Emancipation Through Creation: in pursuit of empathy through “radical” art practices

INTRODUCTION

“To be truly radical is to make hope possible rather than despair
convincing.”
Raymond Williams – Resources of Hope (Williams 1989)

This dissertation looks at three distinct examples of “radical”1 practice that act
as conduits to expand the imagination in pursuit of an empathic emancipation.
Through propositioning that “radical” practice has the ability to initiate an empathic
process, I aim to expose the potentialities of a self-empowered collective. In an
attempt to delineate the scope of this dissertation, a particular focus is placed on
“radical” art practices. My definition of “radical” art does not mean to propose a
stable and concise entity but rather explores that which has the ability to intervene,
expand the imagination and stimulate debate. When manifested in successful form,
“radical” art practices have the ability or the potential to cause a perceptual shift –
emancipation. My aim is not to conduct a study on cultural resistance; my interest is
to study the ways in which art remains an empathic and powerful tool that constantly
transforms to represent the critical visions of its current epoch.

I would like to stress that it is not possible in the scope of this dissertation to
arrive at a definitive conclusion or to develop a process on how to achieve empathic
emancipation because “the territories of the question are almost inexhaustible”
(Shukaitis 2009, 18). That being said, I aim to explore the potential of contemporary
Notions of radicality are central to this dissertation. The instability of the terminology is further
discussed on page 3
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“radical” practices as catalysts in expanding the social imagination in order to
envisage an empathic future; one that promotes peace, equality and environmental
accountability.2 To illustrate this, I will make reference to practices with an artistic
element that encompass both an individual and collective participation, thus clearly
positioning the potential for “emancipation”3 through co-creation. I will start with JR,
a French artist with the self-titled label of “photograffeur” (Hussey 2011) who travels
to socially unstable urban zones on the planet, takes portraits of everyday people and
then plasters them illegally in massive format. I will then discuss the cultural
phenomenon of “crowdfunding” with a special focus on kickstarter.com, an online
funding and distribution platform. The radicality of this practice lies in the
“unregulated”4 mass exposure to creative projects that the “crowd” chooses to invest
in. And lastly, I will make reference to the Burning Man Festival, a week-long
gathering that has reached cult status, where about 50,000 outsider artists and
participants come together to create a thriving metropolis in the Nevada desert. Before
I continue, I wish to acknowledge that the notion of “radical” can have no entirely
“universal” application; however, the purpose of this paper is to explore and test ideas
of how the elements of radicality and emancipation can potentially operate in art and
for its viewers. Furthermore, this paper proposes to show that it is possible to discuss
these ideas and to look at their potential for transformation.

In reading this paper, it is important to consider that the transformative
possibilities of the imagination operate in a realm that is beyond the provable, so it
2

This description of an empathic future is a proposition and is aware of its underlying utopia but
non‐the less wishes to move towards that utopia.
3 The concept of ‘emancipation’ is further discussed on page 4
4 By ‘unregulated’ I mean not regulated by government funding agencies or media endorsements
‐ although Kickstarter.com and other creative “crowdfunding” platforms screen their ‘projects’ to
insure they are strictly for creative ventures.
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should be stated early on that the essay is speculative. This being said, the paper also
argues the intrinsic value of speculation – this point will become more apparent as this
dissertation unfolds. For the time being, it is important to put assumptions aside and
rethink what can be gained by this exploration. Theodore Roszak – an esteemed
professor of history best known for his cult classic text, The Making of a Counter
Culture – reminds us that it is in this nexus that innovation lives.

“Instead of rushing to downgrade the rhapsodic reports of our
enchanted seers, to interpret them at the lowest and most
conventional level, we must be prepared to consider the scandalous
possibility that wherever the visionary imagination grows bright,
magic, that old antagonist of science, renews itself, transmuting our
workaday reality into something bigger, perhaps more frightening,
certainly more adventurous than the lesser rationality of objective
consciousness can ever countenance.” (Roszak 1995, 240)

There are multiple entry points and various concepts that have to be defined
when writing a dissertation dealing with practices that exist in the peripherals of
institutional norms. The difficulty in such an approach is twofold: firstly, it brings
three distinct practices together under one umbrella and, secondly, it relies on concepts
that are constantly shifting – such as notions of the “radical” versus that of the
“normative”. For this reason, it is necessary to explore these terms more closely and
to consider the rationale for using them here.

I have specifically chosen the word “radical” because of its root definition
meaning: “characterized by departure from tradition; innovative or progressive”
3
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(Oxford University Press 2011). For the purpose of this essay, the distinguishing
characteristics of “the radical” encompass visionary action or creation, as well as any
“out of the box” thinking that can be considered “subversive” in nature. The word
radical “implies looking beyond surface or easy answers and a desire to uncover the
deep reasons for our present reality” (Halven 2010). By choosing this word, I
recognize that its nature is stretchable and relative; that it has been overused in many
instances and that it is subject to the vagaries of change – indeed, what was once
deemed radical in the past may be presently termed as conventional. Herbert
Marcuse’s use of the term “radical” aligns with the thesis of this dissertation when he
argued, “radical thinking and imagination stands apart because, rather than accepting
the world as it is, it always keeps in mind all the other ways the world could be. This
isn’t just a matter of imagining endless fanciful utopias – it is a matter of imagining
different tomorrows based on the ‘what ifs’ of today” (Marcuse 1972, 147). By
placing an emphasis on the importance of speculating on the potentiality of the
imagination and not regressing to habit, Marcuse’s definition offers critical support to
the underlying rationale for this dissertation. Radical tactics or ideals are often at the
forefront of artistic movements and this is acknowledged, for example, by Rudolf E.
Kuenzli when he situates the continuity of the “radical” in his description of the Dada
art movement, “Surrealism, Constructivism, Lettrism, Situationism, Fluxus, Pop and
OpArt, Conceptual Art and Minimalism: most twentieth-century art movements after
1923 have roots to Dada. Dada works still have a radicality and freshness that attracts
today's culture jammers and disrupters of life as usual” (Kuenzli 2006). However, the
cultural and historical instability of the term should be noted – a prime example of this
can be seen in the use of the term “radical” today and its unfortunate affiliation with
“radical Islam, the hobgoblin of the War on Terror with its racist implications of
irrational hatred and perverse cultural atavism” (Kuenzli 2006).
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The term “emancipation”5 is as similarly loaded as the term “radical” and in
using this term, it is not my intention to advocate or sustain any grand utopic
Enlightenment narrative, which traditionally builds upon notions of “emancipation”.
Rather, my intention is to point out the term’s political value – an active hope and
affirmation, which comes from Jacques Derrida’s use of the term when he “calls YES
to emancipation.” He states:

“I refuse to renounce the great classical discourse of emancipation. I
believe that there is an enormous amount to do today for
emancipation, in all domains and all the areas of the world and
society.” (Derrida 1996, 82)

In his book The Emancipated Spectator, Jacques Rancière also posits that
emancipation plays a social role and has a potent ethical charge which influences
society’s progress; he points out that emancipation is “a process rather than a goal, a
break in the present rather than an ideal put in the future” (Rancière 2009, 13). He
continues on to say that “emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition
between viewing and acting; when we understand that the self-evident facts that
structure the relations between saying, seeing and doing themselves belongs to the
structure of domination and subjection” (Rancière 2009, 13). A final and
encompassing definition which supports the arguments made in this paper comes
from the theories of Hannah Arendt:

it is critical to point out that the concept of ‘emancipation’ has been a freedom call for human
rights, civil liberty and social movements but also has been suffocated historically with fascist
and colonial connotations

5
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“Emancipation, which takes place therefore in the process of
understanding and judging is emancipation from being shut up in
one’s own view point and self-liberation towards a shared world.”
(Loidolt 2010)

