
To blur the shape? What was once sharp  
has now become vaguely familiar signs. 
Affective suggestions. 

Simultaneous temporalities
Being critical to canonical traditions is not 
entirely about labeling and rejecting and 
excluding in antagonized opposition, but 
maybe it is about gaining an awareness of the 
limitation of knowledge. There are limitations 
to any bordered, outlined, circumscribed, 
packaged, tangible, knowledge traditions. 
How can we build practices and methods 
which are and become further aware of these 
limitations and limit situations? 

Modernism and other western canonized 
fields of knowledge perpetuate a specific 
temporal, evolutionary theory of progress 
and cultural development that privileges the 
white, western gaze. It is the perspective, the 
vantage point from which we observe, that 
must change, the way we tell our stories, 

The obscure, small/remote communities 
not known to the dominant culture of a 
particular region or regime. Extending into 
and out of the obscure and the popular 
allows the barrier that separates each to 
be more permeable, to further disperse 
more entry points to connect disparate 
communities. To ignite the obscure with a 
curiosity that welcomes. The obscure is the 
periphery, the edge, the under, that which 
does not quite have a dominant presence, 
but exists in many places as temporary 
communities, small manifestations of 
collective thought that attempts to build a 
case for its own existence. When we find 
obscure communities that have similar 
orientations, we should attempt to reach 
toward one another, a network, to connect 
in some meaningful way. These connections 
have the possibility of opening other vantage 
points, other relational positions. Finding 
and building these communities enriches 
the disparate points of views and furthers 
study. They do not negate them. Despite 
differences, these intertextual communities 
must form. They must form in their 
differences. This builds dialogue, and through 
it, manifests processes and methods that 
brings about other ways in practice. 
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Building and negotiating collective memory 
through distribution, dissemination, diffusion, 
dispersion. Toward what and how attention 
is directed. How meaning is rewritten. What 
questions are asked.

Confer with multiple centers of knowledge 
at once. Find, develop, work out strategies 
and tactics for subverting or transgressing 
singular, dominating centers of knowledge. 
Refuse to acknowledge a single source, 
a single narrative, a single linear sense of 
progress. Seek a polycultural, polycentric, 
dialogical process of visual articulation. 
Pay attention to the “languaged” aspect of 
the visual. Find my way to the permeable 
threshold beyond center and periphery. 

As a whole, the film seeks to invite the 
viewer into this play of language to make 
and remake sense, attempting to arrive at 
an active disposition toward current forms, 
structures, and arrangements we observe 
and make sense of around us. To entertain 
and cultivate a sense of response-ability, 
responsibility, and commitment to the ways 
we know, relate, and story with one another.
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This three minute video loop shows edited 
footage from news, documentary, and 
government organization videos lingering 
in the aftermath of the Fukushima Daiichi 
power plant meltdown in 2011. Much of this 
material attempts to give accurate and 
factual representations of what transpired 
and what has come after in response. These 
fragments have been edited together with 
Radio Taiso, an everyday simple calisthenic 
routine, serving as narrator and metaphor to 
represent the labor and process of trying to 
make sense of something that can’t really be 
made sense of. Attempting to make sense 
of a senseless event, a rupturing which 
has displaced people, practices, and ways 
of being, and to try to find other ways to 
proceed in this brokenness.

It is morning, the birds are chirping, and 
we begin on the cue of the loud speaker. 
Following along with the cheerfully silly piano 
tune and an enthusiastic, rallying announcer 
voice, rhythmic movement ensues. 
Entrances almost, as all movement follows 
along to its beat and instructions. 

The footage fragments show parts of an 
NHK program (Japan’s public broadcasting 
network) on the history of Radio Taiso, 

informational video detailing the process of 
scanning fruit to see its levels of radiation, 
documentary footage showing workers 
cleaning surfaces and gathering irradiated 
top soil, and documentary footage showing 
residents finding ways to recover in the 
aftermath and their attempts at revitalizing 
their lives by growing vegetables and fruits 
to reclaim the land, to reclaim some sense of 
agency over their lives.

Every gesture is an attempt to cope, a 
practice of recovery, a trying to return to life 
before the rupture though knowing this is not 
possible. In bodily practices, people attempt 
to make sense of the brokenness by cleaning 
the debris, covering the scars, collecting and 
pushing trauma around here and there. 
It lingers, and it is heavy.

As some of us are there in the actual dealing 
with the trauma in their everyday, others 
are constantly monitering the situation, 
observing, recording, making sense from 
afar to allow others far away to witness. 
To bear witness. What does it mean to 
witness the sufferring of others far away? 
What moral responsibilities do we have 
when we recognize this distant practice of 
witnessing? How can we be responsible in 
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these practices of surfacing and witnessing 
so that rather than becoming spectators, 
we become participants with an active 
disposition toward practices of being in 
affinity, kinship, and commitment?

This work makes visible a particular frame 
of witnessing by clearly demarcating 
boundaries with Camera 1-4 labels and a 
white frame, explicitly acknowledging that 
what appears within the frame on screen 
is from the eye and presence of a camera 
and camera crew. A camera presents the 
view of a floating eye, rendering invisible 
the heavy apparatus of video production: 
cameras, tripods and rigs, microphones, 
cables, screens, lighting, crew. These labels 
also surface the notion of surveillance, or 
semiconscious subjects to an omnipresent 
voyeur, simultaneously watching and 
recording. Scanning. Constantly measuring 
the level of possible threat. Though what 
appears through the camera is real, is the 
actual, sense of this actual is made through 
how the actual has been edited and made 
sense of, to open up to other senses in  
post-production.
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There is a stillness, and yet, it is not still. A 
waterfall flows, and as one watches carefully, 
there is a rhythm to this flowing, though its 
specific movements are hard to trace. One 
simply observes it as a waterfall in constant 
flow. The waterfall is the constant flow. In 
this sense, what is stable or still is exactly 
that which is not still and constantly flowing. 
The water is changing every second, and 
the waterfall becomes a different waterfall 
altogether as it continues waterfalling. 
Sounds of soft, slow, drawn out tones with 
birds chirping, water flowing, and occasional 
bells. A calm ambiance despite the flow, 
despite this impossibility of a totality  
of knowing. 

The static graphic interface creates a frame, 
or a screen, or a filter. We peer through it. 
We peer through interfaces which frame 
and mediate our enounter with something 
other. The interface and its arrangement 
and language forms a medium of particular 
affordances. It is constructed to perform 
in certain ways, and thus, always narrowly 
frames what is made to appear.

The visual interface is made up of fragments 
of familiar visual languages which inhabit our 
everyday: international news broadcasts, 
updates from the global market, crisis and 

emergency communications, interactive 
elements from our devices which breaks 
the fourth wall. In this arrangement, content 
and information has been emptied, signified 
only by this constant flow. With this idle 
time, we’re able to see the interface itself, 
reflect on its language, and come to some 
understanding of what it does to us, what it 
asks of us. 

