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This is a book about abstractions (rules) and following them and 
breaking them and writing about them and visualizing them and 
grinding them to dust. It is about consequences and the lack of 
them and who exactly is privy to them. It is about—

I am having a hard time writing just on rules—as in, the Merriam 
Webster dictionary lists rule as a noun, meaning a prescribed 
guide for conduct or action and the exercise of authority or 
control and a usually valid generalization. When morphed into 
verbs these become modes of being, of ruling and liberating and 
following and measuring and organizing and and and. But you 
know that, which makes writing on this difficult—I am preaching 
to the choir. I am uninterested in collecting a list of rules and 
nailing them on the church door. 

Instead, I will discuss moments of breaking and bending 
and following and ordering that convinced me this was a good 
subject to revolve a book around. A variety of anecdotes floating 
in my noggin and desperately seeking a way out. Some validation.

i.
I am seated in a living room, one of mid-century grandeurs and 

with various bills strewn about, to discuss a book my grandfa-
ther has written over the last forty-or-so years. Our conversation 
is stunted; as he once worked for the railroad, the decades of 
track-side maintenance have left him almost entirely deaf (he is 
much too stubborn to seek a hearing aid or learn asL), and he 
tends to be a one-sided talker. Presenting me with a decaying 
manila folder containing hundreds of documents, photographs, 
and yellowing handwritten notes, Bob asks me to publish his 
guidebook, so the children “may learn the rules of the game.” The 
written rules are repetitive and banal, akin to what a Little League 
coach would drill into the players’ five-year-old heads, such as 
the advice to drop the bat after you hit a ball. Easy stuff. Other 
quips are mind-boggling and overly blunt in their delivery, such 

Editor's Letter
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as the irrefutable advice to develop habits by “just remembering 
to do them a few times.” 

It is the repetition of a rulebook that likely exists and was likely 
published by some sort of international baseball organization, 
though I will not look it up. I like to think my grandfather is the 
only human with the insight to write all these bits down.

I agree to publish this book, an attempt at reconciling my child-
hood resistance towards playing softball. He sends me back to 
Chicago with a gallon of potato salad and a drink koozie that 
reads, “Beauty is in the eye of the beer holder.” Every few months 
a letter arrives in the mail with a new sentence or drawing or 
photograph or song lyric (most recently, Take Me Out to the 
Ballgame) that absolutely needs to be in the book.

ii.
I decide I need to begin watching films, even movies. Every day 

after work I find myself watching an episode of King of the Hill 
with a beer, and then journaling later that I feel my youth and life 
slipping away from me. This will solve my problems. 

I take a friend’s hBO login, I take a friend’s Criterion Collection 
login, I make a new email every month for a free Hulu account, I 
subscribe to the New York Times “What to Watch” weekly e-blast 
(which I am particularly ashamed of). I am bored at work and 
write down a list of films I have never seen, like Some Like It Hot 
and Cleo 9–5 and some old westerns because I might as well 
see what that is all about. John Wayne will pull me out of this 
creative rut. I pin the list to my wall and finish the twelfth season 
of King of the Hill. 

I tell myself months later that I need to stick to my list, that 
depression is not an excuse. I sit down one evening with The 
Trouble with Angels, which I pick for the Catholic school uniforms 
in the thumbnail movie poster. The Criterion Collection stream-
ing service doesn’t let you just watch the movie, so they tell me all 
about the actors and the director, Ida Lupino. Lupino, according 
to IMDb, acted in 105 productions, directed 41, and produced two. 
The most prominent is Gilligan’s Island, which I often watched 
on rainy mornings at my neighbor’s home. 148 productions, in 
total, seems a bit excessive. 

The Trouble with Angels follows two teens, Mary and Rachel, 
as they are enrolled and spend their entire high school careers 
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at the boarding school St. Francis Academy, which seems 
infinitely kinder and much more tolerable than any Catholic 
school I attended or heard my father lament. St. Francis is run 
by Mother Superior, who quite constantly wants to expel the girls, 
yet also wants to give them grace; she is a God-fearing woman. 
Over their years they play pranks and skip class and smoke so 
much weed in the church basement that the fire department 
is called. They poke fun at the nuns in a way that I—someone 
who endured extensive religious education—appreciate. The 
film has its audience. It ends with Rachel leaving on a train 
towards her ambivalent future and Mary deciding to become a 
nun—an odd twist. Mary is an orphan and has found her family 
in the sisterhood, and Rachel is quite mad that Mary will never 
be a real, sexually active person (which is, of course, for you to 
decide). The problem is that it made me cry a lot and appreciate 
the oddities of Catholicism and the ways in which this massive 
religious body functions as a business, one involved in so so so 
much corruption. 

How did she do that? Trigger some love of God or love of love? 
It’s the type of movie where you can tell a woman directed it.

III.
My coworker, an accountant, complains endlessly about bills, 

money, cash flows, payroll. I ask him, “Don’t you ever think about 
capitalism ending? You wouldn’t have to worry about your bills.” 
He replies, “Nope, never thought of that.” 

IV.
I learn of the fire—not fire of the small drop that holds itself 

above a candle or the blue gas of a stove, but real destructive, 
enveloping fire—when I am seven. A house near my parents’ 
burned to the ground without leaving a trace. The unfortunate 
result of two elementary schoolers home alone with a micro-
wave. My father loads me in the car and drives to the site. “You 
see that?” he says, “If you ever leave a candle on or mess with the 
oven, this is what will happen. Our home will burn down with all 
of us inside. That’s just how it goes.” I live the next couple of years 
unhealthily afraid of fires or what looks like them; I am eight and 
begging for fire-escape ladders for Christmas. I am in the school 
library reading up on the properties of fire and combustion.
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Fast forward, and I have been obsessed with the image of 
burning—perhaps this was fueled by attending a screening of 
Fyre, or feeling so burnt-out that I couldn’t possibly give a shit 
about graduating or the ensuing job search, or the stark contrast 
between the images of the poppy super-bloom outside of Los 
Angeles and those simultaneous ones of the rest of the state 
burning down, as privately-funded firefighters saved “the rich 
and the famous,” and incarcerated people were forced to fight 
alongside for nearly no pay, or the image of Notre Dame and 
hundreds of small religious spaces around the world burning 
and the odd sadness it deposits despite rationally knowing 
the church should burn. This morning I awoke to sympathetic 
Americans posting their hashtags of solidarity with the Amazon, 
which is burning now too, while the other Amazon thrives and 
sends targeted ads my way, encouraging me to take a tour of their 
nearby factory (The conditions really aren’t that bad! Look!). But 
perhaps fire feels relevant as a means to describe the last four 
years of institutional learning, the last 22 years of living on this 
planet, or the last four-point-something billion years of Earth’s 
existence, because this place is literally on fire. I’m burning out.

V.
 begin working in an office full-time. I worry I am a sellout. I 

make barely minimum wage but “wow you’re salaried!” I threaten 
to quit. I get a raise and dental insurance for the first time. My 
teeth will sparkle. I’m definitely a sellout now. I pay off my debt. 
I grow old, weary. My mother gifts me a painted sign that reads, 

“Cubicle Sweet Cubicle.”

I dO nOt think I have any answers, which seems to be why I am 
the editor instead of the author. I am compiling reflections on 
rules in this book, which will likely not answer anything either, 
just muddle and expand. Expand! 

While sequencing this issue, all the pieces spread out in front 
of me, I realized just how impressive and good the work published 
here is, how many angles and mediums gathered. To illustrate—
Daniel Brookman crafts a beautiful short story utilizing tropes of 
Sci-fi world-building: a machine, which makes machines, which 
makes machines, which makes machines... Josh Rios and Matt 
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Joynt collaborate on a prose-filled essay across 14 sections, each 
one offering a unique analysis on the siren’s historical implemen-
tation as a carceral tool. Guanyu Xu’s images, part of the series 
Temporarily Censored Home, meld installation and photography, 
as he reflects on his experiences as a gay man coming of age 
in a conservative home. Chloe Munkenbeck presents a visual 
essay—an unorthodox theatrical production—which details the 
inner workings of airport security technology; then, appropri-
ately, Ali Tomek writes on her deep fear of flying. Poems, images, 
and essays are woven together into something that is somehow 
coherent and unruly (ha!).

I have many people to thank, as many people sit by my side 
and listen to me lament deadlines and editing and working and 
other woes—I am dramatic. First, I thank Lucas and Austin of 
Shelf Shelf! Lucas, for both being one of my dearest friends and 
also designing and printing ON. Thank you for pressuring me to 
follow deadlines (if you did not, this book would not yet exist!). 
Austin, for your design work and humor and for coming up with 
this theme on a whim and for letting me steal it. Thank you to all 
the contributors and artists featured, who agreed to be a part 
of ON and letting us print your (in my humble opinion, amazing!) 
work. Thank you to my friends and loved ones who know that I 
love you, but I will not list due to fear of missing someone. Thank 
you to Row for sitting next to me as I write this.

I hope you enjoy this issue. It’s our biggest and best one yet. 
I’d like to think it’s breaking our own rules.
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Gardening in the 
Midwest

Joshua 
Plekkenpol
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I grab the roll of green fence, small shovel, and 

pile of stakes. I put them in her car and breathe 

in the morning air, sifting the leftover dew from 

the ground.

The garden needs the fence in order to survive. 
She jokes about its purposes: We need to divide 
our plot from the other gardener’s and keep the 
rabbits out. She is not worried about deer 

because the garden is located beside a highway. 

I tell her, I like to garden. It is easy to push 

the stakes into the earth and move it, becoming 

a part of its history—changing its shape and 

form. She looks for lines and follows them, Do 
you garden? 

We begin to unwind the fence, wondering 

if we will have enough to follow the perimeter. 

We begin. The first stake is simple: push the 

succulent grid of the fence into the faux-latches 

on the stake. The nerves catch the cells inside 

my blood and swell. I wonder how many of 

these my hands will be able to handle. I bring 

the fence to the second stake, letting free more 

slack with each step. She monitors, watching 

as I rearrange positions, ready for concerning 

movements. 

We are silent but my body knows how to 

speak from what it has been taught. I step with 

the influence of memories, and I am trying to 

say something about them in sentences without 

language. My body is a reservoir of impacts 

like the plot we are standing on—destroyed to 

become a place of preservation, protected by 

the earth.

You have to watch your step. I learn to watch my 

step, placing time between each of my move-

ments. My legs were once my base. They are 

pliable, becoming congruent with the ground. 

In the space between each step, I let the lines 

inside of the ground push outwards, to the best 

of their abilities. The soil’s gradients oscillate. A 

grid from beneath processes of application and 

retraction becomes visible.

Are you watching the corn grow? I remember 

watching the corn grow: watching water, like 

time, evaporate. Not stepping in the same place 

twice, trying to change something as it moves, I 

hope to remember movement. A life before this 

one. Seeds shift to support one another in a new 

location. These supports are not impenetrable. 

What are you gardening? 
We are at the final stake and there is extra 

fence. More than what is needed for survival, 

unable to be shared. We strap it to the stake like 

a fruit of labor, and look to the sky before deter-

mining our next operation. The sky is heavy. 

The garden needs water.
Her hands have morsels of dirt on them, they 

will land somewhere. I wonder if the dirt grows 

heavier, and knows when to fall like the rain 

collection inside of the clouds, turning the sky 

gray. The dirt fills the cracks in her hands, and 

takes a piece of her with it. In the expectation 

of time, form turns inwards. Sense clings.

Do you want me to take the shovel out of the car?
No. I am going to get some tomato plants.
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Radioactive: Stories 
from Beyond the Wall

Maria
Gaspar
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↓  Maria Gaspar
'
  

Radioactive: 
Stories from 

Beyond the Wall
'
 

still from video 
documentation 
of workshops 
inside Cook 
County Jail

'
 

2018.
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Held inside Cook County Jail from fall 2017 to 

spring 2018, Radioactive: Stories from Beyond 
the Wall explored concepts of traces, ghosts, 

and hauntings led by the writings of Avery F. 

Gordon, Fred Moten, and others. Together, we 

reimagined, removed, and reframed the jail's 

wall, sketching over images of its surface to 

posit other possibilities. Through performance 

and other liberatory actions, we danced and 

moved together, and we found rhythm and 

joy that transcended the brutal confines of 

the space. The Radioactive Ensemble was in 

motion, and as one ensemble member put it, 

we were “alive and charged.” We moved our 

bodies in sync and through tenderness found 

collective power.