It is in this “shared world” that empathic consciousness must be understood as a
key element in the transformation towards “emancipation”. Empathy is an authentic
quality – the capacity that enables a person to relate to the emotional state of another.
The neurologist Zach Lynch precisely positions empathy for the purpose of this
dissertation when he describes it as follows: "Empathy, one of the most extraordinary
feats of the human brain, plays a major role in social and artistic communication. We
empathize with others and often respond with emotion to their condition. Artists,
photographers, actors and film directors use our capacity to empathize to give their
works heightened emotional appeal”(Lynch 2009, 57). Professor and author Frans De
Waal utilizes a traditional framework when defining empathy as: “The capacity to a)
be affected by and share the emotional state of another, b) assess the reasons for the
other’s state, and c) identify with the other, adopting his or her perspective” (Waal
2009, 6). It is within the scope of both these definitions that this dissertation attempts
to express the need for empathy in today’s society as a key part of the process towards
emancipation. The Invisible Committee – an anonymous French anarchy group –
prompts empathy as a gage for society by saying that “empathy acts as a measure of
the intensity of sharing” (Committee 2007, 13). In amplifying the social value of
empathy, the Invisible Committee expands our current social imagination to include a
measurement of people’s ability to live affectively and altruistically in a “shared
world”.
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The realm of the imagination provides a fertile soil for “radical” art practices to
plant seeds of empathic consciousness. On the subject of imagination, Albert Einstein
said in a 1929 interview that:

“Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is
limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stimulating
progress, giving birth to evolution.” (Viereck 1929)

Since “imagination embraces the entire world,” the concept of a collective
imagination easily emerges; it could even be said that it is this shared capacity that
gives rise to new forms of what is thinkable, new social potentials and new
adaptations in the process leading to an empathic emancipation. Similarly, Cornelius
Castoriadis describes the validity of collective imaginings as a mode of social
reflection or empathic measurement and establishes that the imagination has the
capacity to conjure insights to navigate future spheres.

‘The work of the radical imagination is, vis-à-vis reflection,
fundamental in the contribution it makes to the content of reflection
and theory. This contribution consists of figures (or of models) of
the thinkable…. The imagination gives rise to the newly
thinkable.” (C. C. Castoriadis 1997, 269)

It is based on these reasons and definitions that this dissertation aims at
exploring the potential of “radical” practices and their ability to expand the
“imagination” in order to reveal potential processes that can help the collective reach
towards a state of empathic emancipation. I will illustrate my argument firstly by
7
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drawing on tools and theories from a series of diverse critical sources and secondly by
unpacking three distinct “radical” art practices. As mentioned earlier, the case studies
that I will consider include JR as a “radical” artist, “crowdfunding” as a “radical” art
funding platform and Burning Man as a “radical” spatial exploration in art. This
dissertation is in pursuit of future emancipated spheres of possibility based on the
imaginings of today.

“Art can offer a chance for society to collectively reflect on the
imaginary figures it depends upon for its very consistency, its selfunderstanding. But this is exactly where societies are failing and
failing miserably, as a result of the way artistic invention and display
has been instituted as a central economic function over the past
twenty years. We are looking at an extreme limitation on the
varieties and qualities of self-reflection.” (Holmes, Artistic
Autonomy and the Communication Society 2004, 101)
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CHAPTER 1
Tools and Theory
Now that the interpretation and definition of the main terms and argument for
this paper have been defined, it is important to understand why we need “radical”
practices as a tool for empathic emancipation. We live in a time when our access to
ideas, beliefs and alternative ways of living are limited by various physical and
administrative mechanisms and knowledge structures, which enhance and maintain
the exercise of power within the social body – or what Michael Foucault calls the
dispositif (Foucault 1988, 166). Various other philosophers have used the term
“dispositif” – such as theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard, who states that societies
mechanisms and structures are established to “stabilize” or “cool” our “libidinal”
intensities and that the “world works through the interplay of intense, excited libidinal
energies and the stable structures which exploit them and dampen their intensity”
(Woodward 2005). Both Michael Foucault and Jean-Francois Lyotard’s theories of
the dispositif provide a framework for this dissertation. Foucault does so by situating
society’s mechanisms or relations of “power” as an apparatus which can “function as
a means of justifying or masking a practice” (Interview 1977), which in terms of this
paper includes “radical” art practices that either act in productive service of the
institutional viewpoint, or those which expose cracks that reveal opposition or
institutionally undesirable alternatives. And Jean- Francois Lyotard because he draws
attention to the “under-exploited potentiality” (Woodward 2005) of working within
the “dispositif” or structures due to the release of “libidinal” energy; which can be
interpreted for the purpose of this argument to mean that “radical” art practices in turn
create potentialities with their own energetic capacity and maximum expression in
competing interpretations for social reflection or development of critical content.
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Through extensive engagement with the critical discourse surrounding the
aestheticization of politics; Brian Holmes stresses the importance of recognizing that
“citizenship does not stop at the ballot box; that expressive politics is essential to a
democracy, and that in an era saturated with media and advertising, the aesthetic
dimension has become a crucial field of social interaction” (Holmes 2011, 21). He
goes on to say that it is vital to acknowledge that, “Contemporary mass media has
emerged as by far the largest and most powerful machine for producing images –
vastly more extensive and effective than our contemporary art system” (Holmes 2011,
17) and that it is this imbalance of image exposure that has lent power to the current
media who limit and erode our worldviews by denying public access to an alternative
social dialogue.” Holmes seals his point by stating that, “As long as the media is the
only point of reference, the observer simply lacks any comparative context” (Holmes
2011, 20). “Radical” art practices provide an alternative point of cultural reference to
our media-saturated environment and the current dispositif by offering extensive and
expansive levels of creativity via infinite artistic mediums that push the threshold of
our perception.

Artists have the potential to map the critical space of the human condition and
offer future generations a topology of possible empathic spheres; thereby presenting
options and ideas that illustrate alternative ways of living harmoniously and
sustainably. It is vital that we, as a society, encourage and facilitate opportunities for
these artists to produce and expose their work in order to keep expanding the “visual
vocabulary” (Groys 2008, 18) of our epoch.

Artists see the everyday not as a

monotonous background but rather as a space of multiform and opportunity for
creative tactics. Michel De Certeau highlights tactics to reveal cracks in the
dispositifs. In his book, The Practices of Everyday Life, he discusses that the tactics of
10
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the everyday shift between and around fields of power and are capable of exposing
cracks with “a certain kind of rationality and an imagination,” (De Certeau 1984, 96)
and that it is within these cracks that emancipated potentialities present themselves.

There are numerous contemporary scholars – including Brian Holmes, Boris
Groys and Chantal Mouffe – of whom I make reference because they share an overall
argument that outlines the demise of art in the public realm and the role of art as an
agent of social change. They contest that the proliferation of consumerism and mass
media culture has forced us to watch the decomposing of our “democratic public
sphere” (Habermas 1989, 141) and the “privatization of knowledge” (Groys 2008,
14). Because of this, our tastes have become “media generated” (Groys 2008, 19) and
we are left choking on kitsch and commercials. One of the proposed roles of “radical”
art practice for the purpose of this dissertation is as an agent of social change with the
potential to reignite society’s attention for critical content and demystify the
contagious perception of consumer-based consciousness.

Since the turn of the twentieth century, the function of media and society’s
design has taken over the role or the responsibility of perception, “the creation of a
seductive surface behind which things themselves not only become invisible, but
disappear completely” (Groys 2011, 23). This seductive surface is what Groys calls
“total design” – the consuming vortex that is accused of making people passive,
robbing them of their vitality, manipulating them with advertisments and creating a
dependency on captitalism. We need to be critical of our cultural landscape and be
aware of the subtle hijacking of our attention. Boris Groys reminds us to keep our
attention on “radical” art practices because they are creating cracks in the media’s
omnipresence.
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“What we really need is to spend more time asking each other
whether our cultural fictions – our architecture and images, our
hierarchies and ambitions and ideas and narratives – are any good
for us, can they be used in an interesting way, what kind of
subjectivity they produce, what kind of society they solicit.”
(Groys 2008, 102)

In addition, another role of “radical” art practices is to anchor themselves in
contemporary culture by encouraging it to “shape the gaze of viewers in such a way
that they become capable of discovering things themselves” (Groys 2011, 23).
Through exposure to “radical” art practices, which encourage an empathic process, the
potential is there for people to recognize thier ownership of, and their power in,
choosing where their attention is focused. It is through this ownership of attention that
one is then able to intervene in the dispositif and put energy towards further exposing
the tactical cracks that signpost potential steps towards emancipation.