Despite this piece being visually full, there is a 
kind of emptiness at the same time, a kind of 
vacancy. And we are suspended in its wake.

2.4	
Poetics	of	Information
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The game table, as it appears in the 
arrangement of the installation, surfaces 
a platform which encourages an active 
disposition without any clear rules or 
instructions. It activates a discursive 
space which renders guests and visitors 
as participants and co-creators, giving 
space to the guests to mark their process 
and presence. This table and its open 
game of mark making, rerorientation, and 
rearrangement serves as a model for 
platforms of inheritance, structures and 
contexts we emgerge into and from. The 
game asks the guest to reflect upon and 
make visible to themselves their position and 
what they are able to see and make sense 
of, and encourages encounter in the play of 
language and meaning.

The visual language of the game comes from 
Xiang Qi, an old chinese board game similar 
to chess. It is a strategy game, a war between 
two kingdoms divided by a river (separated 
by distance). This was a game I used to 
play quite often as a child with my younger 

brother, my parents, and my grandfather. The 
rules of the game, like chess, describes a 
game piece’s postion/role and its limitations 
of movement. Strategy then becomes 
methods of arrangement toward the ultimate 
goal of defeating the king of the opposing 
side—to conquer distance, to conquer and 
master the other.

Surfacing the game in this context, I have 
emptied it of its traditional rules and 
objectives, leaving only its forms in play. The 
surface has been reoriented toward other 
directionalities: here, there, making sense 
of our frames, other ways of being with and 
for, with distance and framed spacees of 
encounter in-between. The blank game 
pieces becomes empty bodies, vacant 
beings, bodies seeking to recognize identity, 
orientation, and position in Relation. 

2.5	
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Reading is largely a solitary endeavor. So 
is thinking, it would seem. To entertain this 
work of making sense through sense making 
acts is to further our capacity for sensitivity. 
We stumble closer toward something, trying 
to understand what we don’t know yet. We 
try to let information become knowledge 
through some personal relation. We try to 
listen to different knowledges, hoping to 
encounter wisdom in passing glances.

Somehow, as I read and think, I can’t help but 
feel that this solitary act is one that inherently 
seeks to be with others. Many of us began 
reading by being read to, or maybe we had 
someone to read with. As I read, the voices of 
others are still present. I read among their 
traces; we form a room in distance, one that 
invites reflection in response. Reading, and 
the spaces it invites, enters a temporality of 
its own, and if we choose to see it, forms a 
kind of kinship, a companionship between 
the writers, readers, speakers, listeners, 
printers, book binders, pdf makers, even 
paper makers, ink mixers, even the trees, 
waters, and plants, and all the birds and 
little critters that depend on them. Reading 
happens in the debris of the long gone but  
still lingering, in the faraway but still present, 
giving us the possibility of mediating distances 
which, temporarily, bring us together, helping 
us along toward somewhere else.

Despite our together and with, I still feel an 
inevitable distance between us. Between me 
writing this and you reading it, between and 
within any possibility of an encounter. Even 
if we were to meet, to speak in person, to be 
present in the same room, our time together 
would be brief. And even if we had our entire 
lives to recount our experiences together, 
there is something in what it means to be me 
that you cannot see, there is something in 
what it means to be you that I cannot touch. 

Yet, still, we continue voicing, imparting 
ways of seeing, feeling, and knowing such 
that, despite there being these inescapable 
distances, we can make temporary refuge in 
our being with.

These readers are partial and incomplete 
textual mixtapes. They emerged out of my 
attempts to seek grounds for action. Through 
my reading of these works I tried to locate 
myself and my experiences in relation to 
them to better understand my position. To 
better understand commitment. To better 
understand the conflicted entanglements of 
response and responsibility. I still don’t know, 
but I will continue trying to find out.

I hope these readers serve as starting points, 
entry points, another beginning through 
reading together, marking our presence in 
these pages, and allowing them to disperse 
and change hands. In a small way I hope this 
helps us find one another, helps us recognize 
ourselves in each other, bringing us closer so 
we can listen. So we can try to listen closely.

// johnny
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Open Emptiness, Reader 01
Being open is to accept the undefined and 
uncertain. Not to chart out, calculate, pin 
point, but rather to be here, now, present, 
walking without fully knowing where one will 
end up.  

Open is to share space, or to step aside 
to leave space, to confront some kind of 
vulnerability. To be open is to be empty, to let 
yourself go to leave room for the presence 
of others to flow through you. To be empty 
is to allow oneself to feel this overflowing 
openness. 

Open is being sensitive to something else. 
About not grasping too tightly to things 
we assume we know, to allow oneself the 
vulnerability of not knowing, to continue even 
if we cannot know. To proceed in attempts to 
find out. It is wandering along, in and out of 
places, in and out of each others lives, as if in 
orbit, listening and feeling and thinking and 
being and speaking. Being open is allowing 
oneself to remember as well as forget, as 
both are needed. 

Openness is an everyday practice. In it, 
we attempt to observe and recognize our 
frames. We attempt to let go of our masks to 
form other kinds of affinities and kinships.

Included in this reader are excerpts from:

The Undercommons: 
Fugitive Planning & Black Study
(Fred Moten & Stefano Harney,  
Foreward by Jack Halberstam, 2013)

Anthropocene, Capitalocene, 
Plantationocene,  
Chthulucene: Making Kin 
(Donna Haraway, 2015)

The Practice of Everday Life 
(Michel De Certeau, 1988)

Invisible Cities
(Italo Calvino, 1972)

Everywhere and Nowhere,  
and Everything In-Between, Reader 02
We encounter each other through images, 
through visualities, visual and non visual, 
which constructs the other and their histories 
within ourselves as we look at another. Is it 
possible for me to see you? Do you see me? 

Memory allows us to recognize, to recollect, 
to relate, to remember. When memory is 
lost, interacting in the world becomes scary. 
One loses a sense of self, a sense of place, a 
sense of relation, or even sense itself. In this 
loss, there is nothing left to hold on to.  

Sense is thus entangled with and made in 
part by memory, through what we can or 
what is made possible to remember. 

Included in this reader are excerpts from:

The Sun My Heart 
(Thich Nhat Hanh, 1988)

Cultural Identity and Diaspora
(Stuart Hall, 1994)

Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting:  
Afro-Asian Connections And The Myth Of  
Cultural Purity
(Vijay Prashad, 2001)

Narrativizing Visual Culture  
Towards A Polycentric Aesthetic
(Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, 1998)
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There Is No Going Back, Is There?, Reader 03
We found ourselves wandering through 
debris. Some of us occasionally glanced 
something familiar, signs that suggested 
what this place once was or could have been. 
This place has no name; rather, it has had 
many names, but now, none seemed to fit. 

Without knowing it, it had become 
someplace else. It slipped through the 
cracks, though echoing whispers suggested 
that it had been there for quite some time: 
broken names, dissonant imaginaries, the 
distorted calls to order which calls to a dis-
order, to another order beyond. It takes time 
to recognize what we cannot yet imagine.