Throughout the year of workshops inside 

Cook County Jail, we completed sound-anima-

tion works based on the premise of imagining 

what objects in the jail would say if they could 

speak, personifying an architecture of confine-

ment. Ensemble member Rahmon Ali’s piece 

tracked the movement of a surveillance spot-

light, following the light beam as it passes across 

groups of men illuminated in the daily routines 

of life in prison from playing basketball to cook-

ing ramen noodles. Jacob Barth followed the 

story of a coffee cup splattering against a wall, 

Alex Soto described a shoe witnessing an act 

of violence, and Michael Evans, an electrician, 

tracked the journey of power pulsing through 

light fixtures, across television screens, and 

inside outlets. Another member of the ensem-

ble, Douglas Johnson, sketched a cloudy mirror 

reflecting a face-like blur from within his cell. 

The mirror speaks: “I see the ghost of me 

instead of me...when you come in here you are 

human, but when you leave, you are nothing 

but the silhouette of who you used to be.”

→  Preparatory 
drawing 

by Douglas 
Johnson 

developed in 
Radioactive 
workshops 

led by Maria 
Gaspar

'
 

Radioactive: 
Stories from 

Beyond the Wall
'
 

2018.
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→  Maria Gaspar
'
 

Radioactive: 
Stories from 
Beyond the 
Wall

'
 site 

intervention at 
Cook County 

Jail
'
 Sept. 15–16

'
 

2018. Photo 
Credit: Sarah J. 

Rhee.

In fall of 2018, the Radioactive project team 

transformed the corner of 26th and Francisco 

Avenue in Little Village, Chicago using audio 

and visual broadcasts. At the vacant lot across 

the street from the jail wall, six listening stations 

with PA systems were stationed by Free Write 

Sound & Vision to broadcast the live radio feed 

for the event, and on the other side of the street, 

four large-scale projectors were positioned on 

the grass facing the wall. By dusk, community 

members began to congregate in the lot. Three 

members of the Radioactive Ensemble who 

were formerly incarcerated inside Cook County 

Jail introduced the public program, and their 

words were broadcast live throughout the city 

via Lumpen Radio. Onlookers watched the jail 

wall transform into a screen illuminated by the 

drawings and sound recordings created by the 

Radioactive Ensemble, while listeners tuned 

in to the local radio station to experience the 

narratives.
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Word 
 Hunters

Johanna Hedva
in conversation with
Gabrielle Welsh
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These are the opening lines to Hedva’s 2018 novel, 

On Hell, published by Sator Press, a whirlwind of 

interviews and run-ons with ex-con Rafael Luis 

Estrada Requena, conducted by the journalist, 

Motherfuck. Rafael is trying to fly, or rather, he is 

going to fly, and the interviews follow the process 

of bodily transformation as arms become wings, 

human becomes flight. He speaks against the 

prison industrialist complex and capitalist-flows 

that have broken him, his words running-on as 

ramblings dotted with insurrectionary ideas; he 

is a body deeply shocked by the state and begin-

ning anew, but not fresh. In his recent release 

I first encounter the work of Johanna 
Hedva far away from home and with 
staggering force: I turn the corner 
of an exhibition wall, startled by the 
experience due to my own recent 
retreat from ‘contemporary art,’ and  
a Text-to-Speech voice reads from  
a pink-screen, “ 

                                                         ”
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from prison, he is approached by Motherfuck, 

to whom he cautiously confesses: “I lost all the 

friends I had on and obviously obviously lost my 

convictions my resistance my quote unquote 

insurrectionary tendencies my fuck my father 

fuck all everything but losing the taste for choco-

late I don’t know that did probably bigger damage 

in the way that’ll crush a bitch.” He still agrees to 

sit for several interviews.

Ultimately, On Hell exemplifies that words 

are tools of power, pointing to histories (at least 

within the states) of speech and repression with 

a gleaming facade of freedom, “free speech.” As 

Rafael says, tripping over his own words, “The 

government they’re poets. They’re word hunters.”

gabrielle welsh: I haven’t really read any book 

like this before, mostly the structure—for lack of 

a better explanation—the rambling from Rafeal 

that picks up pace indefinitely and the rule-break-

ing feel of it all. It’s the speediest 107 pages! Were 

you looking to any specific writers or pieces? Or 

influences outside of “art?” 

johanna hedva:  Thank you for saying that. 
The biggest compliment I’ve gotten about this 
book is that it’s a quick read. I feel very proud 
of that, because it really shouldn’t be. The 
language is dense and knotted and the sentences 
are very long, and it took me a hundred drafts 
(not exaggerating)to get the language right, 
to be not only readable but surging and alive 
and something that floods into your head  
really fast.  

Early on I made the decision not to use 
commas. Commas are a gesture of trust that 
the writer extends to their reader. They’re like 
a little check-in, where the writer pauses and 
reaches out their hand and says, “Hey, are you 
cool to keep going with this sentence? Are you 
with me? We can pause for a moment so you 
can catch up. You good now? Okay, let’s keep 
going.” I didn’t want that. I wanted my reader 
to feel like they were being taken to the end of 
the sentence, whether they wanted to go there 
or not. Like being in a truck with no brakes, 
barreling down a hill.

For influences, my Gemini north node 
means that I have a wild constellation of 
random and disparate things swirling around 
me at all times. Kathy Acker’s Empire of the 
Senseless is the most obvious influence, not 
just for the language but also the drawings. 
Cyberpunk movies from the 1990s—I’m a 
huge fan. I could spend this whole interview 
talking about Johnny Mnemonic and Tetsuo and 
Hackers and The Matrix. 
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I’m also really into noise, and I wanted the 
overall effect of the book to be like seeing a 
really mythical live noise show, like Prurient 
or Merzbow, both of whom I love. Just like 
a huge, heavy blast that doesn’t relent but is 
swarming with nuance and shakes your whole 
body into the void.

More than anything, though, were the docu-
ments surrounding Anonymous and “hacktiv-
ism” in the 2000s. I read a lot of blog posts 
and threads from listservs about cyber secu-
rity and “cypherpunks” and how to “hack the 
world” and shit like that. It felt very insurrec-
tionary, those early years in the 21st century 
when activism collided with hacking, and I 
admit I have a nostalgia for it. My favorite 
was LulzSec. I was so taken with the language 

in their leaked chatroom logs, these streams 
of punctuation-less lines that were explod-
ing with weird witticisms and the raunchy, 
giddy viscerality that only teenage boys can 
summon. Rafael is sort of based on Topiary, 
one of the members of LulzSec who was their 

“spokesman.” The way he writes and talks is 
just brilliant, and also very fast and whirli-
gig-y. I started writing the book when the list 
of words the NSA flags in emails* was leaked, 
sometime in the summer of 2013. That list of 
words went around, and I was riveted by the 
fact the government spends a bazillion dollars 
to surveil people using words like “beef” and 

“package” in their emails. Returning to that 
list for its poetry was helpful throughout the 
writing process.  

*   Waihopai, INFOSEC, Information Security, Information Warfare, IW, 
IS, Priavacy, Information Terrorism, Terrorism Defensive Information, Defense Information Warfare, Offensive Information, Offensive Information 

Warfare, National Information Infrastructure, InfoSec, Reno, Compsec, Computer Terrorism, Firewalls, Secure Internet Connections, ISS, 
Passwords, DefCon V, Hackers, Encryption, Espionage, USDOJ, NSA, CIA, S/Key, SSL, FBI, Secert Service, USSS, Defcon, Military, White 
House, Undercover, NCCS, Mayfly, PGP, PEM, RSA, Perl-RSA, MSNBC, bet, AOL, AOL TOS, CIS, CBOT, AIMSX, STARLAN, 3B2, BITNET, 

COSMOS, DATTA, E911, FCIC, HTCIA, IACIS, UT/RUS, JANET, JICC, ReMOB, LEETAC, UTU, VNET, BRLO, BZ, CANSLO, CBNRC, CIDA, JAVA, 
Active X, Compsec 97, LLC, DERA, Mavricks, Meta-hackers, ^?, Steve Case, Tools, Telex, Military Intelligence, Scully, Flame, Infowar, Bubba, 

Freeh, Archives, Sundevil, jack, Investigation, ISACA, NCSA, spook words, Verisign, Secure, ASIO, Lebed, ICE, NRO, Lexis-Nexis, NSCT, 
SCIF, FLiR, Lacrosse, Flashbangs, HRT, DIA, USCOI, CID, BOP, FINCEN, FLETC, NIJ, ACC, AFSPC, BMDO, NAVWAN, NRL, RL, NAVWCWPNS, 
NSWC, USAFA, AHPCRC, ARPA, LABLINK, USACIL, USCG, NRC, ~, CDC, DOE, FMS, HPCC, NTIS, SEL, USCODE, CISE, SIRC, CIM, ISN, DJC, 

SGC, UNCPCJ, CFC, DREO, CDA, DRA, SHAPE, SACLANT, BECCA, DCJFTF, HALO, HAHO, FKS, 868, GCHQ, DITSA, SORT, AMEMB, NSG, 
HIC, EDI, SAS, SBS, UDT, GOE, DOE, GEO, Masuda, Forte, AT, GIGN, Exon Shell, CQB, CONUS, CTU, RCMP, GRU, SASR, GSG-9, 22nd SAS, 
GEOS, EADA, BBE, STEP, Echelon, Dictionary, MD2, MD4, MDA, MYK, 747,777, 767, MI5, 737, MI6, 757, Kh-11, Shayet-13, SADMS, Spetznaz, 

Recce, 707, CIO, NOCS, Halcon, Duress, RAID, Psyops, grom, D-11, SERT, VIP, ARC, S.E.T. Team, MP5k, DREC, DEVGRP, DF, DSD, FDM, GRU, 
LRTS, SIGDEV, NACSI, PSAC, PTT, RFI, SIGDASYS, TDM. SUKLO, SUSLO, TELINT, TEXTA. ELF, LF, MF, VHF, UHF, SHF, SASP, WANK, Colonel, 

domestic disruption, smuggle, 15kg, nitrate, Pretoria, M-14, enigma, Bletchley Park, Clandestine, nkvd, argus, afsatcom, CQB, NVD, Counter 
Terrorism Security, Rapid Reaction, Corporate Security, Police, sniper, PPS, ASIS, ASLET, TSCM, Security Consulting, High Security, Security 

Evaluation, Electronic Surveillance, MI-17, Counterterrorism, spies, eavesdropping, debugging, interception, COCOT, rhost, rhosts, SETA, 
Amherst, Broadside, Capricorn, Gamma, Gorizont, Guppy, Ionosphere, Mole, Keyhole, Kilderkin, Artichoke, Badger, Cornflower, Daisy, Egret, 

Iris, Hollyhock, Jasmine, Juile, Vinnell, B.D.M.,Sphinx, Stephanie, Reflection, Spoke, Talent, Trump, FX, FXR, IMF, POCSAG, Covert Video, 
Intiso, r00t, lock picking, Beyond Hope, csystems, passwd, 2600 Magazine, Competitor, EO, Chan, Alouette,executive, Event Security, Mace, 

Cap-Stun, stakeout, ninja, ASIS, ISA, EOD, Oscor, Merlin, NTT, SL-1, Rolm, TIE, Tie-fighter, PBX, SLI, NTT, MSCJ, MIT, 69, RIT, Time, MSEE, 
Cable & Wireless, CSE, Embassy, ETA, Porno, Fax, finks, Fax encryption, white noise, pink noise, CRA, M.P.R.I., top secret, Mossberg, 50BMG, 

Macintosh Security, Macintosh Internet Security, Macintosh Firewalls, Unix Security, VIP Protection, SIG, sweep, Medco, TRD, TDR, sweeping, 
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gw: The two characters of your novel—Rafael and 

Motherfuck—have this professional yet friendly 

relationship, where there are bits of trust and 

intimacy, yet the two are always on the outskirts 

of each other’s lives, with Motherfuck inserting 

herself, right? Can you speak a little to their rela-

tionship, or how you were using Motherfuck as 

an interviewer, or someone prodding?

jh: It’s the literary device of the prison 
confessional. For narrative purposes, I needed 
a reason for Rafael to talk, and specifically, to 
talk out loud to someone, about who he is, and 
what he’s done, and why. I wanted his voice to 
be spoken—even performed—for the reader 
to be able to hear him.