Chantal Mouffe in her essay, Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces states
that, “What is needed is a widening of the field of artistic intervention, by intervening
directly in a multiplicity of social spaces in order to oppose the program of total social
mobilization of capitalism” (Mouffe 2007) or as Holmes puts it “media
interventionism” (Holmes 2007). “Radical” art practices utilize multiple points of
entry into social spaces to encourage creative alternatives and/or opportunities that
intervene in systematic rhythms of habitual daily life. It is important to consider the
means, milieus and motives for intervention and the fact that artistic representations
may capture a certain emotional dimension that remains out of touch from prevalent
forms of communication. Artists are on the frontlines, writing the visible codes of our
12
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emotive reality, opening our gaze to authentic possibilities. We are “constantly fed
images of war, terror, and catastrophe of all kinds at the level of production and
distribution with which the artists’ artisanal skills cannot compete” (Groys 2011, 40).
This does not mean that there is no hope but it does mean that we, as culturally and
socially activated people, need to be inventive when looking to intervene in the larger
process, and that adaptation is required to manoeuvre through the cracks of the
dispositif in order to formulate new tactics to expand the imagination. It is through
these tactics that “radical” art practices “have found ways that scramble the
expectations and normal flow of social life, and thus, at least for a second, open a
possibility for some other form of communication and interaction to occur” (Shukaitis
2009, 72).

The potential to emancipate ourselves from the media’s alluring gaze rests on
our own choice to engage in the expansion of our “visual vocabulary” by creating,
supporting and experiencing “radical” art practices because it is our decision to live
the possibilities and to shine so bright that we become beacons for others to peer into
the cracks as well.

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that
we are powerful beyond measure. It is our Light, not our Darkness, that
most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous,
talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you NOT to be? You are a child
of God. Your playing small does not serve the World. There is nothing
enlightening about shrinking so that other people won't feel unsure
around you. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is
within us. It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone. As we let our
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own Light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do
the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence
automatically liberates others.”
Nelson Mandela, 1994 Inaugural Speech
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CHAPTER 2
JR – “Radical” Artist as Practice

The work of JR reveals how “radical” art can offer unexpected solutions and
alternatives to global social issues – as well as a new understanding – by addressing
and engaging in fundamental human emotions. JR’s innovative, subversive and
progressive tactics penetrate into areas of the world which often have limited access
to art and alternative cultural reflection; it thus expands the scope of possibilities and
creates new hopes for the future. JR is an enigmatic “guerrilla” street artist from
France. His vision is exhibited freely in streets from the four corners of the world,
catching the attention of everyday people through his photographic images, which
promote empathy on a global scale. When he was a teenager, he “tagged” as a graffiti
artist and only started to take photographs at seventeen when he found his first camera
on the Paris subway. He now calls himself a “photograffeur” (Caesar 2009) – a word
that plays on the homophony with the English word “photographer” and includes both
the concept of photography and of “graffeur”, the French slang word used to refer to
graffiti artists. His laudable artistic endeavours take him around the world to create art
with war-torn and marginalized people who may otherwise never have the
opportunity to collaborate with an international artist. His practice of exhibiting
enormous black and white photographic canvases started in 2004; then in 2005 during
the Paris suburb riots, one of his pictures was plastered on all the media because a car
had been set on fire just in front of it. Ironically, the illegal images soon became
popular and the City of Paris asked to display the work 28 millimetres on the walls of
Paris’s city hall (JR 2000). One of the most recognizable images – entitled Ladj Ly –
features an aggressive young black man aiming a video camera right at the viewer as
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if it was a machine gun. Ladj Ly was displayed one hundred feet high on the Tate
Moderns exterior in 2008.

Ladj Ly by JR on the Tate Modern – Photo by Lawrence Coleman on May 24th, 2008
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JR’s work has wound its way, uninvited, onto the bridges and trains of Kibera
– one of the largest slums in Africa – in a project called Woman. Not only did he post
on trains and bridges but he also recognized the need to be practical and printed on
waterproof vinyl so his pieces could serve as roofs to the local inhabitants.

“The more you go to places like Kibera, the more you realize that the
people don’t understand you, food is their first need. They don’t do
art just for the love of art; it has to make sense. By making their roof
rainproof, what we did made sense. They loved it.” (Caesar 2009)

Woman by JR in Kibera Kenya – photo by Pranadeep on November 13th 2010

In 2009, JR travelled to a drug trafficking favela in the centre of Rio. “There
are no social institutions there, no NGOs. It is all owned by traffickers. It is the worst
place you can imagine. But they have just accepted to have the biggest exhibition in
the world on their houses. By just doing that, you are showing that things are
possible…” (Caesar 2009). JR has built a cultural centre in the favela to encourage
17
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local youth to search out alternative career paths besides trafficking drugs. It is
through the edification of the world’s poorest, that JR uses art and action to address
“commitment, freedom, identity and limits” (JR 2000). He goes to these places
because “I see them in the media but want to see them with my own eyes. You realize
when you do go to these places that there is no art. My aim is to show that art can
work anywhere” (Caesar 2009). JR's work offers an emancipated juxtaposition to the
mass advertising that saturates our cities by cultivating self-worth, connectedness and
an unadulterated view of the human spirit. He does not call himself political and
rather than being “an artist with a cause” he is “an artist who causes people to think”
(Caesar 2009).

The limited length of this paper makes it only possible to focus on one of JR’s
many projects; I have chosen his work Face to Face. Starting in October of 2005, JR
and his friend Marco travelled to the Middle East to “meet the real people of Israel
and Palestine” (TED 2011), as described by JR in his TED talk presentation. They
wanted to see if the conflict was as driven as the media portrays it; they also sought to
understand why these cultures have not yet been able to find a way to create peace.
After a week of travelling, they realized that “these people look the same; they speak
almost the same language, like twin brothers raised in different families” (TED 2011).
He decided then that if he brought people face to face, they would hopefully realize
their similarities. They took photos of Palestinians and Israelis that do the same jobs,
taxi drivers, teachers, lawyers, cooks, etc., and asked them to make a face as a sign of
commitment to the picture – not a basic flat smile, as this has become a meaningless
expression for pictures, but a facial expression to reflect how they truly felt.
Unexpectedly, everyone who was asked to take part in the project accepted to be
18
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posted next to his/her counterpart. The images where posted in eight Israeli and
Palestinian cities on both sides of the security wall with the help of a team of six
grassroots community members.

Face to Face by JR photo courtesy of Oamahou – March 12th, 2011

The images were posted in huge format and in unavoidable places; this was
how JR launched the largest illegal street exhibition in the world even when
authorities told him it was not possible and dangerous. JR was arrested in Tel Aviv by
the Israeli army and said “it was scary sometimes, there is a real conflict going on
there that I was very aware of” (Caesar 2009). A notable iconic image from the
exhibition portrays three religious worthies – a rabbi, an imam and a priest – all
pulling silly faces. This particular collection of portraits became a success on more
than an aesthetic level because the imam and the rabbi featured on the photograph
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became friends and further travelled together to paste their own photos in Geneva and
deliver a lecture in Paris (Caesar 2009).