Disoriented, some looked back in fear, others 
felt unease within, and still others looked 
forward with doubt. But our fugitivity in this 
refusal to settle is also a reorientation of hope 
which emerges out of the periphery, out of 
the darkness, for it is in the margins where 
we begin to reshape by reimagining who and 
what we are.

Included in this reader are excerpts from:

Human Nature: Justice vs. Power (1971) 
A Debate Between Noam Chomsky  
and Michel Foucault
(Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault,  
Foreword by John Rajchman, 2006)

The Next American Revolution 
(Grace Lee Boggs, 2012)

Hope in the Dark 
Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities  
(Rebecca Solnit, 2015)

Are We Listening Closely?, Reader 04
The presence of smoke is always a sign. It 
follows the wind and lingers in the air, making 
it visible to all in the surround. Immediately 
drawing attention, it reorients the observer, 
bringing an area into view. If there is any 
specific message within the haze, it is 
grasped only insofar as the smoke is made 
sense of by both sender and receiver. These 
nodes of communication are positons 
perceived to be outside of the message, 
able to see the whole of the sign. But what 
happens when we find that we are always 
and already within the billowing clouds of 
gray and haze?

When you are within clouds of smoke, you 
feel an overwhelming sense of disorientation. 
You lose all relation, all sense of direction. 
What used to be a stable horizon has now 
faded in and amongst the haze, has become 
fragmented, or has disappeared altogether. 
The clouds envelope and circle around you 
in ebbing densities like layers or waves which 
rise, drift, and emerge out of or sink into 
each other. Within these layers, shadows and 
silhouettes may take shape, debris floating 
off in all directions, vague bodies moving with 
exaggerated gestures. As you wade through, 
you use your hands and arms to stay afloat, 
trying to push the smoke aside to see clearer, 
but new haze quickly fills the space. You 
move toward blurry shapes to try to find 
some point of relation, to recover some sense 
of direction, or perhaps find a hand or arms 
outstretched, but with everyone anxiously 
scrambling among the density in search 
of the same, these possible certainties 
dissipate quickly, and one finds nobody 
there. Wandering, you continue to seek the 
outside, an outside from which we can see 
the whole, to grasp some understanding of 
what is really happening. 

However, this outside we’re searching for 
might not exist at all. For if we understand 
the smoke as language, these unsettled, 
stumbling relational signs that are always 
partial, misread, and miscommunicated, then 
the source of the smoke is ourselves. Our 
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reinterpretations of sense and the inevitable 
diaspora of signs is the very material of 
communication itself. Communication allows 
the knowable to move. A voice. A sound. A 
footstep. A word. An image. A touch. Sense 
comes to us, reaches toward us in attempts 
to close an unfathomable, unknowable 
distance between the self and another. 
What is sensed, and in turn made sense of, 
acquires meaning and continues to disperse 
from one place to another place, to another 
time. Receiving sense activates processes 
that emerge from an embodied existence 
and moves through our situated relationality 
within cultural semiospheres. We become 
open to processes of interpretation to make 
and remake sense. 

Among this increasing haze of 
communication we’ve become partially 
groundless, constantly moving with no 
clear relational point to give us certainty 
of direction. Hito Steyerl observes that our 
contemporary moment is marked by  
a “prevailing condition of groundlessness.” 
She writes that, “we cannot assume any 
stable ground on which to base metaphysical 
claims or foundational political myths. 
At best, we are faced with temporary, 
contingent, and partial attempts at 
grounding.” If there is no outside, if we can 
acknowledge that there is no position out 
there beyond the smoke that can help us 
stabilize some sense of direction, then it is 
perhaps in these fleeting moments of partial 
and temporary groundings where we might 
find the hazy edges of reality. Because as we 
all know, the smoke gets thinner the closer 
we can get to the ground.

Included in this reader are excerpts from:

In Freefall: A Thought Experiment  
on Vertical Perspective
(Hito Steyerl, 2012)

Regarding the Pain of Others
(Susan Sontag, 1972)

The Problem of Speaking for Others
(Linda Alcoff, 2008)

Hyper-self-reflexive development? 
Spivak on representing the Third World ‘Other’ 
(Ilan Kapoor, 2004)
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Collected reflections, work, and references 
left along the way to open up the process of 
study.

3.0		
Footsteps,	But	They	
Are	Only	Echoes
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Let’s begin again…

It’s always difficult to begin. It requires a 
leap beyond the edge of an abyss, beyond 
the unknown that questions one’s very 
existence. Beginnings are equal parts hope 
and despair; they fill the air with doubts, 
uncertainties, and dreams. But somehow 
in all this, we must begin. Again and again. 
Perhaps it is even more crucial to do so 
when we feel the weight of its paralyzing 
impossibility.

What time is it now? I can’t seem to read 
the clock anymore. Did I forget to turn it on? 
Or was I supposed to tune it in? I get mixed 
up sometimes; I forget too easily. I’m always 
late, fitting together what I half see with what 
I assume I know, never in the now. It’s like 
I’m being broadcasted my own life, always 
delayed by at least three seconds at best. 
The images flickers and stutters and I drift 
suspended in its wake.

Most things seem to be some kind of 
anesthetic: beauty, material comforts, the 
ambitions of Success™ and Happiness©. 
Even suffering and pain anesthetize. Power 
certainly anesthetizes. Money is perhaps the 
most effective. These smooth shapes and 
surfaces around me perpetuate an illusion 
of certainty and stability. What is less visible, 
however, is the institutionalized impossibility 
and despair. Fueled by our turbulent pasts 
and violent histories, we are numbed until we 
are unable to feel, breathe, remember, love, 
trust, survive. We become unable to see each 
other. We become unable to see ourselves.

What then? I suppose we find ways to heal. 
In the wake, we must allow ourselves to 
mourn, to feel, to be vulnerable, to love, to 
recognize our souls, ourselves, and each 
other. Yet we must do more. To survive is 
not a solution, but a gesture of “resistance 
pending revolution.” I don’t exactly know 
what more means, but I want to find out. As a 
human becoming of individual and collective 
will, an empathetic being tuned to collective 
liberation, as an individual of The People, I 

need to find out. Maybe this is where we can 
begin: you, me, here in this moment, standing 
before the edge of the not yet known though 
soon to become. 

Some say we are sleepwalking. Others say 
we’ve become a living dead, or maybe that its 
been winter for so long we don’t know what 
to save anymore. Maybe so. Maybe we’re 
in a state of sleep paralysis; conscious yet 
still dreaming, seemingly lucid, free falling 
in emptiness. Suspended, thrashing about, 
eyes twitching, we keep hoping someone 
will notice and help shake us awake; no one 
ever does. The only choice is to surrender; 
not to a scared, intimidated, helpless state, 
but rather to a curious, open, and hope-filled 
frame of mind with the courage to confront 
our precarious conditions. Maybe this is the 
real awakening. But as I write these words I 
can still feel myself kicking, telling myself to 
wake up. Becoming aware of the cognitive 
dissonance embodied in my being, I keep 
trying to shake myself awake.
wake up...
 wake up...
  wake up...
   wake up...
     WAKE UP!
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A method is an approach, a set of tools, 
a particular framework, specific ways of 
practice that engages and moves one further 
along in a process. We each have our own 
methods of practice which comes out of 
the various knowledges and experiences 
we have encountered and made personal, 
however, it may not always be so clear to 
ourselves how we do things because doing 
tends to rely on tacit knowledge held in the 
body acting in the now. The mind tends to 
lag behind. But I can attempt to formulate 
my methods and make it knowable to me 
and others in such a way so that it can be 
reflected upon, conscioiusly worked with, 
and shared to engage in further study.