 Motherfuck is a journalist, and she’s work-
ing at the time when “citizen journalism” was 
becoming a thing in the early 21st century, 
propelled by Wikileaks and the whistleblow-
ing of Chelsea Manning and Snowden, which 
brought into question both what journalism 
is, in the age of the internet 2.0, and what it 
means to be a citizen in a digital world. (And 
it’s not a coincidence that this happened at the 
same time as “hacktivism” was becoming a 
thing.) I’m not a journalist, but I’m really curi-
ous about it, because the nature of the rela-
tionship between journalists and their sources 
and subjects seems so messy to me. Like, on 
a social or emotional level, the relationship is 
one of care, but also, not really. Or maybe it 
is, but in a different way than we think. To be 
so involved emotionally with someone so that 
you can tell their story, but how this is always 
irrevocably bound to your own story—the 
complicated sociality of that is a puzzle. Like, 
what are the social obligations there? What 
does a journalist owe her source? Even, what 
is a journalist to her source?

gw: Now that you say that, I’m thinking back, 

Motherfuck isn’t rewriting or editing, right? 

It’s Rafael’s story in his own words, without the 

end piece published in the paper. Rather, you’re 

presenting us with her notes and transcriptions.

jh: Yes, exactly. This is because Motherfuck 

does extend a kind of care to Rafael: She keeps 

his words intact, because he asks her to. He says 

to her, “do me right, do me real.” So she does by 

quoting him at length, rather than paraphrasing, 

or doing any kind of editing. 

 Of course, though, in the end, it is her story, 
not his, being told, because she is the one fram-
ing it. So the question of who a story “belongs” 
to is there. These discussions at the moment, 
in the worlds of movies and literature, of “who 
is allowed” to tell whose stories are interest-
ing to me, and obviously point to the greater 
issue of who’s allowed to be visible, and have 
agency about their visibility, in the public 
sphere at all. But I tend to find the conversa-
tion of who is allowed or not allowed to tell 
a story frustrating because it often replicates 
the law of ownership, and I generally want to 
abolish all forms of ownership. Like, the point 
is that everyone is affected by these systems of 
oppression, that no one gets free of it, and it’s 
this invasion that needs to be accounted for. 
Experiences are embodied, certainly, and this 
is very important in terms of understanding 
whose bodies and voices are given platforms 
and power, but I think we have to account for 
how we understand certain stories to be the 
territory of certain people, by which I mean, 
we have to explode the very idea of territory, 
or of bodies, being own-able at all. If a body 
can be owned it can be owned by someone 
who is not in it, so the concept of ownership is 
not helping us. Also, it’s like, if we demarcate 
our territory of experience with the same laws 
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we use to enforce private property, we start 
to talk about forms of embodiment in terms 
of wealth, or poverty. And, anyway, I just find 
there to be way more enmeshment, in terms of 
identity and subjectivity, than we are probably 
comfortable with, and this is what fiction, if 
nothing else, is about exploring.  

gw: I first ‘read’ bits of On Hell in an exhibition 

space, at the iCa in London. Did you have any 

intention for your written work to move from the 

page to the quote-un-quote white wall? Into this 

text-to-speech attention-grabbing robotic film?

jh: Yes, definitely, and from the beginning. 
The best way I can explain why is that, for me, 
the definition of writing is that it’s language 
embodied. Which means that writing is always 
more than just words on a page. It’s material, 
it has a body, even if it’s just screaming in a 
room or dragging a hand through water. 

 When I’m writing, I consider the sound and 
visuality of the language as much as I do the 
linguistic meaning. I often tape onto my wall 
pages from whatever text I’m working on, so I 
can see how it looks, how it exists as an image. 
I often read it aloud as I write, so I can hear the 
language being spoken with a voice, and I try 
to use different voices: whispering, shouting, 
etc. (Shouting On Hell, by the way, is fun af.) 

With On Hell, I always printed it on this 
pink paper, from the first time I printed the 

first draft. I wanted the page itself to feel like 
flesh—a little chunk of skinless flesh. 

 And it’s not really a robotic film. The voice 
in the video is a speech-to-text software that is 
used for disability access, so it’s very familiar 
to the people who use it regularly. I made the 
video, slide by slide, by hand in InDesign, the 
spatiality of the text was wedded to its mean-
ing. My undergrad is in design, and so the font 
and color and layout of both the book and the 
video are extremely important. Their mate-
riality is as meaningful as any other element. 

 I must take a moment to recognize my 
publisher, Ken Baumann of Sator Press, 
because he supported all of what I wanted 
for the book, in terms of these “extra-textual” 
things I’m talking about. It wasn’t just the 
text he would publish, but I was like, “It has 
to be printed on this particular shade of pink 
paper, here’s the Pantone swatch. And the 
font we use has to be designed by a woman 
and have a relationship to Los Angeles and 
to digitality. And we have to have a website 
with many sparkling cat gifs and leaked NSA 
documents!” I am so so so lucky that Ken’s 
response to all that was, “cool, let’s do it!” And 
that he found Sibylle Hagmann’s Cholla font, 
which she designed when she was a student 
at Art Center. It’s based on the Cholla cactus, 
which lives in Joshua Tree, where Motherfuck 
ends up.

→ Cholla
' 

a typeface 
family designed 

by Sibylle 
Hagmann 

in 1999. 
Distributed 

through  
Emigre Fonts.

→ Rendering 
of a Cholla 

Cactus from 
SpeedTree's 
vfX/CineMa 

tree librarY.
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gw: One of my favorite aspects of the book is the 

accompanying website—I remember showing it 

to some friends and one immediately said, Can I 

please borrow this book? It feels like the visual 

(and state-based) chaos of On Hell. Do they func-

tion in conversation, so to speak?

jh: Haha, I love that. And yes, totally, the 
website is an important part of the book. It 
was made by my friend, the brilliant artist Sam 
Lavigne. I love his work, and he was the only 
person who could have made this website, and 
I’m lucky that he agreed to do it. My publisher 
and I had a meeting with him, and our entire 
design directive was basically, “a shitload of 
cat gifs.” 

In an early draft of the book, I had all the 
leaked NSA documents in the back as appendi-
ces. They were cited by Motherfuck to corrob-
orate what Rafael is talking about. But it made 
way more sense to have them exist online, in 
order to open up this other space for the book. 

 There were a couple ideas I had—that the 
book would come with an encrypted USB drive 
with all the documents, or that we’d dump 
them somewhere online behind a password, 
and the reader had to maybe solve some 
puzzles to get access. But I wanted to have 
more aesthetic control, so the website was the 
best way to go. Also, I mean, the concept is 
that this is Rafael’s website. It was super fun to 
imagine what that would look like. Like, he’s 
definitely not on social media, so what’s his 
homepage about? Definitely a lot of cat gifs.

gw: Rafeal is obsessed with flying, or at the very 

least floating off. Can you speak a little to the 

way this runs throughout the book, as maybe  

a metaphor?

jh: It’s not a metaphor. 

gw: Fair enough. Perhaps an embodiment? I 

guess what I’m pointing to is gravity’s centrality 

in the narrative, not Rafael’s obsession with flying. 

I was looking at a previously published interview 

with Dan Bustillo, in which they speak of gravity 

in On Hell as a regime. 

jh: I mean, in the text itself, his wanting to 
fly is not a metaphor. Rafael is literally hacking 
into his body to get it literally to fly.

 It sounds like you’re asking what such an 
act points to, in terms of how it values the body, 
or what the body means when it is perceived as 
something to be physically transformed. 

 To answer that, I have to foreground that 
this is a crip book, and to come at the body 
from a crip perspective is always going to radi-
cally redefine what the body is, not just onto-
logically, but also physically, materially, and 
the primary way this will happen is to disin-
tegrate the discrete-ness of it. And although 
metaphors can be useful here—I think of how 
figures like the monster and the cyborg are 
so generative in crip theory—crip-ness is also 
something that de-metaphors, or un-meta-
phors, the body, and instead, insists that we 
deal with its actual, material, painful, sweating, 
fragile, needing, decaying, living being-ness. 
Like, what is a body without the cushion of 
metaphor? And in that space, what does trans-
formation look like?

 This is also what I mean when I talk about 
trying to get rid of the concept of ownership 
when we talk about bodies. In other words, 
it’s a reckoning with interdependency, how it 
feels and what it means to be so interdepen-
dent, which is a much more accurate way to 
understand and think materiality than indi-
viduality is. 

 I think the notion that our bodies are our 
own—both in terms of ownership again, but 
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also that there is, or ought to be, a “real” or 
“authentic” self—is a neoliberal white-person 
fantasy. I always think of what Fred Moten 
told me about the etymology of “privilege” 
being the same as “private,” both of which 
come from the Latin privus, which just means 
individual. Privilege is simply being able to 
understand oneself in terms of one’s individ-
uality, rather than how one is interdependent, 
formed in relationship, and deeply intertwined 
with systems of power, which is to say, inter-
twined with sociality and politics. And to be 
private about oneself, if we think in Arendtian 
terms, is not to have to be political. For a lot of 
us, we are only ever seen through the systems 
of identity and sociality ascribed to us—our 
race, class, gender, disability, etc—rather than 
who we are as “individuals.”

 So, it’s not a metaphor because Rafael can’t 
afford to be metaphorical. His body is literally 
the thing that is being incarcerated, though 
everyone pretends otherwise. He says, “to 
them I was totalmente nothing but a fucking 
symbol I wasn’t who I am they never saw me 
with two eyes and a sack of guts swimming 
in blood and pain and ambition and frus-
trated exasperated dreamshit nah they saw 
me as brown and so quote unquote therefore.” 
It’s obvious to Rafael that to escape that, to 
find liberation, he’s going to have to start 
at the originary place of materiality that is 
untouched by metaphor. As he says, he must 

“hack that bitch to shit.”

gw: Can you tell us where Rafael is going?

jh: Lol fucking anywhere but here.
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The Distaff Side

Sendra 
Uebele
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A mother fashions a body and fastens a name

her baby a delineation

 of lineal descent

To mother is to cleave
1. A verb meaning to split apart, to sever, to hew-hack,  

like a piece of wood for a fire
2. A verb meaning to hold onto, to become attached

An eviction edict declares 

‘In pain you will bring forth children’
Laborious craft- back breaking work

To mother is to weave

The ceiling close to conceding

water damage demanding

it bends at the waist

Warped

Momma teases knots out of a nest

Weft

Growing in the grout

crept between each tile,

a gingham of mold

The daughter’s legs are bare

pressed against the tiling on the bathroom floor

Untangling, teasing, a reversal of tatting

The care of a comb in tender hands still stings

Hair, where the edge and ends are, 

down on her knees, 

softly fraying

A split in a set of nylons 

A sweater gently running

A momma which mends

so well that the evidence remains unseen

The arachnid invented linen,

as mother fabricated labor

The craft of nativity comparable

to the condemnation of the spider woman

by the goddess she challenged to contest
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“ In between
Two tall mountains
There’s a place
They call lonesome
Don’t see why
They call it lonesome
I’m never lonesome when I go there ”

 ↗  Connie Converse, “TAlkiN’ like 

YoU” (Two TAll MoUNTATioNS)
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Hello to all the bots watching in today’s video 

I will be calculating the amount of money I 

spent at Pret a Manger during undergraduate 

and reviewing my student loan agreements I’ll 

also talk a little bit about my labyrinth-navi-

gator lifestyle, enactivism, and answering the 

question, “What came first, the algorithm-in-

fluencing-influencer or the algorithm-influ-

encing-influencer?” Before we begin be sure to 

like subscribe leave a message in the comments 

if you want to be ignored by a happy person 

forever a link to my PayPal is here (hold hands 

forward, as if presenting a priceless object/add 

icon in post-production/link by annotation 

post-post) if you enjoy the aggregation of pixels 

that make up this channel. Zoom closer and 

you will see that it is a benefactors list I also 

wanna do a quick unboxing slash (move hands) 

product review of these windshield wipers.

Hello to all the bots watching in today’s 
video I will be talking about STUPiDiTY, what 
I think it is and why everyone with a Ventra/
MTA/Oyster Card loaded with a pass allowing 
for unlimited rides should “tap-on” as they 
exit the turnstile. I will also discuss the Bronze 
Age collapse and how metallurgic-adjacent 
mythology relates to turnstiles before we begin 
be sure to tap like subscribe comment (hit 
vape, inhaling) a link to my Paypal is (exhale) 

“here” (hold hands around cloud of smoke/add 
icon in post-production/link via annotation 
post-post).