Three Religious Worthies, Face to Face by JR photo courtesy of Oamahou – March 12th, 2011

In his TED Prize acceptance speech, JR further described that throughout the
project, local people from all walks of life helped to complete the exhibition. At one
point in Ramada, Palestine a Palestinian gentleman walked up to him and asked what
they were doing; JR explained that they were creating an art project placing side-byside photographs of Israeli and Palestinian people who do the same jobs and that these
particular pictures were of two taxi drivers. The gentleman was taken aback and
questioned why they would post a picture of an Israeli in Palestine to which JR simply
answered that it was part of the art project. JR then asked if the gentlemen could
identify which one was Israeli and which one was Palestinian – and he could not. JR
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knows that his work cannot change the world and says that “it can only make a
difference to how a few people look at the world” (Caesar 2009). Six years later,
many of the portraits are still there and JR reflected on that fact by saying that
“through this project, we showed that we could break the limits of possibility if we all
take risks together, if we gather as actors in an artistic project. Art is an excuse to get
out of ourselves” (JR 2007).

JR’s practice reifies this dissertation by establishing the characteristics of a
“radical” visionary artist. His brand of radical art involves travelling to countries and
areas where people are living in unstable environments and gathering them together to
create an immense illegal art project, which causes people to think beyond the
boundaries of what is deemed possible in such dire circumstances. Not only does his
work directly affect the local people involved in the project, his benevolent art-form is
now recognized internationally; thus JR contributes to a “shared world”
consciousness. Brian Holmes echoes the unfolding of “shared world” encounters and
encourages people to “support and display vanguard practices... as a way to explore
world society and to encourage the complex process of cross-cultural interpretation”
(Holmes 2011). Holmes reinforces that by expanding our world view through crosscultural interpretation – or as JR does through integration – there is potential and an
active encouragement in the process towards emancipation.

It is interesting to note that the illegality of JR’s practice is recognized by the
participants; in a way this encourages participation because there exists no alternative
commercial or governmental motivation; its purpose is simply to create a visual
21
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language with the local people involved in the hope of an empathic communication.
Both the people in the photos and those viewing them appreciate and are empowered
by the genuine human spirit found in the photographs. They are images of everyday
people – mothers, brothers, neighbours, shopkeepers – the kind of people everyone
sees on a daily basis. His projects highlight the importance of cultivating a sense of
self-worth and identity. A potent example of this happened when a young man from
the Paris riots travelled to downtown Paris to identify himself on his picture that JR
had plastered on city hall. To further underscore JR’s contribution to cultivating a
sense of self-worth and the proliferation of empathy, I will mention one of his other
works: from Kibera, Africa to a favela in Rio, JR’s project Woman bestowed
international attention to the disparity and instability of being a woman in a
marginalized area. In his TED Prize acceptance speech, JR spoke of the projects
impact on the empowerment of women because they were specifically chosen to
participate, giving them a sense of purpose and importance in the village and favela
(TED 2011).

The Face to Face project affected the people of both Palestine and Israel by
offering them an alternative focus from what was perceived as a source of
confrontation. JR did this by focusing on the human element. He recognized that the
“radical” art practice of exposing people to raw portraits of individuals which would
not customarily be situated alongside each other, offered people the potential to be
more tolerant and receptive in recognizing and accepting similarities.
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In his book The Emancipated Spectator, Jacques Rancière discusses and
reinforces – as stated earlier – that there is a certain emotional dimension that remains
out of touch in prevalent forms of communication but that certain art-forms have an
empathic quality which exposes “the obvious reality you do not want to see, because
you know you are responsible for it… thus [creating] a dual effect: an awareness of
the hidden reality and a feeling of guilt about the denied reality”’ (Rancière, 2009, p.
27). Through the Face to Face project, JR made a vehement attempt to sow seeds of
empathic consciousness by exposing both Palestinians and Israelis to the obvious
indistinguishable similarities in their physical appearance, basic roles in society and
desire for mirth – revealing a “shared world” reality. Reflecting on his projects, JR
states that:

“People who often live with the bare minimum discover something
absolutely unnecessary. And they don't just see it, they make it.
Some elderly women become models for a day; some kids turn
artists for a week. In that Art scene, there is no stage to separate the
actors from the spectators.” (TED 2011)
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Face to Face by JR photo courtesy of Oamahou – March 12th, 2011

JR’s work draws people out of their passive attitude and transforms them into
active participants in a shared world. He achieves this by asking people to pose for
pictures and participate in the application of the images in noticeable and often illegal
places. In this shared world, the “unnecessary” or “unexpected” is revealed and
expands the imagination of the participants while giving them new perspective on
how to relate with each other in their daily lives. JR has actualized Jacques Rancière’s
theories from The Emancipated Spectator where the “audience become active
participants as opposed to passive voyeurs” (Rancière, 2009, p. 12) which ideally
makes people conscious of their social situation and gives rise to a desire to act in
24
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order to transform their reality. In this process, people are “drawn into a circle of
action that restores their collective energy” (Rancière, 2009, p. 7) allowing for the
expansion of empathic consciousness.

JR won the 2011 TED Prize wish6, which allowed him to make a “Wish for the
World”. His wish was, "…for you to stand up for what you care about by
participating in a global art project, and together we'll turn the world... INSIDE
OUT!” (TED 2011). His wish was granted and thousands of people are currently
contributing to Inside Out, an online participatory art project “that transforms
messages of personal identity into pieces of artistic work” (TED 2011). The project
asks people from around the world to upload digital images of themselves, which
share an untold story through a black and white portraiture. The images are then
printed onto posters and sent back to the projects co-creators to exhibit in their own
communities (TED 2011). The Inside Out project is crowd-sourced and brings
authorship and empowerment back to the people by encouraging them to express their
own reality and tell their own story.

JR’s commitment to direct international attention towards the disparity of
people in marginalized and conflicted corners of the globe through his communityinvolving, self-empowering and renegade “radical” art practices, is a laudable
contemporary tactic towards emancipation. JR’s altruistic practice aims to expand the
imagination and worldview of both local community members at the art’s point of
origin and an international audience. JR shines critical and reflective content into

6

for more information regarding the TED Prize visit : www.tedprize.org/about‐tedprize/
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often forgotten or media-neglected cracks of our society; through this process, he
affirms that the “affective is the effective” (Precarias a la Deriva 2006, 34).

“What escapes the code situates us in that which is not yet said,
opens the terrain of the thinkable and liveable, it is that which
creates relationships. We have to necessarily take into account this
affective component in order to unravel the politically radical
character of care, because we know – this time without a doubt – that
the affective is the effective.” Precarias a la Deriva7

Precarias a la Deriva are a militant feminist research collective based in Madrid Spain with an
initiative between research and activism.

7
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CHAPTER 3
“Crowdfunding” – “Radical” Art Funding Platform
A people-powered 21st century “radical” practice for arts has emerged; it calls
on members of the public to become patrons of the arts and maintains authorship in
the hands of the artist. This alternative to the traditional funding machines of
government or commercially-endorsed arts has propitiously surfaced to encourage
society to curate itself and collectively decide what is worthy of cultural reflection.
The new channel is called creative “crowdfunding” and, for the purpose of this
chapter, it will be defined it as follows: instead of depending on a small group of
investors – either government or corporate, whose patronage may be linked to
potentially narrow artistic dictates or aesthetic conservatism – creative entrepreneurs
try to obtain funding from a large audience whereby each individual provides a very
small amount of funds and leaves artistic integrity with the artist.

Crowdfunding provides a “radical” key in the unregulated8 mass exposure to
creative endeavours that include visual art, music, film and design in contemporary
society. The mass exposure to the creative projects relates back to Boris Groys’ call to
expand our “visual vocabularies” as well as Brian Holmes’ desire to see an increase in
“public access to an alternative social dialogue” (Holmes 2007), providing content for
our social reflection. It is important to note that it is the creative platform that I find
particularly “radical”, not necessarily the art showcased on it. What earns
“crowdfunding” the label of being “radical” is its potential for “media
interventionism” and the fact that through “crowdfunding”, a phenomenal array of

“Unregulated” means here not regulated by government funding agencies or media
endorsements – although Kickstarter.com and other creative “crowdfunding” platforms screen
their projects to insure they are strictly creative ventures.