My methods generally involve tracing: 
tracing back, tracing a line or a thread, 
following traces, tracing as in drawing lines 
and making connections and leaps, leaving 
traces, or observing how traces dissapate. 
This process of tracing performs in a kind 
of constant switching, shifting, or rhythmic 
oscillation between different modes of 
thinking. This oscillation is a dialogical, 
open process which seeks ways to become 
further sensitive to and invite different 
interpretations and perspectives. Reading, 
writing, sketching, drawing, outlining, 
collaging, abstracting, juxtaposing, watching, 
searching, listening, dreaming, questioning, 
and discussing are all different modes of 
thinking, or thinking through practice, which 
activates processes of interpreataion and 
sense making, and reveals other layers of 
meaningful possibilities. This is a generative 
way of working, a process that broadens by 
associations, connections, and metaphors 
that may further open the work. 

In many ways, the work develops its own 
rhythm. I allow time and uncertainty to 
further the work, just as a photo negative 
develops over time as an image slowly fades 
into view. I must set a framework through 
which I begin, then allow the process to 
diffuse my thoughts, collect and redefine, 
work and diffuse, redefine, until the image, 
emotion, and message becomes clear. Thus, 

setting specific boundaries and limitations 
becomes important. Work needs time to 
develop; however, because each work is an 
attempt at response which emanates from 
a particular moment, a work needs to be 
finished so that I may close an articulation 
so as to reflect upon it on the other side. To 
go beyond it. I follow a rhythm of not only 
starting new work but finishing work so that 
thinking, however incomplete, can be tangibly 
formulated and reflect upon to move from. 

Essential to my practice are acts of 
wandering and wondering which leaves me 
open to the unknown and the uncertain, what 
is not known yet. This derive, this wandering, 
this meandering encounters scattered 
fragments which begin to reveal the traumas 
situated in the facticity of everyday life. We 
are sent to the present, from history, from 
the future. Revealing and showing these 
distances, to reproduce these distances is 
to acknowledge our being in “the hold” or in 
the wake. Somehow I need to explore these 
distances to come to a better understanding 
of who and where I am, where others are, 
where we all are, who we all are. To study 
these distances. Not critique. To somehow 
find a way beyond critique into just being 
with, and finding glimpses of ways forward? 
Or maybe the study itself is a way forward? 
to further participate in the totality of an 
unknown in search of a beyond.

My work and ways of communication 
tends to not deliver any immediate clarity, 
but rather facilitates a thinking space 
by surfacing complexity, and offering 
“perceptive tools” which may help us read, 
listen, and reflect. I attempt to communicate 
in openness through what Paulo Freire 
describes as “codifications”, or what Umberto 
Eco terms “open works”, or what Brian Eno 
metaphorically spoke of as “delay-capsule 
tablets”, inviting a conferral process between 
the work, the people, and the complex 
layering of cultures and contexts. These 
kinds of works, especially within explicit 
pedagogical contexts, can be referred to 
as “problem-posing” works. In many ways 

3.2	
Working	Methods



53

they are not transparent in the sense that 
one is able to see through or discern clearly 
the essence of what it may be, but rather 
is more like the reflection of a mirror, or a 
transparency which disrupts the perceived 
clarity of assumed relation, a transparency 
which unsettles, a transparency which needs 
and relies upon opacity.

As I continue my practice and methods, a 
few gaps surface, especially if I intend my 
work to perform pedagogically. These areas 
regard how I include or invite others in my 
process and in my works. Work that is meant 
to participate in educational proceesses 
must include others or else risks reproducing 
the contradiction of oppressor-oppressed/ 
master-student relationships which applies 
the banking conception of indoctrinating 
education and perpetuates limit-situations 
by preferring existing power structures of 
Certainty and Knowing. To say that I “must” 
include others is not a compromise, but 
rather a necessity for the work to exist at all. 
This inclusion of others can manifest in many 
different ways: methods that invite others 
into the work, establish a feedback loop to 
understand the performative nature of these 
“codifications”, and find ways to produce 
conversations and dialogue in, around, or 
from the work. 

This is to say that a sense of trust must be 
present; trust in others and involving them in 
my work and in my life, as well as the other 
way around. I must trust in my being, my 
being in the world, and my being with the 
choices I make and are unable to make. This 
individual sense of trust is to acknowledge 
the impossibility of control no matter how 
meticulously planned something may be. 
The tyranny of certainty and the illusion of 
control does not leave much room for the 
process and practice to give time to the 
material itself; it does not leave room for life 
to breathe. Trust in others is necessary for 
this same reasons; without this trust we will 
find ourselves with no air to breathe.

“If I do not love the world—if I do not love 

life—if I do not love people—I cannot enter 
into dialogue.” - Paulo Freire

I think the other way around is also true:  
If I do not enter into dialogue, then I cannot 
love people—I cannot love life—I cannot love 
the world.

Thus, dialogue is neceessary to being with 
and for, necessary for us to make sense 
of the world, necessary so that we may 
encounter one another in Relation.

“Finally, true dialogue cannot exist unless 
the dialoguers engage in critical thinking—
thinking which discerns an indivisible 
solidarity between the world and the people 
and admits of no dichotomy between them—
thinking which perceives reality as process, 
as transformation, rather than as a static 
entity—thinking which does not separate 
itself from action, but constantly immerses 
itself in temporality without fear of the risks 
involved.” - Paulo Freire
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This video began as an attempt to articulate 
the experience of free fall in our present 
environment of media sensory overload. 
Free fall is a metaphor for our contemporary 
circumstances. Taking Hito Steyerl’s “In 
Free Fall” essay as a starting point, free fall 
is the feeling of groundlessness. It is the 
loss of a perceived stable horizon, fracturing 
into many horizons and perspectives, 
fragmented, twisted, and multiplied. It is 
losing all sense of orientation. 

“We cannot assume any stable ground 
on which to base metaphysical claims or 
foundational political myths. At best, we 
are faced with temporary, contingent, and 
partial attempts at grounding. But if there 
is no stable ground available for our social 
lives and philosophical aspirations, the 
consequence must be a permanent, or at 
least intermittent state of free fall for subjects 
and objects alike.” - Hito Steyerl

Free fall without any ground to fall toward 
produces a feeling of weightlessness, feeling 
suspended, floating, or even in stasis. 