Hello stargazers today I will be doing a 
psychic reading from a slowed-down clip of 
vape smoke I will also be discussing the astro-
logical sign Pisces yes Pisces. If you’re watch-
ing this between February 18th and March 
21st the sun is currently within the zodiac sign 
of Pisces the fish now Pisces is ruled by the 
planet Neptune in the distant reaches of our 
solar system Neptune of course being name 
after the ruler of the sea and is also the ruler 

of the mysterious murky and often misun-
derstood 12th house governing dreams, the 
unknown, imagination, and the subconscious. 
If you are familiar with the iceberg model of 
the self the 12th house could be considered 
everything beneath the surface Pisces is often 
associated with the arts (especially photogra-
phy), old age, depth, intuition, psychic ability, 
healing, and all things otherworldly. Rihanna 
is a Pisces do you think we are still living in 
the Age of Pisces, or have we entered the Age 
of Aquarius? Let me know what you think in 
the comments!

Hello stargazers today I will be discussing 
the discovery of Neptune by Urbain Le Verrier 
born March 11, 1811 the discovery is unique 
in that it was calculated using mathematics 
before being observed directly.

In today’s lesson I am going to be discussing 
algorithms now what exactly is an algorithm 
when we hear the word algorithm we might 
think of algebra and this is because linguisti-
cally they are closely related words. Both come 
from Arabic algebra coming from al-jabr or 

“the reunion of broken parts” which was first 
used by the Persian astronomer al-Khwarizmi 
who if we look at his name al-Khwarizmi we 
might see that it is similar to the word algo-
rithm “algorithm” is indeed named after him 
his name al-Khwarizimi literally meaning “of 
Khwarazem” a region in Central Asia directly 
below the ghost of the former Aral Sea. The 
Aral Sea aral meaning island is of course one 
of the great environmental catastrophes of 
the 20th and 21st centuries I have another 
video on the collapse of the Aral Sea fishing 
industry on my history channel I’ll put a link 
in the description below but just what is an 
algorithm?

Do you think Pisces rules over mathe-
matics? Let me know what you think in the 
comments! 
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I onCe showed someone a YouTube upload of 

Britannica’s Tales From Around The World: Sedna 

(1990) and half- jokingly said “this is important 

because it happened to me.”

I have observed that the image of the benevo-
lent-suitor-turned-malevolent-abuser unfurls 
a lot slower iRl; if only the aftermath of having 
finally left the island were as simple as having 
to rule over the Arctic ocean floor. I have been 
told that in Greenland (some distance from 
where this story originates), there is a group 
of fishermen whose cosmology posits Sedna as 
wicked, withholding game. Given this and the 
post-Brexit amnesia that Greenland left the 
eU in 1985 in a “Greenland first” response to 
the Common Fisheries Policy, one must ask:  
How do these transformations occur?

The animated homeomorphism between 
the hunter and the island and the bird and the 
storm must have had a lasting impact on me; 
since first watching it on VHS in the late ‘90s 

Aral Sea 1989 Aral Sea 2014
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This was MY first time back in this neighborhood since getting out of a really fucked-up situation 

where basically I walked to a bar during Pride North and had already been drinking vodka for 

twenty-four hours. Got there and immediately wanted to leave was not vibing with it at all. Started 

getting pursued pretty aggressively by some drunk old men and this man in a yellow shirt saw what 

was going on and started talking to me to get the hunters away I mentioned I was studying Arabic 

we started speaking in Arabic. A Grindr acquaintance who later became a friend, Arif, Arabic for 

“knowledge” walked into the bar with some guy whom I recognized from the app and the man 

in the yellow shirt was like “Let’s go talk to them.” It was on the way out of the bar anyway but 

basically I tapped the guy I recognized from the app on the shoulder went home with him where 

he read me his awful poetry and then wouldn’t let me leave for two years.

Source: The Basic Laws of Human Stupidity (1976)
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But anyways this was my first time back in this neighborhood 
and I was meeting up with my straight guy crush of literally 
ten years who was in town for three days and I found out three 
days before that he also had a crush on me and we met up at 
this bar. But then I randomly went into anaphylaxic shock and 
had to leave I experienced it again this past New Years after 
taking one (1) shot of vodka and once in between at the lake.

I saw an allergist who gave me the words idiosyncratic 
angioedema (cause unknown) and an EpiPen script.
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subjected to gaslighting—“You’ve got me 
turning all the lights on and off”—yet playing 
along so as to effectively simulate the outcome 
opposite the one intended by gaslighting—
exercising control in a relationship through 
the construction of false realities that make 
the person being gaslighted question their 
sanity—in order to hit the kill switch on a 
relationship that is causing the narrator real 
psychological distress. “Yes, I can see that your 
carpet is animated”; as the visuals depicting 
domestic objects used in scenarios that would 
eventually lead to asphyxiation signify, the 
narrator is suffocating.

I reencountered the music video on my 
Instagram dashboard this past Sagittarius 
season after an astrologer friend who ran a 

“Queens of the Zodiac” longform voting game 
each astrological season posted a clip from it 
accompanied with the following text:

One of the first videos I watched after the 
emergence of YouTube as a popular website 
was the 2007 music video for Sia’s “Buttons” 
from the album Some People Have Real 
Problems. Posted on the platform after being 
leaked by Perez Hilton, the clip features the 
singer distorting her profile using household 
objects such as clothespins, condoms, hosiery, 
Saran™ Wrap, and Scotch™ Tape against a 
backdrop reminiscent of those offered by 
Kmart Portrait Studio in the late ‘90s. I was at 
a friend’s house and we proceeded to recreate 
the scenarios in the video, being careful not 
to induce Asphyxia or die from laughter—my 
memory of this initial viewing faded as the 
song remained in my music libraries for the 
next decade. The only real constant of the 
distributed experience of hearing it was know-
ing the melody and for the most part, the lyrics, 
yet not really knowing what they meant, for the 
most part. One line that repeats itself nearly 
every other line in each verse throughout the 
track strikes me as intentionally unclear: who 
is being signaled, and why?

While the lyrics circulating online point 
to a fixed signifier, I am pretty intrigued by 
entertaining the apparent lack of vocal clar-
ity and examining the narrative created by an 
indeterminate signifier. The signifiers “your” 
and “me” create two separate dialogues: in the 
latter, the singer addresses their lover directly: 
get away from me; in the former, the singer 
addresses themselves in an internal dialogue: 
get away from them. A two-channel signaling 
for cessation within the context of lyrics that 
speak to the narrator’s contradictory aware-
ness of losing their grip on reality—“Can’t you 
see that I am losing my marbles?”; “I’m seeing 
ghosts in everything I do”—could potentially 
speak to the narrator realizing they are being 
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One aspect of his project consisted of using 
“March Madness” scoreboards to engage with 
his followers as they extract meaning from 
what unfurled contextualized by the move-
ment of planetary objects in relationship to 
the already-canonized astrological meanings 
viewed through the lens of, like, the most intel-
ligent (Cipolla’s axioms) kind of knowledge 
production:
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↑   He was  
a really giant 

bird spirit. 

← Jesse Kanda 
for FKA twigs 
LP1 whose 

singles contain 
lyrics such as 
“pull out the 

incisor;” “with 
a quick switch;”  
“all those years 

in isolation;” 
and the word 
universe sung 
in a way that 

makes it sound 
like a question: 
“you nervous?”

39

Source: Pitchfork
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↖ Source: 
Note left on 

partner's 
windshield. 41

In the Caucasus, there are a lot of moun-
tains; there are also a lot of languages. 
Historically, the region’s topography trapped 
languages between mountains; lexicons for 
interpreting worlds and for building them 
developed in relative isolation from one 
another. Is this a potential model for think-
ing about the information economy? Does 
the information economy act as a mold for a 
foundry pour understanding of one’s reality?

Of self-described Targeted Individuals, 
James Bridle writes in New Dark Age:

“ Those that the psychiatric establishment would 
have classified as delusional can ‘cure’ themselves 
by seeking out and joining an online community 
of like minds […] A group characterized by its 
distrust of others has co-opted network technology 
to create its own dynamic, complex, and infor-
mative community that is mutually supportive 
and self- sustaining. It has separated itself from 
the medical and social mainstream in order to 
build a world in which its own understanding is 
validated and value. ” 
(210–211)

Taking a shower with your family

Millenials who name their babies 
after civil war generals

Saying hi from very far away

9/11

Being present

Hot plane history painting
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1.

It is a sundaY evening in early March. I should be taking 

pictures of Chicago’s architecture for my graduate thesis project. 

But every time I hear the woosh of an approaching jet engine, I 

tilt the lens of my Canon DSlR at increasingly uncomfortable 

angles upward to freeze the movement of the commercial jets 

whirring by. It’s dizzying to crane your neck so far backwards 

like that. I lose my equilibrium a bit, staring so violently skyward 

at what my body perceives as a staggering impossibility: chunks 

of fast-moving metal, precariously suspended up there, against 

the laws of physics and common sense—what goes up must 

come down.

I like taking pictures of airplanes.

As a teenager, I was in awe of airplanes. I liked the feeling of 

takeoff, in particular: roaring down a runway, blood swirling 

with the rush of acceleration. Veins pulsing sky blue. Climbing 

higher was like moving deeper into a phantasmagoric nebulae, 

this mighty machine swathed in puffs of white. Dollhouse views. 

But slowly, that awe was replaced by the raw sensations of my 

stomach bottoming out, my heart beating out of my chest, and 

the rest of my insides similarly attempting to usurp their confines 

and explode outside of themselves, until I am merely a shell of 

skin covered in the mush of myself. 

I like taking pictures of airplanes because they scare the shit 

out of me. I am writing about airplanes because they scare the 

shit out of me.

Dreaming and  Flying

Ali  
Tomek
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2.

The historY of the airplane is one long search for the invisible rules of flight, 

embedded in the sky. The Wright brothers are American legend: a little over 100 

years ago, in the spring of 1903, they flew for the first time at Kitty Hawk, North 

Carolina. The nation didn’t notice: “There were other less celestial wonders closer 

at hand: the automobile, the telephone, the motion picture.”
1
  There wasn’t much 

to notice —those early planes appear like skeletons, thin strips of interconnected 

material that could snap in an instant. Like the insides of a gutted building or 

scaffolding or a rickety, wooden roller coaster. 

The first half of aviation history was tied to military advancement. Initially, 

planes were viewed as reconnaissance devices, precursors to our contemporary 

society steeped in satellites and Google Maps and Find My Friends. The airplane 

dramatically expanded its role during World War ii. Planes became violent, wield-

ing bombs and machine guns. Beyond basic control, speed was now the designer’s 

focus. New instruments made blind flight possible, conquering unpredictable 

weather. Planes transformed dreamy skies into theaters for war.
2
 

After World War ii, airplanes took on civilian roles that ushered in what we know 

nearly 70 years later as airport drudgery: zigzag lines, the ever-shifting array of 

newly-threatening materials, objects and liquids, overflowing gates, waterhole 

charging stations, the whiff of headache on your oily temples. There is nowhere 

more regulated than the airport. Reconnaissance has turned inward. We perform 

it on ourselves.

1  Paul W.  
Fisher

'
 The 

History of 
Flight: We Saw 

It Happen  
(1953: 

Hypercube 
Media)

'
 Prime 

Video.

2  Ibid.

3. 

I slide MY camera’s SD card into its reader and snap the device 

into my MacBook’s empty port. Hundreds of photographs appear. 

I tap through them. The planes look like palm-sized toys. If you 

packaged them in hard plastic, they could hang on the fidget spin-

ner wall at Target: a whirling jetliner for the low price of $5.99.

But in most of the pictures, these jumbo jets are nearly invis-

ible. They appear to be photographs of artistically un-centered 

buildings, or smooshes of fat clouds in the sky. The pictures’ true 

motives are hidden in faint jetstreams and thin traces of exhaust 

trailing the tiniest specks of black that might just as easily be pieces 

of lint or smashed gnats or Oreo crumbs.
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4. 

TodaY, it is not the rules of military might that predominantly govern 

aviation, but the laws of bureaucracy and its requisite codes. This is visually 

evident in the demarcation of airports into endless zones. It is embedded 

into the identification process, where personhood is reduced into a list of 

categories sheathed in plastic. 

The failures of bureaucracy became apparent in the October 2018 Lion  

Air crash and then again in April, when the same Boeing 737 MAX model 

crashed in Ethiopia. Both accidents are believed to be linked to the 

Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System (MCAS). In the rush to 

produce the new MAX planes earlier this decade, Boeing radically expanded 

MCAS without consulting pilots or the Federal Aviation Administration.
3
 Lost  

somewhere in the layers of Boeing, the system asserted its existence too late.