8
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creative projects are discovered and brought to fruition, thus expanding the social
imagination. As mentioned, the majority of artistic projects found on “crowdfunding”
sites are not particularly “radical” in nature and often fall into “populist” ideals
although there are many which are innovative and forge new arenas to explore our
creative potential by exposing society to work that would otherwise be deemed
invalid in conventional frameworks. Brian Holmes, in an article titled Art and the
Paradoxical Citizen affirms art’s importance in displacing notions directed by the
dispositif:

‘This call to arts is an acknowledgment that censorship continues to
exist in all societies and is often intensifying; that archaic values and
beliefs raise a barrier to free expression even more powerful than the
force of the law; and finally, that all citizens’ day-to-day
participation in the shaping of their own societies is as urgent an
occupation today as at any time in the past, precisely because of the
professionalization of politics and the tendency to treat any
disruption of the norm as a security issue.” (Holmes, Art and the
Paradoxical Citizen 2011)

A prime example of how creative “crowdfunding” has the potential to
tactically portray timely relevant stories and non-populist ideas is the film Just Do It!
directed by Emily James. The plot follows Emily for one year as she jumps fences,
seizes buildings and faces riot police to film the clandestine world of environmental
direct action groups. The film tells the tale of “modern day outlaws” as they
“blockade factories, attack coal power stations, and glue themselves to the trading
floors of international banks” (Left Field Films 2011). Just Do It! reveals the inner
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sanctum of climate change activists. Danny Leigh from the Guardian calls it, “A
smart, funny, adrenalized portrait of 21st century activism” (Left Field Films 2011).
The illegal nature of the film denies it access to traditional funding channels. This
film project required it be made with private funding in order to maintain its integrity
as an investigative report on direct action. On the “Just Do It!” website, the crew
thanks the generosity of almost five-hundred crowd funders and states that, “it was a
story that needed to be told without the creative constraints of traditional production
models or the editorial control of big investors” (Left Field Films 2011). The Just Do
It! film is a timely social critique of the climate crisis and the exploding protesting
milieu that is under fire from mainstream media in the United Kingdom.9 The media’s
lack of, or negatively tainted, coverage of protesting and acts of civil disobedience
heeds the warning of Brian Holmes from page 12 when he degrades the “privatization
of knowledge” to the limiting scope of coverage in mainstream media. Propitiously
Just Do It! tells an alternate story and speaks of the unshakable commitment of people
sacrificing their own civil freedoms in the hope that attention will turn to a new
dialogue about climate change. Just Do It! is an ideal example of alternative and/or
subversive project brought to fruition by sourcing funds through “crowdfunding” in
order to cultivate awareness that kick starts the process towards emancipation.

Conversely, it is important to acknowledge that “crowdfunding” can also be a
conduit for platitude projects directed at mainstream popular culture which are
debased and unfortunately often operate at the lowest common denominator, further
producing a media-generated taste. Cornelius Castoriadis recognized that critique and
values are of society’s own creation and not a mode of production, when he argued

9

The tuition fee protests in December 2010 and most recently the London riots in August 2011.
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that as a society we need to be aware of “the glutting of the market by plastic 'pop'
philosophical collages”. Through this point, he stresses the need for a refined scope of
multiple readings and ambiguities, where a clearer meaning perhaps emerges from the
gaps of the dominant codes formulated by the populist imaginations of media, society
and culture. This is evident in “crowdfunding” as, often, the insightful and
progressive gems are hidden within a mosaic of “populism”. Furthermore, there also
exists the potential for not all socially-worthy projects to get funded because as the
popularity of this “radical” art practice regresses to a “populist” or a “normative”
crowd base, the progressive projects may go unnoticed or deemed unworthy of
cultural reflection. This may open the door to “crowdfunding” platforms that
specialize in “radical” art practices.

An important step in understanding the emancipatory capacity of such a
practice is to explain the basics of how creative “crowdfunding” works. It should be
mentioned that the creative “crowdfunding” platform is still emerging and therefore
limited research exists as to its potential and impact. In an article published in 2011 by
the Universita di Bologna, entitled Crowdfunding: Tapping the Right Crowd
(Belleflamme, Lambert and Schweinbacher 2011), one definition suggests that,
“Crowdfunding involves an open call, mostly through the internet, for the provision of
financial resources either in the form of donation or in exchange for some form of
reward” (Belleflamme, Lambert and Schweinbacher 2011). To illustrate the concept in
this chapter, I will make reference to the original and most successful creative
“crowdfunding” platform, Kickstarter10. Kickstarter began by offering funders the
opportunity to become involved in artistic projects with their extra “pocket money”

10

See www.kickstarter.com for a detailed description
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(Kickstarter 2011). Creative “crowdfunding” usually proceeds as follows: artists or
organizations contact a “crowdfunding” platform – for our reference, Kickstarter –
which requires the creative entrepreneur to upload pictures, a project brief and the
reason why they are seeking financial resources. The project can be anything; a music
album, a novel, an art installation, a theatre tour, a sculpture or painting project, etc.
The platform then promotes the project through its social media channels and collects
online donations within a specified timeframe. The creative entrepreneur only receives
his or her funding if the project reaches its target, in which case the platform takes 5%
of proceeds (Kickstarter 2011). In exchange for their donations, funders are often
offered a kickback by the creative entrepreneur; this might come in the form of a prereleased copy of the project or some other form of incentive. Another kickback for the
funders is the potential for increased empathy generated through being a direct
participant in an art project, especially for those people who place value on “radical”
practices – as was the case for Just Do It! By helping fund such projects, each funder
enjoys a direct connectedness to the project; its message and potential social impact.

Another one of crowdfunding’s most relevant features is that it leaves
authorship of the project in the hands of the artist and affords the artist the freedom to
push the limits of society’s zeitgeist – a point which was perfectly demonstrated in the
film Just Do It! Boris Groys expands on the potency of an informed and empowered
artist by stating that “an artist operates in the same territory as an ideology” (Groys
2008, 43) and therefore has influence and carries weight in social spheres. These
spheres can orbit the political, empathic and subversive by “mediating the ensuing
debates, sustaining the inevitable critiques and scandals, archiving the results and
thereby helping to build a culture of democratic exchange” (Holmes 2011). It is the
vast and non-discriminatory artistic projects included on the “crowdfunding” platform
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that make it a “radical” and a kaleidoscopic onslaught of social references and cultural
reflections. The heuristic nature of “crowdfunding” further echoes Boris Groys theory
discussed earlier on page 13 that states the most desirable outcome of exposing art to
people is shaping a person’s gaze so that he/she is able to further investigate and
discover the process towards emancipation; ideally creating a position of selfawareness and inspiration to take action in the world.

Social network platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are the main arteries
for promoting crowd funded projects. Artists and funders post links and live streams
to the project they are proposing or supporting and watch them go viral through the
networks. Capitalizing on this social muscle and expanding the social footprint
(Kickstarter’s Twitter account has a current following of 412,035 people (Twitter
2011) – a number that will only increase) of all participating members of society is a
uniting and legitimizing tool to critique culture through other’s reflection and
agreement. This agreement creates a discourse on what the “crowd” deems worthy of
cultural expression by directly funding particular projects.

Each individual who views and participates in “crowdfunding” chooses to
expand their “visual vocabulary” and plays an active role in curating their “cultural
reflections”. Not only curating cultural reflections, but as each society creates its own
forms of representation, these forms turn our society into “a world in which this
society inscribes itself and gives itself a place” (Castoriadis 1993, 115). Cornelius
Castoriadis described how it is through these representational forms that society
“constitutes a system of norms… values, orientations and goals of a collective life”
(Castoriadis 1993, 115). Crowdfunding has the potential to construct cultural
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representations of empathic values through people placing their attention on, and
choosing to fund altruistic projects.