This piece cuts together fantastical scenes 
of extreme happiness and sociability from 
Coke ads of the 80’s and 90s — a time 
when neoliberal policies and multinational 
corporations spread their persuasive power 
all over the world — and juxtaposes this 
with a continuous news broadcast interface 
and a song sung by Gene Wilder titled Pure 
Imagination, used in the film Charlie and 
the Chocolate Factory. It submerges the 
viewer into a mesmerising world of anxious 
overstimulation. 

The text marquees allude to the perpetual 
flow of important information while 
demanding emotional and physical labor 
from the viewer to stay in the now. As Gene 
Wilder sings “Come with me, and you’ll be, in 
a world of pure imagination…”, imagination 
has been abbreviated to “IMG NATION” with 
the world ordered, gridded, and mapped 
within cross hairs. 

The channel logo in the top left has the words 
“Pa La Dai Si” in Chinese characters, which 
is neither Chinese nor English, but a strange 
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in-between invocation of the word paradise; 
a nonsensical converging of different 
cultural traditions, intentional apophenia, 
a disobedient translation. The globe turns, 
perpetually remade in a kaleidoscopic 
diffusion of the images that appear as they 
expand outward as if to consume the viewer. 

New images continue to appear to the 
rhythm of the tune, always just holding back 
from allowing any image to come into full 
view. Everything is moving, rendering the 
viewer in a sort of mesmerized paralysis.   

This dense experience forces the viewer to 
come to terms with their narrow capacity for 
attention. It is impossible to see, experience, 
and comprehend everything at once. The 
layering of multiple expressions of infinity 
playing at different rhythms produces a 
breathing effect; it takes on a life of its own, 
the viewer at its mercy. 

The density of the happy scenes create 
an absurd reel (real), revealing the labor of 
commodified happiness, and as the actors 

break the fourth wall, staring at you with 
huge smiles, they seem to almost admit 
the silliness of the reproduced image, or 
imaginations. Subtly unsettling, a feeling 
heightened by the juxtaposition of the music, 
the viewer witnesses a re-submergence 
back under water, where everything is 
distortion, and there is no air to breathe.
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What is the visual artist or the visual 
communicator’s calling in this time and 
place? What work will make a difference? 
Where is an artist to find strength and 
hope in this world? How might we create a 
community of purpose?

“To write, to try to write well.” - Le Guin

If our purpose as visual communicators 
does not lie in our shared interest in and 
commitment to visually communicating as 
well as we can, then it must lie in something 
outside our work—a goal or an end, a 
message, an effect which may be desirable 
but which makes the practice merely a 
means to an end that lies outside the world, 
the vehicle of a message. 

For Le Guin, it seems that this is not what 
writing is. The end is not what makes her 
a writer. Writing itself, writing honest, well 
written work is the purpose rather than in the 
content it must contain and carry. It is the 
work itself, the medium itself, and thus, how 
the medium performs in its material form.

The performance of form lies in storytelling 
and poetry. Messages are practical ends 
which turn its medium into an act of 
transmission or illustration.

Show Rather Than Tell
Showing is a performance of form. To tell is to 
convey, communicate, transmit a message. 
If showing is performance and not telling, 
then what it may communicate is not clearly 
measurable or certain from person to person. 
To show elicits a response from the viewer. 
Meaning is not necessarily inherent in the 
work, but forms through its performance as it 
is experienced and responded to. 

Openness in communication is a 
performance of poetry and storytelling. Its 
aim is to not preach but allow something 
to be revealed, to not leave messages, but 
to leave a wellspring of meaning beyond 
the narrow field of intention. This focuses 
on the craft of the medium itself, work’s 

responsibility to itself, to find its right shape 
and words, to allow it mystery beyond 
message, to let its performance reveal, to 
allow readers to find different truths than 
intended. But not for the sake of itself without 
responsibility.

If I believe in the potency of art (and I seem to 
hold both positions simultaneously in that art 
is both potent and impotent), if I acknowledge 
that art does indeed change people’s minds 
and hearts and affects the soul, then I must 
have a responsibility to the community of 
people who may encounter my work, what 
affects and meanings this work may afford 
and surface in response in and around this 
community. My responsibility then is to my 
craft (its performance), and to how this may 
affect other people (its possible meanings, its 
position and relation).

“Even if I don’t have a clear idea of what the 
meaning of my story is and only begin to 
glimpse it as I write — still, I can’t pretend it 
isn’t there.”  - Le Guin

Formlessness
How do I work with something that is 
formless? Formlessness can also be 
spineless or helpless. To be formless, like 
water in a cup, is to become the thing that 
contains you, is to assimilate, to adopt the 
other’s form as a mask or a shell. Water 
flows, but water can also crash. What does 
it mean to be formless, to take the shape of 
containing forms, but also have the ability to 
crash against them, to inevitably, persistently, 
and patiently shape that which contains it?

Shape shifting; formless can also be 
something that is constantly changing form 
such that there is no longer an original, root, 
or essential form. 

Can semantic satiation (also semantic 
saturation) be a kind of formlessness? 
A psychological phenomenon in which 
repetition causes a word or phrase to 
temporarily lose meaning for the listener, 
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who then perceives the speech as repeated, 
meaningless sounds. It becomes mantra 
like, a looped repetition. It becomes a play of 
form, movement within temporal distance.

Emptiness/Openness
Somehow I arrived at a concept of emptiness: 
emptiness not as a void of nothingness, but 
rather emptiness as a  fullness of openness. 
To be open is to invite another, to allow space 
for others, to welcome what is not yet known, 
to be with others in the uncertainty of the 
present moment or the long now. 

To engage with difference, with other ways 
of seeing and imagining, with other possible 
ways of being with and for, we must be 
open. It is necessary for Alice to be open 
to navigate wonderland as she enters the 
strange world and encounters the unknown. 
To engage in any conversation or dialogue, 
to listen as well as speak, one needs to be 
open; one needs to be vulnerable, letting go 
enough to trust; one needs to be empty. 

Emptiness as being full of openness; 
openness as being full of emptiness. Perhaps 
in this is a partial sense of something that is 
not anywhere, but in everything—the sense 
that there is no separate existence despite 
being broken into parts.

How can I practice openness through visual 
communication? And how can I encourage 
others to be open through practice?
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O P E N N E S S

Where am I?
I knew where I was a moment ago
but something feels different.

The air feels thick here
the ground feels more solid
though I can’t see a horizon anymore.

When I was young, they showed me  
 where I came from
When I got older, others told me  
 where I should go
But being here now, I’m not so sure anymore
Something about this place feels different.

It seems I’m not myself
It’s a funny feeling, not being yourself
I keep trying to remember who I was before
but it keeps slipping between my fingers.

Have I been here before?
It feels strangely familiar
as if I’m in a dream
as if I’m already old, imagining what  
 could have been
as if I’m just a child, holding tight to  
 what might become.

Sometimes, I hear people calling to me
I might even call out to someone
And for a brief moment, we would be there
Neither knowing if we will ever see  
 each other again
But in that moment, I try to let go.