MCAS is evidence of the complications of bureaucracy not only in provid-

ing relevant information to pilots, but also in recent airplane design. The 

system pushes the nose of a plane down when its angle-of-attack sensor 

(AoA) indicates the nose is too high, in danger of stalling the aircraft. In 

the October and April crashes, the single-AoA sensor provided false data to 

MCAS, which thrusted the MAX’s nose dangerously downward. Pilots were 

presumably unable to switch the system off and regain manual control. This 

could be because they had no idea the system was causing the plane to dive, 

but it could also be due to the complications in airplane design that mirror 

those of bureaucracy. As Chesley Sullenberger, the pilot behind Miracle on 

the Hudson, described modern planes: “A single fault can have ambiguous, 

confusing, potentially overwhelming effects through multiple systems.”
4
  

Further, once capabilities are added to aircraft systems, they are difficult to 

remove due to certification requirements.
5
   The new MAX planes were built 

on the architecture of the older Boeing 737s, akin to building a new house 

around an older one. The result threatens to be bogged down in layers of 

incompatible and confusing design.

3  Mike Baker and 
Dominic Gates

'
 “Lack 

of redundancies on 
Boeing 737 MAX 

system baffles 
some involved in 

developing the jet,” 
The Seattle Times

'
 

March 26, 2019
'
 https://

www.seattletimes.
com/business/

boeing-aerospace/a-
lack-of-redundancies-
on-737-max-system-

has-baffled-even-
those-who-worked-

on-the-jet.

4  “Are Modern 
Airplanes 

Dangerously 
Overengineered?” 

Popular Mechanics
'
 

August 9, 2011, https://
www.popular 

mechanics.com/flight/
a6921/are-modern-

airplanes-
dangerously-

overengineered.

5  William 
Langewiesche

'
 “The 

Human Factor,” 
Vanity Fair

'
 October 

2014, https://www.
vanityfair.com/news/.
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5. 

MY best friend in college interned at Boeing twice. She wanted 

to be an astronaut. I would die if I were an astronaut. My body 

would erupt from sheer anxiety. It would be classified as a heart 

attack under medical rules, but it wouldn’t be. It would be more 

like a panic explosion, where the seams of your body rupture in 

all directions simultaneously, like those glass shower doors that 

shatter spontaneously or balloons that burst from the inside out.

6. 

In the past year, the longest flights I have been on are home, just an hour in the sky away. 

The Rules of Flight. Sit in the aisle seat, over the wing. The front part of the wing, not the back 

part. That way, you are still in the front half of the aircraft. Time the takeoff using the stopwatch 

app. Play “Cookin” by Fat Joe. Replay it. After approximately five minutes, you will begin breathing 

semi-normally again. The most critical part of the flight is over. 

Keep your seatbelt fastened at all times. Do not use the bathroom if you can avoid it. The 

aggressively swirly toilet water threatens to suck you in and flush you out, into the troposphere. 

It is a whirlpool you won’t be able to escape, unless the flight attendant bursts in (unlikely) and 

grabs a piece of your ponytail at the last second, pulling you back to safety by the rope of your hair. 

Do not eat. The muscles in the back of your throat don’t work quite right at 35,000 feet. There is 

the threat of choking.

Monitor your sleep. Sometimes, you close your eyes (the quickest way to pass the time) and 

suddenly feel as though the floor is not there anymore. You are like a baby without a womb, a float-

ing amoeba, and your heart does that panicky beatBeAT as you quickly open your eyes to confirm 

there is, indeed, a floor beneath your tightly-tied sneakers. Tie your sneakers as tight as possible. 

This promotes the feeling of safety, á la that weighted blanket you are currently stalking on Amazon, 

but haven’t purchased yet because you are considering the veracity of several reviewers’ claims 

that this blanket will eventually leak its tiny glass beads all over your bed and apartment, where 

you will discover them months later and curse yourself for spending over $100 on a dysfunctional 

lump of 20-pound cloth.
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7. 

In the afterMath of the October and March 

crashes, I discover the other rule, the one that 

more precisely governs the airplane’s conduct 

in the air: Automation. The Boeing crashes are 

eerily similar to the infamous 2009 Air France 

crash. As The Vanity Fair piece, The Human 
Factor, meticulously details, Air France Flight 

447 pilots manually pushed the nose of the plane 

too high and experienced a stall that caused it 

to crash into the Atlantic Ocean approximately 

four hours after takeoff. This occurred after 

velocity sensors froze over, shifting the plane 

from “Normal Law” to “Alternate Law,” where 

autopilot disengages and pilots must manually 

operate the aircraft.
6
 Though all three crashes 

involved the failure of sensors, the real simi-

larity lies in the breakdown of communication 

between human and machine. “The problem 

is that beneath the surface simplicity of glass 

cockpits, and the ease of fly-by-wire control, the 

designs are in fact bewilderingly baroque—all 

the more so because most functions lie beyond 

view. Pilots can get confused to an extent they 

never would have in more basic airplanes.” 
7

Today, rules are not just rules. The airplane 

is just one piece of evidence that the rules 

that govern our lives have transformed from 

treatises and unspoken norms into holy 

formulas and hidden algorithms. They are 

pre-programmed, in this case by engineers, 

who instruct computer systems how to respond 

in x, y, and z scenarios. In many cases, pilots 

do not even know these systems exist (MCAS, 

for example). The computers understand the 

aircraft’s limits, and they will intervene to 

keep pilots from exceeding them.
8
  The instru-

ments in the cockpit, which have multiplied 

infinitely since the Wright brothers (who had 

no cockpit) are more like ornaments. Pilots 

were once the masters of meeting hundreds of 

aviation codes, like architects who must fulfill 

the regulations required by the construction of 

buildings. Now, they are system managers, and 

their duties involve long hours watching and 

waiting, like an apathetic teenager longing for  

a text message.
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6  Langewiesche
'
 

“The Human 
Factor.”

7  Ibid.

8  Ibid.

8. 

During the first 20 minutes of a flight home, my brain is relentlessly aware that 

the laws of physics exist and that they offer no forgiveness to 175,000 pounds of 

aluminum whizzing through the air. But sometimes, around the half-hour mark, 

there is a moment when this awareness fades away. Around then, the aircraft 

typically surges above the clouds, and suddenly, there is soft sunshine spilling 

onto the layer of altocumuli below, illuminating their peaks in pinks and casting 

their divots in receding blues. This is a wine-induced dreamworld, made all the 

more luscious by its contrast with the inside of the airplane, bounded in beiges, 

modular parts, and the surgical flow of artificial air. Taking pictures up here, my 

iPhone hovering in front of the window, calms me. Up here, there are vivid colors, 

ethereal textures, cloud mist, gels and squish. The drone of automation hums 

softly in the background.

9. 

AutoMation has undoubtedlY made aviation exponentially 

safer. It’s a staple of colloquial wisdom that flying in an airplane 

is less risky than driving a car or walking down the street. Outside 

of takeoff and landing, planes already fly themselves. Someday, 

there will be no pilots.

Someday, we might not need all our fingers anymore because 

there will be no tools. A dreamy smoothness will prevail. Tension 

will be eradicated. Fear gone. We will be blobs—mushes of happy 

squish. Oozing putty, ironically only made possible by the algo-

rithms that govern every nook and cranny so that we can be 

released into the unconscious and become characters in a David 

Foster Wallace novel. In dreams, there are no rules. In dreams, 

purpose and meaning vanish too.
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10.

The rule of Accidents. When there is an accident, it must be transformed into 

folklore. The Vanity Fair piece is gripping, I think, but almost dreamlike, even in 

its precise repetition of dialogue spoken between the three pilots on Air France 

Flight 447, as recorded by the voice control box. The crash represents another 

years-long investigation into dark -sea depths, another twist on Lost that will grip 

the nation’s television screens. Another underwater treasure hunt that oscillates 

between fascinating and horrific as quickly as my camera’s shutter speed. 

11. 

I watCh a news story about a helicopter crash. I will never fly 
in a helicopter, I promise myself. Not even if I am a contestant on 
a reality television show. I read about the Boeing 737 MAX. I will 
not book a flight on one of those, I promise myself. I hear about a 

plane crash ten years ago that happened in the early afternoon. 

I will not fly on a plane in the afternoon. Another, seven years ago, 

in the morning. I will not fly on a plane in the morning. I will not 

fly on a Tuesday, I will not fly, I will not.

If I follow these rules, I will be safe.

I cannot see the rules of air travel outside my window while I 

am flying. I do not know what new algorithms designed by anon-

ymous engineers in placeless labs have been recently installed. I 

don’t even know who the pilots are, how long they’ve been flying 

or how many hours they slept the night before, so I certify and 

regulate myself in this new set of rules that I write and revise.
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12. 

Airplanes should provide bicycle 

helmets. They should have anesthesia 

masks, instead of oxygen ones. They 

should offer free benzodiazepines.

13.

I Continue taking pictures of airplanes. I have a folder on my laptop filled with them. I have 

never collected anything tangible, but now I collect these. I am intrigued by the fear they represent, 

because it is different than the glossy, dreamlike experiences everywhere else, beginning with social 

media and rooted in the glassy vernacular of iPhone screens.

Photography is perhaps a way of controlling the things you are scared of, of corralling them into 

the composition of the camera lens. It is a way to regain some of the control you relinquished to 

mathematical formulas and giant, automated machines.

14.

Writing is like that too. Inside the rules 

of language and the laws of grammar, the 

airplanes fit nicer than inside my head, 

where they don’t seem to fit at all.
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Rand 
on          
Love

Ain’t tryna be 
First in line or there at all times
Mine’s for getting and I’m getting mine 
Forget the church bells and chimes 
Dem tings get chinged 
Ain’t tryna love like Disney 
I’m down for the hit 
Down to dip dip dip
Down to grant a one night wish 
But watch what I say
I’m here tonight and then today
But stay I may not 
For years and years 
And I do love
Hours on the clock 
Life partner 
Sleeping partner 
In a global business with many shareholders
All here to help 
Auxiliaries on standby 
For the one night when you feel like it’s all going dry 
Our enterprise is 
Wide eyes 
Runny noses 
Dopamine and Serotonin 
Explosions from risking the chance to 
Make a long time lover your ex 
Cos they’re shook or not yet hip to this whole hoeing thing 
We’re adaptors
Fitting shit 
Where niggas didn’t even know 
Shit could go 
Now you blown his mind 
Never had his dick sucked by another guy 
Or had another guy kiss his girl in his face 

“Mate!”
“What?”
Sorry you’re hurt 
I was just here to help 
How awkward 
Walking in on shit like that 
Talking about shit like this
To nice people like you!
But I’m nice too 
Here
To help
You leave your dry ass partner 
To give advice
And in a funny little way 
I suppose you could say 
Giving
Is my vice 
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Tableland

James 
Massiah
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Fret not for your boy 
He’s not gone too far not too far gone 
Son’s just on a young adventure
Trying to explore things more 
The boy was getting bored 
Seen all things he wanna saw 
So he sought more sights 
More wrong felt right 
After a while 
You know how it goes, don’t you? 
Feel yourself just floating 
Either closed 
Or open, but still just floating
Hoping for something to happen! 
Your son’s just gone to make it so 
Rather than rely on pure hope 
He’s gone to source his own plug
Three doors down 
Up the stairs 
Down the shaft a winding shaft 
It’ll spit you out onto a purple mesa 
With blue sand and red grass 
Hot air balloon 
Concorde 
Spaceship away from this same old shit
My nigga, I need an adventure 
Group sex with you involved 
Cocaine with k involved 
A six figure check with me involved 
A glee club with glee involved 
A cottage in the countryside 
Where it’s all wobbly 
A hot country where it’s all wet and  

white foam waves come to and  
fro on the beach like daydreams 

Drifting in and out of sleep in this life 
One day it’ll come true 
Baby I promise you 
And yeah if you’re down to ride
We can take it to the other side 
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el duende

I am sixteen in a dance club nestled on the 

top of a hill in Cuenca, Ecuador. I am holding 

a beer I do not plan on finishing. My hair is 

the longest it has ever been, stretching down to 

the small of my back. I am warm and nervous 

and soaked in femininity. The club quivers with 

energy and I am slowly enveloped in a wave of 

human. I want to kiss the dance instructor my 

friend met somewhere, because he is brown 

and beautiful. I hope he thinks I am brown and 

beautiful. My friend from back home is into 

him, and I am not as skinny as her. I slink into 

a corner, sway my hips along to the music. An 

older man with a scraggly beard bumps into me 

and holds his hand out to dance; I have no idea 

how to say no. Reluctantly, I agree, fumbling 

into twirls and nervously gyrating my hips. My 

friend laughs at me. I have no one else to dance 

with. I have never danced like this before. 