The “radicality” of “crowdfunding” as practice is threefold: Firstly, it presents
access via the internet to a plethora of unregulated creative projects, the most
affective of which are subversive in nature or hedge toward the avant-garde.
Secondly, the “crowd” or funders of the projects are presented with the opportunity to
curate culture by collectively choosing what is worthy of cultural reflection. And
thirdly, through offering artists a non-discriminatory and “unregulated” platform to
source funding for their creative projects of which they maintain complete authorship
and control.

If anyone visits Kickstarter’s website, they will quickly discover the
multifarious projects available for funding and become aware of the vast amount of
people who participate in the funding of the projects. It will be difficult for them to
not to be overcome by the realization of people’s deep longing to contribute to
creative practices. In recognizing this social longing, a sense of interconnectedness
awakens a surge of excitement and purpose – a common “collective goal”.
“Crowdfunding” is a tool in which people can collectively contribute to the expansion
of the imagination. Not everyone may recognize the capacity for emancipation
through the “crowdfunding” process, but it is almost impossible to deny the powerful
and inspirational drive which funds millions of dollars a week through Kickstarter’s
website alone (Kickstarter 2011).
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CHAPTER 4
Burning Man- ‘Radical’ Spatial Exploration in Art
For my third and final example of “radical” art practice, I will make
reference to the annual Burning Man Festival taking place for one week near the end
of August. For over twenty years, thousands of people from all over the world have
made the pilgrimage to the Black Rock Desert – a prehistoric lakebed in Nevada
known as the playa – to gather and create a vibrant city. The city is a cornucopia of
creative expression; the art that is showcased is free from the gaze of institutional
discrimination. There are no restrictions11 or forms of censorship for the art displayed
at Burning Man – the concept of “radical” is encouraged. The playa is a blank canvas
and the acceptance of work regardless of accreditation is unconditional. This creative
freedom is a catalyst for phenomenal art, which lends to the expansion of one’s
imagination. An example of this art is The Serpent Mother, created by the Flaming
Lotus Girls, a San Francisco-based collective12. The Serpent Mother is a ten-ton, one
hundred and sixty-eight feet-long sculpture of a skeletal serpent coiled around her egg.
Propane fire runs down her spine and forty-one flamethrowers erupt at the top of her
ninety-one vertebrae, with flames reaching twenty feet in the air. Participants can
move her head and jaw as well as push buttons located down her vertebrae to set off
the flame effects (Flaming Lotus Girls 2007).

11

By restrictions I mean that there are no restrictions imposed by Burning Man as an
organization
12 For a full interview conducted with founding member of Flaming Lotus Girls Tamara Li
specifically for this dissertation please see appendix A
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Serpent Mother, Burning Man 2006 Photo courtesy of Flaming Lotus Girls

What makes the creation of art a “radical” practice within the context of
Burning Man is the fact that the majority of projects are made collectively, practically
all of the artists are volunteer, and that the art is an offering to the community – not
fabricated or incubated for a gallery or a paid commission. In her article Artistic
Activism and Agnostic Spaces, Chantal Mouffe discusses the value of art that exists
outside our current hegemony:

“Critical art is art that foments dissensus that makes visible what the
dominant consensus tends to obscure and obliterate. It is constituted
by a manifold of artistic practices aiming at giving a voice to all
those who are silenced within the framework of the existing
hegemony.” (Mouffe 2007)
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In addition to the inclusive artistic framework, another aspect of Burning
Man’s “radical” practice is that it is a media- and commercial-free festival; all the
money to produce the event comes from ticket sales. The creation of a media-free
space is the ideal platform to experiment with “radical” art practices and to engage
with “displaced or rejected knowledge” (Hetherington 1997, 92), which would
otherwise be deemed unacceptable, inappropriate or of no value in mainstream
culture. As a media-free zone, Burning Man temporarily releases participants from the
atrophying effects of mass media by creating a form of “temporary autonomous zone”
(Bey 1985) and serving as a social experiment that aligns with Brian Holmes question
in the possibilities of:

“producing within the work a movement capable of affecting the
mind outside of all representation; it is a question of making
movement itself a work, without interposition; of substituting
direct signs for mediate representations; of inventing vibrations,
rotations, whirlings, gravitations, dances or leaps which directly
touch the mind.” (Holmes, The Artistic Device Or the
Articulation of Collective Speech 2010)

To establish a deeper theoretical framework to describe the “radical” practices
found at Burning Man and to situate the festival as an artistic nexus towards
emancipation, Hakim Bey’s theory of “Temporary Autonomous Zones (TAZ)” is
relevant. Bey states that a “TAZ” is “like an uprising which does not engage directly
with the state, a guerrilla operation which liberates an area of (land, time, and
imagination) and then dissolves” (Bey 1985, 4). Burning Man emerges for one week,
riotously erupting with art, music and creative energy and then dissolves without a
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trace. Bey maintains that the clandestine brilliance of these spaces is that “the State
cannot recognize it because history has no definition of it” (Bey 1985, 4). He
continues to say “TAZ is thus a perfect tactic for an era in which the State is
omnipresent and all powerful and yet simultaneously riddled with cracks and
vacancies” (Bey 1985, 4). TAZ, in the case of Burning Man, manifests freedom to
engage in anti-structural visions; it lives in those moments out of time where one can
explore the thresholds of ones’ imagination and slips through institutional cracks by
being completely self-sustainable, temporary and leaving no trace.

Burning Man’s “radical” practice is reified through a community inspired by
“alternative” lifestyles erecting a “temporary autonomous zone” in the form of a
desert city overflowing with ingenious, intricate and outlandish art creations. The
Burning Man community who gathers each year pushes the ambit of imaginations
threshold to continually inspire one another to experience alternative ways of living.
What makes Burning Man’s art unique is the sheer amount of people who voluntarily
come together to create incredible art projects as an offering to their community. The
larger pieces such as the Temple or The Serpent Mother have volunteer crews of up to
one hundred people. In an interview conducted via telephone with Shrine in August
2011 – the visionary behind the Basura Sagrada Temple – he stated that “for me the
emancipation came through working with lots of people – being challenged and
pushed hard under extreme conditions.” 13

The weather is extreme at Burning Man scorching hot during the day and freezing cold at night.
The lakebed playa is covered with three inches of a chalk‐like dust and the dust storms, which
happen daily, are suffocating and blinding.

13
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“For it is the very essence of clear consciousness to recognize that
we human beings are full of obscurity, of unresolved personal and
historical passions, of half understood images and enticing forms
that we constantly exchange with one another, generating the
majority of our motivations and behaviours in the process, so that the
act of giving ourselves our own laws becomes something quite
complex, something experimental and experiential, which can never
be resolved once and for all, but only cared for and coaxed along in a
manifold ways, among which we find the arts – those supreme
expressions of sensation, intellect and imagination” (Holmes,
Artistic Autonomy and the Communication Society 2004, 101)

Burning Man germinates the seeds of imagination’s potentiality. Through its
inherent access to a space outside mainstream culture, it is praxis to how “radical” art
practice can be a catalyst for emancipation. The community’s devotion in creating art
as an offering to all festival participants highlights the recognition given to nurturing
our shared imagination and the development of a collective ideology through
community engagement. Most of the art produced at Burning Man fulfils the
requirements for the category of “outsider”14 art. The excessive but not exclusive
array of “outsider” art aligns with “crowdfunding” in that an unsolicited group of
creative people utilize a “radical” practice or platform to showcase their visions, thus
contributing to the expansion of our “cultural reflection” and “visual vocabularies”.
Burning Man, like “crowdfunding” and the work of JR are consubstantial in that they
have exposed thousands of people to the innovative value of art who would otherwise
For the purpose of this dissertation “outsider” art will be considered art
created outside of the boundaries of official culture as well as to include self‐
taught makers who were never institutionalized.

14
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be excluded by the social, political and economic constraints that currently oppress its
practice.