I think I remember now
I was on my way somewhere
but along the way I must have started  
 to wander
Maybe I stopped letting sense make me
and started making sense of my own
I don’t know what I might become
it’s scary not knowing
but where I wanted to go doesn’t seem  
 so important anymore.

 
 
Can you hear the ground shifting?
Most of the time it stays very still
and everything stays looking the same
The snow keeps falling
The sun keeps shining
Most days I hardly notice any difference at all
and call everything using the same names
even though their meanings have  
 completely changed.

Sometimes I think back to when we were kids
how we used to show each other our scars
and shared the brokenness of our  
 shattered bones
I guess at some point we stopped
and covered them with masks of who we 
thought we’d rather be.

I used to stay awake through the night
And when I could see a swelling blueness  
 in the sky
I would go outside and try to be very still
You could almost feel the world breathing
Maybe it could feel me breathe, too.

It’s hard letting go to trust another
to let yourself be vulnerable and let  
 someone in
It brings great joy and great pain
I know not everyone can take that leap.

I’m afraid I will wake up someday
and suddenly remember where I was going
or remember where I wanted to be
and forget to be still, look, listen, and wonder.

When we pass by someone without  
 a glance or a nod
do we realize that each of us hold
an entire world of meaning of our own?

Maybe that’s where I want to be
a place that is not anywhere,  
 but in everything
Maybe it’s better not to hold on so tight. 
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Letter	of	Crisis

Hi!

Hope you’ve had an enjoyable holiday!

I’ve been engaged in some new readings recently. In light of them, I’m sensing some conflicts, 
some of which I’ve been struggling to address already, and I can’t quite resolve them or 
address them appropriately and I am uncertain how to proceed with my project. In terms 
of the theoretical discourse surrounding my project, I feel I have found a super interesting 
area that I want to deepen my knowledge in, and all of it certainly has to do with visual 
communication and its various performative and discursive dimensions, but parts of the 
material output that I’ve been working on and had planned seems to be in conflict with the 
aims of the project. 

I wasn’t sure when you will have the post-presentation one-on-one debrief discussions 
scheduled for, during which some of these thoughts would surely come up. I feel like I need 
some help with this, so if we could meet this week if possible I think it would help to discuss 
these thoughts together with you.

My attempts to engage with this new material, especially the subject positions of the 
spectator and the subaltern, is that I felt it necessary to try to grasp a better understanding of 
responsibility in discursive speech acts especially from my position of privilege and coming 
from western knowledge traditions while regarding the circumstances of limiting situations 
of people far away, listening to their stories and paying attention to how they are shared, 
and how this participates in/contributes to the capacities of those that engage with these 
stories and platforms, the possibilities of affinity and a global imaginary of commitment and 
care for one another despite distance. As the project stands now, the ‘theater of listening’ 
is very much framed by my interpretive capacities to create ‘dialogue’ amongst found 
material and my abilities to create a “serious space for listening and reflection”. In this sense, 
my project negotiates how can we speak for or with others, however, in its current state I 
‘dominate and attempt to master’ the construction of truth around the situation of others. My 
re-narration of various voices and narratives, in many ways, silences them by using these 
found representations of them and already edited version of their story or voice as discursive 
material objects with which to create alternative narratives. In some cases, it can be read as 
violent acts, even. Of course, there are cases where post-production and detournement of 
existing material, especially the material of hegemonic power, can be acts of resistance and 
response to these hegemonic structures, which is where I aim to ground these methods that I 
have been working with.

Thinking about it now, my current re-narrations seems to contradict the whole initial intention 
of the project, which was to seek constructive methods to pay attention to the difficult 
circumstances of others, see that we are already implicated and involved in these struggles 
in our interconnected world, and seek ways to speak and act that would be with and for and 
in service toward others (“serve the people”), as well as investigate the possibilities of visual 
communication to contribute toward seeking more apt terms (descriptions/language) that 
would render/elude toward/glimpse other possibilities of affinity across difference. 

At the end of Linda Alcoff’s text she asks, “ will it enable the empowerment of oppressed 
people?”
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I don’t know, and if it does at all, at what cost/with what effects? I believe this is a general aim 
for the work I want to engage with, but who am I to think that I can, in whatever small way, 
enable the empowerment of these people in various limit situations far from any context that I 
can confidently read? I know this project is not really happening on a stage such that whatever 
conflicted effects will necessarily be felt. And it certainly is surfacing difficult questions that 
I think is important for visual communication as a field of broad discursive practices should 
address as all communication is discursive and negotiates speaking for, to, and with. But 
this project will still exist out there in the world, no matter how small, and I do not want to 
inadvertently perpetuate/preserve the same problematic relations and rhetoric. There is so 
much that has been already investigated with these questions, Said to Spivak etc., because 
these questions are so tricky I feel a bit paralyzed and not sure how to re-enter into practice.

Linda Alcoff’s text has been the most clear in outlining some of the conflicting thoughts that 
have been in my mind. A response to these thoughts is a retreat from speech or to move over 
to give discursive space to the oppressed other, but I refuse to retreat from responsibility, 
especially as I intend to continue critically and constructively engage and participate in the 
world through visual communication and any other means that I can. In her text she seems to 
say that to speak for is contingent upon its political effectivity in advancing the needs of those 
spoken for. I agree, but with all the looming figures she gives as proper examples of speaking 
for, I feel the room for this is quite narrow and would render most people as spectators in 
regarding the experiences of others. I don’t mean to “speak for” or become a spokesperson 
in advocating for the needs of others, neither do I intend to teach any truth, but rather I’ve 
engaged with all this because I feel that the sites that I’ve chosen and the questions and 
complications around them and their implications on the practice of visual communication is 
important for me to grasp a better understanding of to aptly act in the world that seems to be 
materializing at the moment.

From here, it seems like being critical to current listening practices and knowledge regimes 
in the representations that regard the situation of others is an easy path to move on, whereas 
trying to be constructive and seek other ways to engage the difficult circumstances of others 
is extremely difficult and seem to be work reserved for those with a particular proximity to the 
peoples or circumstances that are being addressed. In attempting this constructive rather 
than strictly critical practice, I don’t expect to solve or resolve any of the issues or questions, 
but try to respond to them in small ways that hopefully can contribute to the overall project of 
seeking other ways.

Best//
Johnny
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Mediated encounters are always framed 
spaces, framed spaces which have particular 
affordances of encounter. They are facilitated 
by mediums or platforms, dispositions which 
makes particular repertoires of encounter 
possible and impossible. This is not limited 
to mediations at a distance, but also claims 
that all encounters, no matter the distance or 
presence, are mediated and involve various 
distances and are always framed by layers 
of ways of seeing/listening/speaking/being, 
a layering of apparatuses which allow for 
such encounters between ways of seeing/
listening/speaking/being. 