When the song ends, I manage to wiggle 

away for a cigarette. I see a young man with 

glasses with a pack; I lick my lips and saun-

ter up for seconds. I practice my Spanish. He 

tells me he can tell I am American, and I tell 

him I can tell he is Argentinian. I lie and say 

I go to the University of Chicago. Something 

is rushing through my veins. It is some deep, 

blissful, unfamiliar electricity inside me, a 

soft humming motor. The moon sighs over 

the Rio Tomebamba. I am glowing gold. The 

river gushes behind us. The air is a warm heavy 

blanket over the night. The Argentinian asks 

me questions about the school I do not go to, 

but I can barely hear him over the pulse of the 

nightclub and the hot rush of the river and the 

beat of my brown skin.

This first time I went to a nightclub was the 

summer before I lost my virginity, and almost 

exactly two years before the summer I was sexu-

ally assaulted for the first time. I am frightened 

by the gall I had at that age. I am shocked at my 

nerve, just one year into high school, running 

into a night club and dancing with strangers 

and smoking cigarettes. I cannot help but 

wonder how close to danger I was––how easily 

I could have been kidnapped or assaulted. I 

La Malinchista

Susana
Cardenas-Soto

55

cannot help but imagine how much smaller I 

was, same height, same weight, but smaller in 

every sense of the word. 

The night club was the place I could express 

a new burgeoning sexuality, a fresh identity 

separate from anything my parents gave me. I 

felt an empowerment that only comes when 

you are sixteen and studying abroad in a foreign 

country. Or, when you are sixteen and desper-

ate for attention.

Malintzin

La Malinche/Malinalli/Malintzin/Doña Maria 

was a Nahua girl no more than twelve years 

old. She was kidnapped and gifted to Hernan 

Cortés after his first victory in the Americas. 

Her ability to speak both Mayan and Nahuatl 

distinguished her to the Spaniards, and she 

grew up to become Cortés’s interpreter, playing 

an integral role in the conquest of what would 

become Mexico. 

In 1986, a statue of Malintzin, Cortés, 

and their son Martín called “Monumento al 

Mestizaje” was nearly torn down by Mexico 

City students protesting the glorification of 

the indigenous genocide. The monument was 

moved to Parque Xicotencatl, a small park on 

the outskirts of Coyoacan, a town outside of 

Mexico City. La Malinche is cast in bronze with 

her rapist and their son, sitting between the 

Spanish lion and the Mexican eagle, tucked in a 

corner, enveloped in vines. For many Mexicans, 

Malintzin’s child became the symbol of the 

legacy of genocidal rape, so reviled that his 

statue was stolen shortly after its relocation.  

La Malinche exists in a liminal space—she 

is widely recognized as la original traidora, but 

she is also now known as a victim of colonial 

violence. As my friend José told me, she is 

seen as a constant reminder that Mexico, as a 

country, can never be anything but a betrayal. 

She is everything Mexicans hate simultane-

ously: an indigenous, Spanish-sympathizing 

woman. La Malinche is the cheater and the 

cheated. She is also, among other things: a 

slave, an opportunist, a young indigenous girl, 

a pragmatist, a volcano in Puebla, a survivor, 

the mother of a nation.

Most depictions of La Malinche are tradi-

tional visions of Mexican women. Portraits 

usually include copper skin, heavy eyelashes, 

scarlet lips, middle-parted, pin-straight hair, 

bottomless eyes. What I cannot see is the thick 

down coating her arms, the shadow of the soft 

hair on her upper lip, the hot stain of the sun 

on her shoulders, or her almost unimaginable 

endurance. I want to feel her skin, hold her 

hand. But I find myself unable to excavate the 

remains of history and find anything palpable. 

On my most recent visit to Mexico City, 

my dad and I walk the length of Donceles, a 

street lined with used bookstores, in search of a 

Margo Glantz book about Malintzin. We never 

find it, spend the whole afternoon scrubbing 

the sun-soaked block to no avail. I continue 

looking for her, la Malinche, my long-lost 

mother. I cannot think of myself outside of her 

continuum of history.

lilY-white

I am thirteen in the National Museum of 

Mexican Art in Chicago, standing in front of 

a painting depicting the battle of Otumba. On 

either side, the white Spaniards and indige-

nous Aztecs hurl spears at each other. Over the 

sounds of murmuring museum visitors, I hear 

a horse trampling Cuitlahuac and his warriors. 

My mouth tastes rusty. My father walks up next 

to me, mirroring my black-eyed stare. We stand 

for five minutes in witness of the conquest. 
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There is a stabbing pain in my temple as my 

father and I watch the battle unravel before 

us. I hesitate. I look at my skin, see the muddy 

color between white and brown. I remember I 

was born in Spain. I ask him if I am white. He 

replies, “Somos Mexicanos.” 

I have struggled to simplify my monologue 

of identity. “I was born in Spain, but my father 

is from Mexico, and my mom was born in 

the United States, but her parents are Cuban 

refugees.” According to the Human Genome 

Project, my dad’s ancestors were Sephardic Jews 

who migrated to Mexico from Spain during the 

Inquisition. My cousin on my mother’s side 

purchased a 23andme: we are 34% Spanish, 

7.5% Native Cuban. There is also a small per- 

centage of Congolese and Senegalese from 

eight generations ago. 

The question of my race baffled me for much 

of my life. I am, genetically-speaking, mostly 

a white person, and yet, by no stretch of the 

imagination am I white. I do not look it by any 

means––memories of being called a beaner say 

otherwise. I say I am Mexican, I clearly look 

Mexican, yet I am struck by the cognitive disso-

nance between mi raza and my race. In a class 

on Mexican literature, I learn that my father’s 

response, and my own confusion, was in part 

a result of a cultural mythology of mestizaje. 

What would come to be Mexico started from a 

soup of white Spaniards, their black slaves, the 

indigenous people, and the mestizos. Beginning 

with the forced assimilation of the indigenous 

population, mestizaje eventually arose as a regi-

mented colonial project of erasure under the 

guise of a universal national race. 

Like any myth, there is some truth. The metro 

in Mexico City holds a pulsing crowd of strong 

noses, coffee colored eyes, heavy eyebrows, 

boxy bodies. I am stunned by the sheer mass of 

human a single train car fits. How easily people 

slip in front of each other, how they mingled 

in sweat. We share the same cardboard colored 

skin, woolen arm hair. Yet, among them, I feel 

lily-white. Blanquita. An imposter. A traitor to 

my culture for having grown up in the states, 

for having dated white men, for being born in 

the land of las conquistas. I shrink in my seat 

on the metro, wondering if they could tell I am 

American, if they saw through my skin, my hair, 

the invader in me. When I stand up, a man ran 

his hand down the length of my ass. 

When my dad says “Somos Mexicanos,” he 

means, “We are ‘raceless.’” That is, Mexicans, 

my father included, believe they are not bound 

by the same categorical understandings of race 

as Americans. I find myself in between these 

worlds, cast in shades of difference.

I am full of race, not “raceless.” I am not 

void of anything.

snow white

I spent my five years in elementary school 

with the same group of thirty kids in a Spanish 

immersion class. Even at the time, the irony 

of being one of the five Latinos in the class 

discomforted me. Every year for Dia de los 

Muertos, we went to the National Museum of 

Mexican Art. I roamed the halls with my white 

classmates and saw almost none of their faces 

in the paintings. Instead, I saw my own. I saw 

myself in the portrait of the indigenous princess 

splayed on a mountainside cliff, her distraught 

warrior lover kneeling beside her. Every visit 

included at least ten minutes staring into the 

eyes of the princess, her brown body hanging 

over the arms of her lover. 

At the time, I had no idea why I was so capti-

vated by her. Now, I think I was looking for 

her the whole time. This uninhibited sexuality, 
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this brown beauty, her body muscular and taut,  

her lover desperately fawning. I wanted to be 

that adored.

As a child, I was obsessed with Sleeping 

Beauty, Snow White, the gentle curl of yellow 

hair. I wanted to be the princess in every story–– 

yet, I rarely saw one who looked like me. Only 

the princess in the painting filled the void, and 

only once or twice a year. 

During the spelling bee in third grade, I 

took my sweatshirt off. My friend, in front of 

my entire class, face twisted in disgust, yelled, 

“Why are your arms so hairy?” I shuddered at 

the recognition of my least favorite part of my 

body. When I was called a few minutes later, I 

misspelled my word, and was disqualified. My 

arms betrayed any of my hairless fantasies, my 

unibrow an insult to my face, my toffee skin 

unsightly next to my cousin Nina’s ivory. My 

half-white cousin inspired the most jealousy. I 

was admired for my brains; her, for her beauty. 

I felt too short, too squat, too brown next to her, 

a giraffe of a girl, hazel eyes peeking beneath 

pale brown eyelashes. I was even jealous of her 

knobby knees. 

What an injustice, among other injustices, 

that I grew up feeling like I wasn’t beautiful. 

Chulita

Tio Danny comes through the back door. I 

can tell my mom and her siblings are embar-

rassed by their socially inept cousin, their brash 

relative, busting through the back porch two 

hours before the party even starts. He wears 

transition lenses, hair stiff with gel, reeks of 

Zinfandel, spearmint gum, and Paco Rabanne 

cologne. It is near Christmas. I am wearing 

my red velvet dress, and my hair is cut like 

Mafalda’s, a small round bob with blunt bangs. 

I am very small, timid around the harsh men in 

my family, and he is anything but timid. He is a 

bulldozer, a towering skyscraper. At this point 

he may be married to the Liza Minnelli look-

alike, or maybe he is still a desperate bachelor. 

He is spitting and drunk and seething, raspy 

and randy. I am so small in my red velvet dress, 

swirling around the swarms of my family, trying 

to avoid the bulldozer of him. 

Nina leaves me alone on the couch. Stum-

bling, he calls me chulita. Then, before I can 

react, he pins me to the cushions, his body a 

boulder, a mountain immovable, his fingers, 

everywhere, with the excuse of a tickle fight. I 

do not laugh, and he does not stop.

Chingazo i

Malinchismo: attraction to the foreign; the 

non-Mexican; the Spanish; the white.

Seventh item on a Google search of La 

Malinche: “Indian Princess or Slaveish Whore?” 

Google image search of La Malinche: a 

portrait of her, light skinned, auburn-haired,  

in a tight, white dress, feathers tucked behind 

her ears, draped in the arms of a Prince 

Charming Cortés.

Google translate: Chingar—to fuck. 

Chingar is a word I heard only in traffic or 

during soccer games. The first time I heard it 

alone, I was sixteen. It was hurled from a speed-

ing car in Ecuador, a few months before I had 

sex for the first time.

Octavio Paz: “Chingar denotes violence, an 

emergence from oneself to penetrate another 

by force. It also means to injure, to lacerate, to 

violate–bodies, souls, objects–and to destroy.”

My rapist emailed me a few months ago. He 

called me a dirty bipolar brown bitch.

New York Times, 1997: “After 500 years, 

Cortés’s Girlfriend Is Not Forgiven.” 

I forgive her. I forgive her a million times over.
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fridita i

Near the front of Frida Kahlo’s studio, bright 

white letters read, “Frida y Diego vivieron en 
esta casa 1929-1959.” My dad’s girlfriend says the 

worst thing that happened to Frida was Diego 

Rivera. In a letter to him, Frida wrote, “You call, 

I answer… Te pido violencia.” Diego, apart from 

his murals, was also known for his brash temper, 

his sexual indiscretions, his machismo. I read a 

letter to her friend Dolores, in which she asks 

for money; Diego refused to pay for her medical 

treatment. He called her a “sickly little girl.”

She described the marriage as a partnership 

between an elephant and a dove. Most of their 

time together—in their two marriages—was 

spent painting or accumulating revenge affairs. 

For much of their first marriage, she was Mrs. 

Rivera, the shy Mexican girl on his arm, until 

her own career exploded. “Of course he does 

pretty well for a little boy, but it is I who am 

the big artist.”

fridita ii

The summer I graduated from high school, 

I wrote a poem about my stalker ex-boyfriend. 

This was almost a year after I was sexually 

assaulted. I hadn’t come to any realization 

of what happened to me living in blunted 

acceptance. I was, however, able to recognize 

the behaviors of my recent ex-boyfriend were 

abusive: the endless texts threatening suicide, 

the random appearances at social events, the 

tirades of insults. I wrote a poem about him 

for a performance; I likened him to a predator. 

I wrote about the nightmares I had, of being 

chased in the woods by a snarling animal. 

The night I performed it, I sent it to him 

partly to provoke him, partly to expose his 

harassment. He threatens to show up and stop 

me. I did it anyway. He never came.