One of the most engaging pieces of art at Burning Man is the Temple – a
contemporary ritualistic space that honours differences and embraces all who visit.
Throughout antiquity, great cites have contained spiritual centres – building great
cathedrals, mosques and temples as symbolic representations of the intersection
between the divine and earthly powers. For Black Rock City, the equivalent is called
the Temple; an ephemeral locus of healing and remembrance. David Best, an artist
and sculptor from San Francisco built temples at Burning Man between 2000 and
2004. His first one was the Temple of the Mind; it was built as a memorial to a friend
who was killed in a car accident. The temple was built from the recycled scraps of a
dinosaur jigsaw puzzle factory in Petaluma, California. Whilst building this
impromptu temple, many people came and offered assistance in a “wave of generosity
that Best had not expected” (Bowditch 2007, 146). By the end of the week, the temple
was completely covered in inscriptions and dedications to the dead. It is through the
direct outpour of the participant’s emotions that the Temple states its relevance as a
non-secular ontological contemporary approach to artistic expression.
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Temple of the Mind 2000 by David Best – photo courtesy of the Temple Guardians

The Temple installation in particular is a perfect example of an art project that
fosters a new level empathic emancipation. It illustrates what can happen when a
radical art practice – first intended as a private mourning project – resonates with
people in such a way that it not only draws them into the effort of building the project
thus awakening in them an empathic response but also in encouraging and supporting
their own grieving process; which in turn emancipates them from their everyday
burdens and grief. The incredible effect the Temple has on Burning Man participants
by offering a place of release, meditation and grieving also fills a void in secular
contemporary culture. Best considers his temples “to be the ultimate temple where all
religions and belief systems are welcomed and celebrated” (Bowditch 2007, 146) and
it is in this inclusive approach that empathic consciousness grows by contributing to a
“shared world” step towards emancipation.
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I personally experienced the empathic capacity of the temple in 2008 when I
became part of the temple crew for Basura Sagrada (Sacred Temple of Garbage)
which was designed by Los Angeles-based artist Shrine 15 . The temple was
constructed mainly from burnable trash and recycled materials. It was meticulously
detailed and was comprised of five main structures, with a group of outlaying
buildings growing towards a central nave covered in a series of spires that reached to
the sky.

Basura Sagrada by Shrine 2008 – photo courtesy of Shrine

What was most profound about the temple was the sheer amount of people
who brought photos, mementos, altarpieces, poems and endless tokens of

Please see Appendix B for an interview conducted specifically for this dissertation with Shrine
about Basura Sagrada.

15
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remembrance. People would come and sit for hours – cry, write on the temple,
meditate; strangers would hold each other and help each other grieve. The writing on
the temple strikes a deep empathic cord; here are a few of the quotes I remember: “I
only have three weeks to live and I decided to spend one at Burning Man,” “Mom I
love you and I am sorry that I was not there with you when you died” and one written
for a dear friend, “We love and miss you Otto you are always here with us.” Literally
thousands of people write on the temple and make offerings. The genuine and
altruistic outpour of emotion permeates the consciousness of all who enter the temple,
offering another leap forward in the process of emancipation. The community feeling
that is generated at the temple reinstates the notion of a “shared world”, one that is
cocooned with emotion and metamorphoses into empathy. It is refreshing and
revitalizing to have a space where it is acceptable to share emotion, grieve and be
with other people throughout the process. This is what makes the Temple a prime
example of a “radical” artistic space.
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Basura Sagrada by Shrine 2008 – photo courtesy of Shrine

The final and possibly most transformative aspect of the temple is the fact that
it is burned on the last night of Burning Man – Sunday night. It is a solemn occasion
where thousands of people gather in silence to watch it burn to the ground. It is the
recognition of the impermanence of what was once held sacred that makes it a
cathartic experience.
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Basura Sagrada 2008 by Shrine – photo courtesy of Shrine

When I conducted interviews with two Burning Man artists 16; Shrine, the
visionary behind Basura Sagrada, and Tamara Li, one the founding members of the
Flaming Lotus Girls; I recognized that neither artist had placed focus on cultivating
empathy or emancipation through their art projects. Both asserted that the highest
16

Please see Appendices A and B for interviews
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reward from their art was in inspiring others. Inspiring others to create art themselves
and/or to expand their imagination to recognize that creation of art is possible as a
collective. Shrine and Tamara Li through their focus on inspiring others to create art,
represent another step forward towards emancipation and reinforce art’s immutable
presence in that process. In her interview, Tamara Li describes her initial reaction to
witnessing the art at her first Burning Man festival:

“I was completely blown away…. “WOW! What the hell was THAT??
Wow! I want to do that!!!! WOW! I CAN do that!!! WOOHOOOO!!!”17

Antithetically, it is important to note that not all who attend Burning Man visit
the Temple, nor do all place attention on the emancipatory or empathic qualities of the
art that is present. For many participants, Burning Man is a debaucherous week away
from the dullness and routine of everyday life. It should also be mentioned that not all
the art presented at Burning Man can be termed “radical” and, as in the definition on
page 4 states, what one person may deem a “radical” art form may not be so for
another.

Burning Man is a conduit for empathic social interactions through art-making
that fosters community on the playa and beyond. The media-free and “temporary
autonomous zone” clears the mind’s figurative palate and allows it to be receptive to
community-generated imaginings of different tomorrows through the “radical” art
17

Please see Appendix B for full interview
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practices of today. The collective imagination created at Burning Man through the
limitless creation by both amateur and professional artists manifests an abundance of
alternatives for social reflection. Burning Man – a city with no creative limits – offers
a mandate that calls for a community based on “radical inclusion” (Burning Man
2010) that is free from the socially atrophying effects of media – a phantasmagorical
space to explore the potential for empathic emancipation.

“It is only insofar as the radical imagination of the psyche succeeds in
transpiring through the successive strata of the social armour that is
the individual, which covers it up and penetrates it all the way to an
unfathomable limit-point, that the singular human being exerts an
action in return upon society.” (C. C. Castoriadis 1997)
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END NOTE

Burning Man, “crowdfunding" and the works of JR combine to illustrate the
possibility that “radical” art practices have the potential to be conduits in the process
towards an empathic emancipation. The extent to which these practices source the
ambit of the imagination is speculative, but the nexus of participation and
international attention that it has drawn to them can be used to measure their empathic
value. The pursuit for an empathic emancipation beacons “radical” art practices to
search the cracks of society’s dispositif to illuminate potential steps forward. “Media
interventionism” is a vital agent for social change because it diverts our imagination
and attention away from the simultaneously saturated and diluted worldview offered
by mainstream and/or populist culture. By putting assumptions aside, explorations
into the potential of “radical” art practices can unpack the seductive surfaces created
by society’s dependency on capitalism and reveal possibilities that lead towards an
empathic future. These “radical” practices have the potential to shape the gaze of the
viewer, enabling them to make informed choices and place their attention on
discovering future spheres of possibility. When media is both omnipresent and a
narrator of contemporary populist mythology – “radical” art practices are called upon
to adapt and formulate new tactics to recode the meta-framework of our current
zeitgeist.

JR, “crowdfunding” and Burning Man each tactically intervenes, expands and
stimulates debate through their “radical” practice, thus acting as a conduit for
revealing what the dominant consensus tends to eschew. Thematically, JR,
“crowdfunding” and Burning Man all engage with their audience, transforming them
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into active participants and stimulating the opportunity for a self-empowered
collective. The various practices represented by these three examples specifically
address a mode of “radical” practice; in the case of JR, by collaborating with
marginalized people and utilizing illegal tactics; “crowdfunding”, through providing
unregulated access to projects that contrast “institutional” practices, and Burning
Man, through creating access to a space out of mainstream culture to explore
alternative social orderings. All three pay homage to the validity of the imagination
by actively contributing to the expansion of the “visual vocabulary” of our current
epoch, offering a dynamic “cultural reflection” that has the potential to cultivate a
process towards empathic emancipation. This process is made possible by the
continued “radical” ingenuity of imagining alternative future spheres based on the
foundations of creativity and insights of today.