The encounters as facilitated through my 
practice rooted in visual communication 
and visual language can be read as 
spectacles. Not necessarily the “Spectacle” 
as formulated in Guy Debord’s Society 
of the Spectacle, but spectacle in a more 
general sense, a term that suggests a 
model for thinking about the performative 
aspect of language, and more particularly, 
the performative play across perceptual 
capacities entangled with the visual. 
Seen in this way, every encounter through 
visual communication is an articulation, or 
formulation, a performance of the visual 
writer, person, or persons who negotiate a 
discursive medium of possibile signification. 

An actual encounter with another—if it can 
truly be called “actual”, or perhaps it may 
be more accurate to say “an encounter 
in proximity”—is certainly still framed by 
the play and performance of language 
aparatuses, but also by the models we each 
hold regarding temporality, space, difference, 
and being. We might not describe this site of 
“actual” encounter as a mediated “spectacle”; 
however, it certainly is a medium of particular 
dispositions, a kind of theater which render 
the construction or composition of certain 
representations and presences possible, 
a situated discursive space with its own 
limitations and possibilities.

The works I had been attempting was 
in some ways seeking possibilities of 
appropriate response and responsible 
action toward certain urgent, critical sites: 
the ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya 
peoples and displaced peoples at large, the 
lingering aftermath of the Fukushima Daiichi 
meltdown, the unfair labor practices and 
conditions of neoliberal capitalism. Getting 
closer to these sites and seeking encounter 
involved reading, watching, and listening 
to vast amounts of material from physical 
and digital archives: international and local 
news reports, documentaries and exclusive 
journalist exposés, academic studies and 
papers, conference and meeting recordings, 
NGO reports and proposals, survivor 
testimonies, amateur footage, physically and 
digitally published materials, social media. 

I became a spectator, “bearing witness” 
in ways made possible by existing truth 
regimes. Within this position, I sought ways to 
break from the narrow narratives delivered to 
me, looking for the brokeness, leakages, and 
ruptures within and across existing materials 
I had access to and could encounter. I sought 
possibilities of resistance and recognition, 
attempting to glimpse a “wild beyond” with 
methods of post-production, reorienting and 
rerouting through de/recomposing other 
ways of seeing, listening, and reading from 
existing, fragmented debris.

To those far away, they cannot speak 
because any form of their speech is not only 
framed or prompted, but transformed to the 
will of the facilitator, interviewer, the editor, 
the writer, the institution or infrastructure 
which has allowed their speech to enter the 
far away space. It is used in accordance to 
those who are able to shape and edit, to the 
wills of those far away as people far away 
have an extremely limited sense of what the 
wills of the subaltern may be. The wills of 
the subaltern may also not be fully or clearly 
communicated by the subaltern even when 
speaking with is made possible, even when 
speaking with is not already contingent upon 
a particular, expected narrative.
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Is it possible, as Spivak says, to build 
infrastructure and institutions such that 
the subaltern voice is heard? Some form of 
institutional platform which surfaces voice as 
itself without it being validated from above?
This may depend on the capacity of the will 
and agency of the subaltern figure to act 
and insist upon their own representation 
and being in the world toward the western or 
powerful other. Or even the possibility of this 
in our encounters given the institutions within 
which they are immediately and heavily 
framed.

News validates voice as appeals to particular 
crisis or breaking narratives which tend 
to perpetuate existing antagonisms 
and simplistic signifying chains. Shoah 
Foundation and other such academic 
and archival institutions validates voice 
as testimony, as a record in response to 
particular questions which appeal to the aims 
of such organizational entities. In the case of 
the Shoah foundation, voices are validated in 
so far as they appeal or testify to first hand 
accounts of violence as a survivor subject of 
a marginalized other group. 

As it turns out, simple articulations of 
critical sites were actually incredible 
generalizations. Of course I knew that each of 
these sites involved a complex of entangled 
knowledge across disciplines and traditions 
which continues to unfold, but it seemed 
possible to tell a general story which would 
open up a poetic entry point and could 
effectively reorient attention and invite an 
everyday readership to come closer to the 
complexities of the site.

This would prove to be extremely difficult 
given my situatedness, particular distances, 
and possibilities of commitment, and a faulty 
hypothesis of affinity and representation that 
needed to be reworked. There needed to 
be a shift away from studying the subaltern 
other, rather, to learn from them while moving 
our focus toward understanding the complex 
of infrastructures and institutions which claim 
to support these voices, and the building of 

infrastructure so that resistance, agency, and 
will could be recognized.
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As I am the one editing and creating these 
formulations, although the material comes 
from there, those that listen to these 
formulations are listening to me. I am not 
invisible nor absent in my own editing. In 
using various material, I master or dominate 
the material as knowledge objects to be 
reconfigured to reveal something other 
than what the existing material has already 
been framed to do. I speak, dominating the 
discursive space, while those that I claim to 
have affinity and care for are there as objects. 

Which leads me to a truism we all already 
know: one can only speak for oneself. 

It seems that maybe I need to decide if I 
should work with actual displacements or 
metaphorical displacements. Rohingya/
Fukushima/Chinese factories, or the 
mediums and platforms of dispersion and 
spectacle. Or, perhaps because of my 
position and situatedness in relation to the 
areas in question, I am only able to speak to a 
specific part of the large whole, the part that 
addresses the possibility and framing of my 
witnessing.

As a visual communicator, I inevitably work 
with creating spectacle formulations at a 
distance, discursive formulations which 
render certain possibilities thinkable. So 
encounter is always an encounter with 
discursive material rather than with actual 
presence in proximity. It is always an 
encounter through signification.

The metaphorical groundlessness or 
displacement is the medium of visual 
communication itself; this is the function of 
signs, the discursive dispersion of language 
and meaning.

So, then I am involved in the practice of 
creating spectacles. Discursive spectacles 
which makes certain connections thinkable, 
and others impossible. If I want to address 
and respond to the actual displacement of 
various peoples such as the Rohingya or 
the workers in factories or those affected by 

Fukushima, how do I do so without rewriting 
or dominating? Any opening up of space 
seems to be an opening up of space for the 
creator/editor to speak, and in speaking, 
one dominates the discursive space that 
could possibly be available for those that one 
intends to bring attention to or even speak 
for. I don’t want to speak for. I don’t want to 
simply bring attention to. I want to find ways 
of being with.

Can I be an editor, a curator, without claiming 
authorship over what is revealed and said?  

Unable to really encounter distant others 
in our everyday life, theaters of listening 
and framed spaces of encounter through 
mediations and discursive representations 
give us metaphorical encounter. Not with “the 
real”, but with particular representations. 

If I am to speak about anything regarding 
people and being at all, I can only speak 
about myself and my experiences, or the 
frames through which I am able to experience 
and encounter. The only exception is if I 
am able to speak with people, then I must 
facilitate infrastructure and move over so 
others can claim space. If I am to analyze 
or be critical to anything at all, I can only be 
critical of structures, systems, platforms.