In her diary sketches, Frida’s body is segme- 

nted, floating, broken, bleeding, veins running 

out of her skin like streamers, a metal rod keep-

ing her upright. Perhaps one of her biggest 

heartbreaks was the discovery of Diego’s affair 

with her sister Christina. In her diary, she 

wrote of her gris corazon: gray heart. She felt 

murdered by life. Like she was “disintegrating 

in her absolute solitude.” This, she depicted 

in her painting “Unos Quantos Piquititos,” in 

which a man stands over the corpse of a woman 

bleeding out on a bed. 

fridita iii

Frida was the first Mexican woman I ever 

saw depicted in a movie. Salma Hayek, the 

pinnacle of Mexican beauty, corseted, cigarette 

hanging from her mouth, painted in a wheel-

chair, sumptuously staring through the beat of 

my heart. On Frida, Hayek wrote in the New 

York Times: “One of the forces that gave me 

the determination to pursue my career was the 

story of Frida Kahlo… It became my mission 

to portray the life of this extraordinary artist 

and to show my native Mexico in a way that 

combated stereotypes.”

Years after the filming of Frida, Salma came 

forward against producer Harvey Weinstein’s 

decades-long pattern of sexual misconduct. On 

Weinstein, she wrote: 

“No to me taking a shower with him.

No to letting him watch me take a shower.

No to letting him give me a massage.

No to letting a naked friend of his give me 

a massage.

No to letting him give me oral sex.

No to my getting naked with another woman.

No, no, no, no, no …”
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Chihuahua

The first time I remember it is different than 

how I remember it now. I am unable to come 

up with one version. Instead, I see a strobe 

light passing over a pitch-black void of memory. 

Sensations come and go in an instant: the hot 

smack of my back on his bed. The tangle of my 

hair in his fist. The slap of rain on his window 

sill. The theme song to the Twilight Zone seep-

ing through the door. The peeling paint. The yip 

of his chihuahua. The swell of skin. The stretch 

of the second condom. The simmering smell 

of asphalt. The strain of my body against the 

immovable force of him.

I am caught in a time warp between recount-

ing and remembering. This memory, the first 

time I was sexually assaulted, is, among several 

others, one of my Big Memories, one I’d like to 

cryogenically freeze. Still, for a Big Memory, 

it is actually quite small. Even if I wanted to, 

I could not envision it completely. I only see 

blazing bursts of light and utter darkness. It was 

probably July, maybe early August. If I really 

wanted to, I could find out the exact date. 

I want to forget what he looks like: his pale 

skin, his toothy grin, his curly hair, how old he 

was, how young I was. I am not sure how I could 

ever forget. I am not sure I could ever erase the 

feeling of his body, the weight of his stare.

If I could see it, I could prove it actually 

happened. I’d like a video of it. Rather, I’d like 

to step into a video of it. I’d like to step back 

into the fold of time and see myself at seven-

teen, still hopelessly a girl, wearing an outfit I 

still own in fragments. I want to walk her home.

Chingazo ii

I am draped over my childhood bed in a 

thong broadcasting live to fifty viewers. They 

are asking me to take my underwear off––I 

coyly shake my head, snap my elastic, and 

continue reading out loud from The Catcher 
in the Rye. I am twenty, This is quite possibly 

the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done for 

money, money that will help me move out of 

my parent’s house. I am partially ashamed of 

myself and partially exhilarated by the attention. 

Though I have come out as non-binary by this 

time, I am knowingly using my femininity to 

make money off of (who I assume are) desper-

ate men. At least, this is my justification. This 

justification pushes and pulls in my throat as I 

am objectified night after night, misgendered 

every moment. I cannot tell if I am overcoming 

this or succumbing to it. At the moment, I feel 

beautiful and intelligent. Brown and beautiful. 

Admired. 

The viewers hurl comments at me.

Anonymousviewer365: You Look gorgeous :)

Anonymousviewer245: Heeeeeeey chica take 

your bra off!!!

5 tokens gifted by Anonymousviewer567!

Bangbro23: Show us that ass baby

Someone requests a private show. I accept.

The demands escalate in aggression until the 

user demands I call him the n-word. I hang up. 

Delete my account. 

QueCholli

Sex workers in Mexico are called “mujeres 

publicas.” When they go missing, the authorities 

typically claim these women lead double lives, 

that their disappearances are only the result 

of a natural chain of events. This discourse 

became a key tool to position dead women in 

a social order that rationalizes violence against 

them; a public woman is violence, and a murder 

provides a means to end it. The first book I read 

that primarily focuses on the Mexican brand of 
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violence is Fiesta en la Madriguera by Juan Pablo 

Villalobos. In it, Yolcaut, a drug trafficker at the 

height of power and wealth, enslaves a young 

woman named Quecholli, the Azteca word for 

rabbit. While I read it, I recall the time I was 

walking home from school and came across a 

rabbit with its head completely torn off. What 

a clean cut it was. Done by a human.

fridita iii

My first visit to Frida Kahlo’s house came 

years before I knew how much she survived, 

suffered. Frida was diagnosed with polio at the 

age of six, and lived with a limp for the rest of 

her life. At thirteen, she was sexually assaulted 

by her gym teacher. At eighteen, she boarded 

a bus that was struck by a trolley car. Frida 

sustained a broken pelvic bone, spinal column, 

and several other severe injuries. As a result, she 

was unable to carry a child to full term. 

In her life, Frida withstood more than thirty 

operations, an amputation, and three abortions. 

She suffered from chronic pain, alcohol and 

painkiller addiction. She spent much of her 

time harnessed in corsets, walking with a cane, 

sitting in a wheelchair. When asked what to do 

with her body after death, she replied: “Burn 

it… I have spent too much time lying down… 

Burn it!”

Her house radiates blue, the outer walls 

coated in cobalt. In her diary, Frida wrote, “azul  

= distancia, electricidad, la pureza amor.” Her 

garden sits in the middle of a loop of rooms. 

The courtyard is packed full of potted plants, 

palms and tangled trees, flowers, cobblestone, 

green everywhere. Life teeming. If I had known 

what she went through on my first visit, I would 

have recognized that, perhaps, her house was 

an attempt at healing, to construct a breathing 

space. 

As I walk around the museum, I see myself 

in her: the distinguished unibrow, the oil well 

eyes. I see myself in the fuzz on her forearms. 

I see myself in her death mask, nestled on the 

pillow in her small bedroom. Later, my dad and 

I walk the streets of Coyoacan, the same neigh-

borhood where the statue of la Malinche sits. I 

cannot help but think of her as we stroll around 

the sun-soaked cobblestone, iced coffees in 

hand, our shared pack of cigarettes nestled in 

my back pocket. We talk about his girlfriend, 

my grades, and the endless enigma of trauma 

that binds us together. We talk about Frida, 

Malintzin, Sor Juana, all women of resistance, 

artists in their own right. We sit in a courtyard 

on the lip of a fountain and smoke, and I tell 

him about the times I have been assaulted. He 

does not offer condolences, or sympathy, but 

hugs me. Perhaps he has no idea what to say. 

He has never been on my side of oppression.

On this visit, I empathize with Frida in a way 

I never have. I walk around her home neighbor-

hood with my father and feel the suffocation of 

suffering healed momentarily by the soft wind 

of a tree or the glow of a chrysanthemum. On 

my second visit to her home, I look around 

at the pretty piles of jacaranda, the blooming 

bushes of bugambilia, feel my heart expand and 

contract with the breathing force of a woman 

with unfathomable resilience.
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Security Theatre: The 
 White Picket Fence

Chloe
Munkenbeck

In the intiMatelY connected network of air 

travel, airport security has become a familiar 

and homogenized process around the globe. 

The US airport security system, TSA, created in 

the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, is a dominant 

voice in the way security measures are carried 

out. The stakes of international diplomacy and 

personal safety call for complete submission to 

its rules with little questioning of its methods. 

When TSA tested their own security system in 

2015, 95% of suspect objects were missed, the 

process was revealed more as a performance of 

safety rather than a functioning barrier. Their 

official design guidelines even cite: “creating 

 → INT. AIRPORT 

 → SECURITY CHECKPOINT

ACT I

[SCRIPT is rehearsed. MANAGEMENT is confident. Actors 

rehearse their given roles: YOU are the FRONTLINE TROOPS 

and WE are at WAR. Actors are positioned on marks X, 

ready to face PASSENGERS. Enter Stage Right: LANDSIDE] 

the maximum perception of effective security 

measures” as a deterrence method. As the 

home of Hollywood drama and reality televi-

sion, hyperbolic performances permeate many 

facets of US culture and it appears the approach 

to security systems is no exception.

The format of this work is based on the visual 

writing techniques of stage cues in screenplays. 

The use of capitalization, italics, single word 

sentences, exclamations, codify behaviors out 

of the public eye. The visually rich stage direc-

tions become a performance in themselves 

significant only to the actors, and shaping their 

public roles.
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 → INT. SECURITY CHECKPOINT 

 → STERILE AREA

ACT II

[RHYTHM starts. PASSENGERS submit their props to the 

performance. FRONTLINE TROOPS stand straight. Attention 

focused exclusively on given task.]

FRONTLINE TROOP (V.O.)

remove electronics, remove shoes, remove belts, 

no liquids, no sharps, no heavy blunt objects, 

remove electronics, remove shoes, remove belts...

[REPEAT: RHYTHM is established. Each prop  

is voided of IDENTITY. Meticulously analyzed.  

→ ACCEPTED. → ACCEPTED. PEACE is ensured.  
MANAGEMENT is confident.]
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→ aCCepted → aCCepted
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 → INT. SECURITY CHECKPOINT 

 → STERILE AREA

ACT III

[WHITE PICKET FENCE: The slender forms repeatedly culminate 

into a sharp, pointed apex.]

FRONTLINE TROOP

Whose is this?

[GLANCE at the PASSENGER. Up, down. GEOMETRY scrutinized. 

Dissected. Analyzed. Each measurement: ACCEPTED, DECLINED, 

UNDETERMINED... prop IDENTITY inflitrates the tone of WAR. 

Actors search for prompt, a hesitation. RHYTHM interrupts.]

 → INT. SECURITY CHECKPOINT 

 → MANAGEMENT

ACT IV

[A momentary interruption. With each incident, MANAGEMENT 

convene over SCRIPT. RHYTHM heightens and is established: 

ROUTINE. NEW SCRIPT is rehearsed and now MANAGEMENT  

is confident.]
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3.50 X 1 X 45 INCH VERTICAL → → → → → → → → → → → → aCCepted
114.450 DEGREE CURVILINEAR ANGLE   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
1.5 INCH RADIUS CONCAVE ARC   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
120.900 DEGREE ANGLE   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
7.50 INCH RADIUS CONVEX ARC   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
79.05 DEGREE CURVILINEAR VERTEX → → → → → → → → → deClined
7.50 INCH RADIUS CONVEX ARC   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
120.900 DEGREE ANGLE   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
1.50 INCH RADIUS CONCAVE ARC  → → → → → → → → → → aCCepted
114.450 DEGREE CURVILINEAR ANGLE   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
1.0 X 1.0 INCH VERTICAL SPAN   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
2.50 X 1 INCH HORIZONTAL   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
HORIZONTAL SPAN UNDETERMINED → → → → → → → → → undeterMined
9/32 INCH DIAMETER CONE INVERTED  → → → → → → → → aCCepted
1/16 X 1/32 INCH CROSS INCISED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
1.50 INCH HELIX POINTED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
20.01 DEGREE APEX → → → → → → → → → → → → → → → undeterMined
HORIZONTAL ARRAY UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
9/32 INCH DIAMETER CONE INVERTED  → → → → → → → → aCCepted
1/16 X 1/32 INCH CROSS INCISED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
1.50 INCH HELIX POINTED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
20.01 DEGREE APEX → → → → → → → → → → → → → → → deClined
HORIZONTAL ARRAY UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → undeterMined
23.667 X 1 INCH VERTICAL SPAN   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
2.50 X 1 INCH RECTANGLE PROFILE   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
HORIZONTAL LENGTH UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  → undeterMined
9/32 INCH DIAMETER CONE INVERTED  → → → → → → → → aCCepted
1/16 X 1/32 INCH CROSS INCISED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
1.50 INCH HELIX POINTED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
20.01 DEGREE APEX → → → → → → → → → → → → → → → deClined
HORIZONTAL ARRAY UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → undeterMined
9/32 INCH DIAMETER CONE INVERTED  → → → → → → → → aCCepted
1/16 X 1/32 INCH CROSS INCISED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
1.50 INCH HELIX POINTED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
20.01 DEGREE APEX → → → → → → → → → → → → → → → deClined
HORIZONTAL ARRAY UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → undeterMined
3.50 X 1 INCH HORIZONTAL SPAN   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
23.667 X 1 INCH VERTICAL SPAN   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → deClined
1.0 X 1.0 INCH VERTICAL SPAN   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
PARALLEL ARRAY UNDETERMINED   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → undeterMined
5.50 INCH APEX ARRAY SEPARATION → → → → → → → → → deClined
1.0 INCH PARALLEL SEPARATION   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted
23.67 INCH VERTICAL SEPARATION   →  →  →  →  →  →  →  →  → aCCepted



68

A woMan, looking the same as I, boarded the 

bus for her morning shift at the local hospital. It  

was 1993. She brought a blue dictionary with 

her to work from time to time to practice 

English. My mom told me she used to memorize  

words and grammatical rules from the dictio-

nary. She was never content where she was 

born. Too cold, too small, a decaying industrial 

city close to the Chinese-Russian border. She 

knew she would leave one day. I found the book, 

with a tiny bus ticket still inside.
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Tong
Wang

Transit Portal

Is War a necessary Evil?