“The geography of the imagination should have a little more
wilderness to it; I hate it when it becomes subdivided.”
Tom Waits (Waits 2005, 72)
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Appendix A
Tamara Li Interview

I conducted an e-mail interview with Tamara Li one of the founding members of the
‘Flaming Lotus Girls’ on the 22nd of August 2011.

1. What are the inspirations/hopes/dreams behind the Flaming Lotus Girls
creating art for Burning Man?
First, I want to put out a little caveat, that as the FLG is a group, I am just one
individual person with my own ideas about what it is and what it means. Having said
that, I do think that my comments do reflect the general sentiments of the group.
The Flaming Lotus Girls began as a project for ladies who were interested in building
a fire-effects device and to get more comfortable with the art of metal working. Most
of us had never picked up a torch or worked with propane in that capacity before. We
never started off thinking, “oh let’s bring thousands of people around to party with
our big sculptures” or “yeah let’s blow people away with how awesome this thing is!”
Although that’s what it seems to have become, which is fun in its own way too. But at
its center, it’s just a bunch of girls, and boys, who like lighting things on fire.
A core objective for the FLG is to empower women (and other genders) to become
proficient in a shop environment, a world which has been traditionally dominated by
men. Most women were not brought up using power tools. Dads brought their son
into the shops, or under the hoods, but not-so-much their daughters. So we aim to
provide an opportunity for those interested in bridging this gap so they can make cool,
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tough stuff. Of course, we strongly welcome women and men of any level of artmaking and tool-wielding, for sure!! A strong interest in fire and a willingness to
work really hard are the two key qualities we look for in a FLG. FLG works hard to
be as inclusionary as possible.

Another main concern for the FLG is the idea of interactivity in the art. We have
always encouraged folks to push our little pink buttons, and to participate directly
with the art. We always thought this was more fun and it is important to us that
everyone gets the chance to shoot things off, not just the exclusive builders guild. It’s
just more fun that way.

We always want to inspire ourselves and others to go beyond what we or they
previously imagined they could do, build or create. We always have surprised
ourselves each year, amazed at what we had intended and more amazed at what we
achieve. So, I think everyone involved has a personal experience of doing more than
they ever thought possible… and people who come to interact with the art also might
get a sense of what is possible in artistic endeavors… Ultimately, I think we all hope
that our art can inspire others, as well as give them a chance to just play with fire in a
big and/or intimate way.

The FLG considers itself a “do-acracy,” meaning, if you are willing to the work,
that’s where the creative direction goes. Decisions are made by the folks who intend
to do the work and during the process of actually DOing it. It has always definitely
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been a group decision-making process… Some have hesitated to call it a “collective”
but I always viewed it as such… several people with their own ideas and agendas
coming to the table and working together to create something larger than the sum of
its parts… making decisions based on the general desires of the group. This always
meant some people didn’t get their way, or their visions fully manifested, but it also
meant that everyone who was willing and able to put their hands to the task were able
to have some creative input into the final product. So, through our model of
collaboration, you can see what can happen just by surrendering to the greater good
(even if you are gritting your teeth or glaring at your co-conspirators in order to do
so).

2. How is art at Burning Man different from creating art elsewhere?
Well, for one thing, all BMan art is pretty much volunteer-driven… the value of a
“free” ticket never compares to the amount of work you actually do to get a piece out
there. The larger pieces at BMan are all group works, even though they usually have
main artists or designers, everyone still gets a piece of the creative pie… pulling in
from a few to a dozen to sometimes hundreds of volunteers and strangers brought
together to for the sole purpose of creative collaboration. You don’t see that too often;
not on the scale you do at BMan.

Of course, the environmental conditions artists are subjected to are unique to the
Black Rock Desert… extreme weather conditions, the wind, the dust, the sun and
heat… of course this makes it all-the-more insane to try to make, build, and fix stuff.
But, hey! It is what it is… When you have made big stuff out there, coming back to a
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more normal environment or a studio makes things seem a lot easier… So, when you
run into challenges or obstacles, you think, well, at least I’m not at freakin’ BMan
trying to do this. Piece o’ cake, bitches!! So, working out there certainly improves
your abilities and potentially your attitude toward the process of creation and life in
general.

The BMan audience is a particular breed. People are generally supportive of what you
are doing. People aren’t necessarily out there to be critics so much as willing
participants in your vision. That’s kinda neat. That has been my experience, though…
maybe others encounter different perspectives….

Engineering, design, ingenuity… you are not going to find greater feats than out on
the playa.

Furthermore, interactivity in the art design is crucial when being funded by BMan. So
this is a quality of BMan art that is not necessarily a focus with other artistic
exhibitions.

In the beginning we didn’t get funded and we just wanted to have fun and shoot
things off and you just couldn’t really do this anywhere else… SRL (Survival
Research Laboratories) was doing renegade shows under overpasses and stuff, but
generally, you can’t shoot off your flamethrowers in normal society (!) When we
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tested the first Flaming Lotus piece outside of CELL space in the Mission district in
SF, the flame was like 15 feet high, and we sent a couple of huge smoke rings into the
sky and it was pretty loud. Especially for the newly gentrified neighborhood we were
in… it was really exciting but there was also this UH OH! element. And we knew we
had to pull her in right away. We heard that the neighbors had called the SFFFD, and
the sirens came wailing quickly, but we had hidden the evidence by then…
Hahahaha. The yuppies in the surrounding lofts never knew what (didn’t) hit
them! But we knew, “OK there’s nowhere else we can really shoot this thing off but
in the desert…” There are so many things that are created just for the playa, just for
that audience, just for that event, that would never have been conceived of otherwise.
So, I give thanks for that!

In addition, the spirit of creativity and magical manifestation is really condensed and
potent with all those people together in a creative mind-frame… anything can
happen… and it does! There is this idea of radical participation and art-making…
Creations from the far reaches of the human imagination are displayed and
encountered at Burning Man… and this is unlike anything anywhere else on
Earth. Even now, as people complain about how big it has become, or how
“commercialized,”

it

is,

still

Burning

Man

and

its

essence

remain.

3. As a creative offering to the Burning Man community what do you think is the
greatest affect that the art could manifest?
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Inspiration, awe, bigger than life experiences… If people see a FLG show and feel
inspired to create their own art, that’s pretty rewarding, I’d say. If people interact
with the art and feel enriched and great memories are created, than, yes, that’s
rewarding as well. If people go: Wow! That was amazing, I have never seen anything
like that, my mind has expanded, my consciousness of what is possible has been
shifted, my imagination has just been blown UP… well, that’s a very desirable effect,
I’d say. Can’t speak for all the FLG’s but that’s always been a big deal for me… the
first time I saw anything like that, I was completely blown away…. “WOW! What the
hell was THAT?? Wow! I want to do that!!!! WOW! I CAN do that!!!
WOOHOOOO!!!”

There is something about feeling the power of the element of fire close up that is
really exciting physiologically as well as spiritually. Maybe it’s just me, but I LOVE
it! And I did love making that experience available to others to get that juice and
energetic rush. And I appreciate my predecessors like Survival Research Laboratories,
Kal Spelletich from SEEMEN, Dave X, who originally brought us girls together in
2000, and Jim Mason form the ICP Project, all of whom are legendary in my book,
for creating that inspiring experience for me and countless others…
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Appendix B
Shrine Interview
I conducted a phone interview with Shrine, the visionary behind “Basura Sagrada” on
the 20th of August 2011. I asked him how he thought “Basura Sagrada” contributed to
the expansion of the imagination and empathy. Here are a few quotes from our
conversation.
“I had never thought of it that way, it was so crazy even to build it, I wanted to honour
David Best’s vision of it being a cathartic experience, for me the emancipation came
through working with lots of people – being challenged pushed hard under extreme
conditions.”
“People, when they see me, they come up with incredible stories of their experience
at the temple. One woman put her baby’s ashes there and one man told me that it
shifted his perception of art.”
“For me, if it inspired people, it worked, I went with intuition – according to feeling
and once it was burned I was done with it.
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