If we only engage with news, with institutional 
testimonies, with UN conferences and 
fact finding reports, branded industries, 
capitalist market economies, these platforms 
which narrowly frame subjects according 
to  institutional aims and values, then we 
will be extremely deprived of any discursive 
agency to be with and for one another. In 
the logic of rationality, necessity, any certain 
essentialism, we become detrimentally held 
by universal truths made true, we become 
stuck in common sense.

This is perhaps the power of culture, arts, 
music, storytelling, and poetry. They create 
encounters of diverse identifications, sense 
making methods, and circumstances. These 
are forms which embody a kind of fugitivity, 
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an unsettled, not static, undetermined, 
immeasurable, unknowable, open totality in 
relation. It is this activity which gives us the 
language to be with one another. This activity 
brings to the surface a plurality or multiplicity 
of truths, dimensions of possibilities, 
experiences, dreams, imaginations, 
alternatives, other ways of being. 

Theory attempts to understand, tries to 
describe, identify, articulate, formulate the 
whole, tries to render the world transparent. 
Stories share experiences which forms 
temporary grounds for knowledge, and open 
spaces and rooms of varying shades of 
opacities and differences, readily engaging 
unknowability, couragously playing and being 
in an unknown which reroutes.

We need more platforms for culture, arts, 
music, poetry, and stories, platforms which 
operate beyond established hegemonic 
institutional frames which claim specific 
responsibilities and commitments to 
relation. Stories which disrupt the logic of 
center and periphery, and share with us 
a sensitivity and capacity for being with. 
Visual communication plays a large role in 
this.Theory, philosophy, and other heavy 
knowledge traditions also play in this, but 
must find ways to break from its narrow 
tradition to further situate itself in personal, 
embodied experiences.
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In many ways, this brief study has been about 
making sense of distance, and consequently, 
of positionality and relation. The distance I 
refer to here is the abyss or the unknown or 
the not knowable, distances that we are sent 
from and held by and eventually return to. It is 
this distance we must attempt to transgress 
for information to become knowable, for 
something to be seen, for a voice to be 
heard, for being to have presence. But we 
know that every attempt is only temporary, a 
momentary ground along the way. 

Visual communication takes place in 
distance; that is its home, that is where it 
dwells. Visual culture is a process which 
negotiates presence, visualities, ways of 
seeing and being. As a mediator of distance, 
visual communication negotiates sense 
and sense making through practices of 
elaboration which extends, reorients, and 
reroutes sense. As visual practitioners, what 
we contribute are parts that make up visual 
grammars in discourse, or perceptive tools, 
which deploys/disseminates the sense-
able (what is made able to be sensed, what 
has been made sense of). In distance, our 
practices form discursive spaces. How we 
form them, what kind of language we use 
and what games of arrangement they play, 
delimits specific possibilities of reading and 
listening. A visual linguistics.

There is also, of course, a politics to this 
distance. There is an ethics to it as well. 
Because if we attempt to address distance 
responsibly, then we must acknowledge 
positionality, relation, and difference. It 
matters from where, through what, and with 
whom something has been made knowable 
despite the abyss of unknowable distance. 
Because it is us that makes things knowable, 
how we do this is important as it becomes 
part of and embedded in the grammar.  

During my studies, I recognized myself in 
this unknowable distance; it is my home too, 

it is where I dwell. I am neither nor, nothing I 
can name in particular, but something else 
becoming. And it seemed like we were all 
in various shades of this kind of distance, 
having emerged from rupture, having to 
inhabit together this brokenness. I wanted to 
make my way to others, to be with others, to 
build affinity and kinship with and for each 
other. I suppose there are many ways we 
can practice this, many existing frames, but 
also space we can claim for other diverse 
platforms for commoning in difference. I am 
still trying to make my way there. 

I am still seeking grounds for response 
and responsible practice. I am seeking 
response-ability—in myself and with others. 
I’m not sure if I fully grasp the notions of 
commitment and responsibility, but I think it 
has something to do with how we do things. 
The how of our practices, theories, and 
knowledges, how we visually communicate, 
how we create languages together which 
gives us the sensitivity and capacity for 
sensing and sense. How we make sense 
together. 

How
we
make
sense 
together.

Maybe there is something there? Or, maybe it 
is something else altogether.

I will continue stumbling. We can meet along 
the way. You will find me there.
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An incomplete list of works that have been 
significant along the way of this work:

Regarding the Pain of Others 
Susan Sontag 

Distant Suffering 
Luc Boltanski

Spectatorship of Suffering
Lilie Chouliaraki

The Ironic Spectator 
Lilie Chouliaraki

Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity 
Richard Rorty 

Media Representation and the  
Global Imagination 
Shani Orgad

Can the subaltern speak? 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

The trajectory of the subaltern in my work - 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

Can the subaltern be heard? 
Siavash Saffari 

The Problem Of Speaking For Others 
Linda Martin Alcoff

Hope in the Dark
Rebecca Solnit

Ways of Seeing
John Berger

Mythologies
Roland Barthes

On Photography
Susan Sontag

Representations
Stuart Hall

YiYi
Edward Yang

Medium Design
Keller Easterling

The Wretched of the Screen
Hito Steyerl

Narrativizing Visual Culture: Towards a 
Polycentric Aesthetics
Ella Shohat and Robert Stam

The Practice of Everday Life
Michel de Certeau
Teaching to Transgress
bell hooks

Pedagogy of the Oppressed
Paulo Friere

The Faraway Nearby
Rebecca Solnit

A Cyborg Manifesto 
Donna Haraway

An Internet of Things
Keller Easterling

Anthropocene, Capitalocene, 
Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin
Donna Haraway

Relational Aesthetics
Nicolas Bourriaud

Postproduction
Culture as Screenplay: How Art Reprograms 
the World
Nicolas Bourriaud

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Carroll Lewis

Counterculture, Capitalism, and the 
Constancy of Change
Thomas Sutherland
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E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction
David Foster Wallace

Everybody was Kung Fu Fighting
Vijay Prashad

Cultural Identity and Diaspora
Stuart Hall

The Burnout Society
Byung-Chul Han

We Refugees
Hannah Arendt

Junkspace
Rem Koolhaas

Design-Politics
Mahmoud Keshavarz

24/7 
Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep
Jonathan Crary

The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction
Ursula K. Le Guin

Listening to the Subaltern: The Poetics of 
Neocolonial States
Fernando Coronil

What is Visual Culture?
Nicholas Mirzoeff

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind
Shunryu Suzuki

Serve the People 
Karen L. Ishizuka

The Undercommons
Fugitive Planning and Black Study
Stefano Harney and Fred Moten

花【hana】
ASA-CHANG&junray

Storytelling for Earthly Survival
Donna Haraway

Why Gaia is not the Globe
Bruno Latour

Ilha das Flores (Island of Flowers)
Jorge Furtado

The Concept of a Person
Noam Chomsky

Limits of Language & Mind
Noam Chomsky

Art as Occupation
Hito Steyerl

American Revolutionary:
The Evolution of Grace Lee Boggs
Grace Lee

Futurability: The Age of Impotence and the 
Horizon of Possiblity
Franco “Bifo” Berardi
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