Miss the train      catch the train

It is i.

A small church stood at the foot of the mountain

The foot of a page

He is slow [quick] of foot

By oneself  for oneself. Of oneself

Whisky and water

Man and wife

It is necessary for you to sleep.

戰爭是無法避免的災難嗎?

錯過火車 剛好趕上火車

是我。

山腳下有做小教堂

頁底

「步態」

獨自的親自自行

摻水的威士忌

夫婦

你必須睡眠



70

i.

EtYMologiCallY ConneCted to σειρά (seirá 

“rope, cord”) and εἴρω (eírō “to tie, join, fasten”), 

the siren is a binder, an entangler, a narrative, 

a song, an event transforming human relations 

in social space. The siren is a signifier that also 

enacts a future. It is marked by danger, crisis, 

control, and the rule of law. There is a sudden-

ness to the siren giving it a temporal order. It 

is a projection moving through time and space. 

The Siren and Social 
Space:  An Essay in 
 Fourteen Stanzas

Josh Rios
and

Matt Joynt
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ii.

In the late 1700s, Scottish natural philos-

opher John Robison developed a method for 

generating a consistent sonic frequency by peri-

odically interrupting the flow of air through a 

fixed disk with a rotating disk. The invention 

was intended for incorporation in musical 

instruments—namely, the pipe organ. When  

it was discovered that early models of the 

instrument could also produce sound under-

water, it received its Greek mythological name, 

“the siren.” 

iii.

“ Who so in ignorance draws near to them and 
hears the Sirens’ voice, he nevermore returns… ”

↗  THe oDYSSeY—hoMer (Xii.39ff.)

This Quote referenCes the siren and the danger 

of its song, but also ideas of knowing and not 

knowing, of being ignorant to the effects of the 

siren, which include a perpetual state of never 

being able to return, a disappearance and a 

“nevermore.” One is drawn to the siren at first, 

but also learns quickly to avoid its sources, to 

go around its power, and to escape its rule of 

authority.

Plug your ears with wax. The siren signals; it 

signs; it signifies. It is a political sound within a 

hermeneutics of surveillance. It is not the police, 

per se. But it is not a sign of their absence either. 

It is an odd index of an imminent arrival of 

violent social control. But where is its desti-

nation, its soon-to-be location? It sonically 

occupies social space via speculation. All signs 

point to absence, in the sense that the thing the 

sign refers to—the referent—is not there. So 

the sign stands in for not-yet-here-ness. It both 

produces and marks the impending. 
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mistakenly read the black look as aggressive. 

It is a self-regulation of the oppositional gaze 

rooted in survival. He’s well aware, “They don’t 

know me but they fear me.”

In “Sirens/Busy” the siren’s diffractions, 

reflections, and refractions are as much social 

phenomena as they are physical. Their fragmen-

tation of social space—their implication of a 

perpetual state of never being able to return—

echoes further in the song through the voice of 

theMiND, who dodges calls and avoids friends 

as a means of coping with his greatest fear:

“ That I’ll have to say goodbye another time 
So I skip town on our moments 
Hopefully prolonging this 
I don’t need nobody new to miss ”

These admissions end abruptly, in the 

liminal and precarious space around the siren, 

as theMiND sings, “I want you to know,” leaving 

the thought half-finished to drift, indeterminate, 

disappearing into the space fractured by the 

event of the siren, what it might mean and what 

it has always-already meant. 

During the performance one could hear 

street traffic in the space. In particular, a siren 

blared in the distance. The performers paused 

their speeches and actions in order to listen 

and imagine the impending scenario. The whole 

room listened, the audience and the performers. 

Here, the siren appears as a phantom, a part of 

some adjacent scene; unseen, but heard all the 

same. Our listening, its sounding, are all part 

of the territorialization of authority, control, 

and the rule of law, the demarkating of spatial 

power. The sound fades and the performance 

continues.

iv.

“ Sirens on the way 
Now you’re lying where the angels lay 

 Ridin’ through the city  
I’m young, I’m black, I’m guilty 
I know one time wanna kill me  
They don’t know me but they fear me ”

 ↗   “SiReNS/BUSY,” saba (ft. theMind),  

Care for Me (2018).

In the instanCe of “Sirens/Busy” from Care 
for Me, the 2018 album by Chicago-based musi-

cian Saba, the conditions surrounding the siren 

are reproduced with such regularity that they 

are known and deeply coded for self-protec-

tion. After all, the siren does not signify safety, 

but a precarious event, a coming encounter, in 

which black and brown people must success-

fully predict and manage the racial imagination 

of the police. Referring to the police as “one 

time,” the artist draws upon a practice of only 

glancing at officers quickly, so as to not rein-

force their racially-predetermined presumption 

of black criminality or allow them any room to 
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v.

As jaCkie wang points out in Carceral 
Capitalism, we might think of the siren as a kind 

of carceral apparatus:

“ Invisible forms of power are circulating all around 
us, circumscribing and sorting us into invisible 
cells that confine us sometimes without our know-
ing. Perhaps an invisible cell could be described 
as a carceral apparatus that does not control or 
confine populations by housing them in physical 
structures. It refers to the way that certain popu-
lations are constantly being categorized (put on 
algorithmically generated heat lists and watch 
lists), surveilled (think of Muslims in America 
even under Obama), demobilized (think of the 
residents of Ferguson, where hyper-policing made 
residents reluctant to leave their homes, as there 
was an average of three arrest warrants per 
household), targeted (think of how algorithms 
can identify poor people based on their internet 
searches and generate targeted ads for payday 
loans, for-profit colleges, and other scams), and 
managed (think of all the tiny ways our behavior 
is modified by invisible forces, such as the design 
of cities or monitoring by closed-circuit TV).” 
(41)

Regarding Wang’s examples, we might also 

consider the ways in which the siren demo-

bilizes by inviting the signification of hard  

power (militarized violence) among popula-

tions most affected by hyper-policing. The 

event is a non-event. It polices by mere sugges-

tion. With a sound, force is evoked, breaking 

down social space as it literally and figuratively 

cuts through the neighborhood, reverberates, 

and echoes, coercing people to stay indoors; 

it isolates, divides, and separates people into 

policeable units. The diffractive power of the 

siren’s signification connects and networks 

points of authority, making the disparate space 

of policing appear whole, while simultaneously 

splintering public space.
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vii.

FouCault’s well-known eXaMination of 

Jeremy Bentham’s circular design for a new 

kind of 18th-century prison serves as a model 

for understanding the gaze. But, is there 

such a thing as an auditory gaze? The gaze, a 

particular way of looking, is not enacted by an 

isolated individual. It requires an apparatus 

with the body of the spectator and the body of 

the observed installed into the architecture of 

surveillance, incarceration, and the rule of law. 

The Panopticon’s surveillance-based geome-

try, as conceived by Bentham and described 

by Foucault, produces an unseen observer in 

a central tower monitoring the always-visible 

disciplined body forced to exist in a peripheral 

auditorium of silhouette and shadow—always 

on the outside, but never out of view. The 

individual cell becomes a theater of author-

itarian looking. Because the disciplinarian 

is ensconced in a tower that obscures being 

seen, it is never known, nor does it matter, 

who the disciplinarian is or if there even is a 

disciplinarian. It would seem that any individ-

ual taken almost at random can activate the 

architectonic techno-apparatus of visual regu-

lation. Discipline is assumed to be in place. 

vi.

Through the sounding of the siren, polic-

ing appears to be a force that exists outside 

of human bodies. An inevitability. An always 

already present impending reality. In this way, 

sirens not only signify, but enact a future. It 

does not precede state-sanctioned violence, 

the physical manifestation of repression and 

control, but predicts it. Welcomes it. Unveils the 

reality of power’s effects on the body. The rule 

of public space in marginalized communities is 

the rule of the siren.
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The exterior apparatus of observance becomes 

internalized by the person under surveillance. 

Can one also internalize the effects of sonic 

discipline? As Foucault briefly discusses in a 

footnote, Bentham’s prison also included a 

network of pipes leading from the cells of the 

Panopticon to its central tower. The pipes were 

meant to serve a dual function. They would 

provide a way for centralized power to listen 

in on the prisoners, as well as a way to make 

centralized announcements to the prisoners. 

To listen in without being listened to. To be 

heard without having to hear back. The acous-

tics of power are against dialogue. They flow in 

one direction at a time, never back and forth. 

The siren echoes through a neighborhood and 

signals policing. Those who hear the siren inter-

nalize its message without a code. 

viii.

The siren stands in for the violence of polic-

ing to come. The police arrive and the siren is 

silenced. As the police become present, their 

sonic signifier is no longer required. The siren is 

anticipatory. The sound reaches out beyond the 

ability of the police to be present. The sound 

goes out into locations where policing may or 

may not occur. It doesn’t matter. The siren 

is an event. It marks time, grows louder and 

quieter, approaches and departs. It arrives and 

goes silent. It sets a chain of affect into motion 

throughout the community. The siren is mobile, 

always on the move, roaming through its sites 

of discipline, connecting fragmented sites of 

discipline, fragmenting social space. 
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X.

In 1964, raMon Dones of El Cerrito, California 

patents the first known subwoofer, The Oct- 

avium. The speaker, a portable sound enclo-

sure capable of high-fidelity reproduction of 

low frequency sound waves, is intentionally 

designed to envelope bodies in sound without 

offering audible indication of the direction from 

which the sound emanates.  With its creation, 

sound inhabits spaces in ways that few have 

experienced. It hovers and pulses within the 

body, introducing dance floors to the collectiv-

izing power of bass—bass that connects corpo-

real beings like a thread, through frequencies 

that register simultaneously as an auditory and 

physical experience. The Octavium transforms 

the political and cultural meaning of the dance 

floor, producing sound that not only signifies, 

but enacts a future.

iX. 

the oCtaviuM

earthQuake 

the ruMbler

It could be any summer night in 2016 or 2017 

or 2018. It’s approximately 3AM and a sonic, 

sub-frequency blasts, rumbling through the east 

side of Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood, shaking 

windows, setting off car alarms, and waking up 

area residents. The blast occurs almost every 

night, loud enough to be jarring when heard 

from within an apartment a block away. It feels 

phenomenologically similar to an 808 dropping 

at the very core of the body. It gives the sensa-

tion of waking up right after an earthquake. It 

isn’t aimed at the neighborhood’s residents 

living within stable housing situations. The 

fact that they experience it is a mere concom-

itant of its aim. It is aimed directly—pointed, 

actually—at the neighborhood’s residents living 

in tent encampments, precariously navigating 

homelessness under the 90/94 overpass. 

77

Xi.

In 1974, theatres begin installing The Octavium 

so moviegoers can feel the sub floor rumble of 

the film Earthquake. 

Xii.

In 2007, federal Signal Corporation releases 

“The Rumbler”, a sub octave frequency siren for 

police vehicles that can be felt in the body and 

heard through dense material, walls, and cars. It 

is rapidly incorporated in urban police depart-

ments across the U.S. What The Octavium offers 

to the collectivizing socio-political space of the 

dance floor is subsumed into a private corpo-

ration’s technology for socio-spatial fragmen-

tation through the militarization of sound. The 

Rumbler marks a transition from hearing the 

police coming to feeling the police coming—the 

blurring of the space between soft and hard 

power. What is promised in The Octavium’s 

name, an extension of the limits of the audi-

ble octaves (to stretch, room for more, abun-

dance, an expanded sense of the possible), is 

reduced to violence in The Rumbler’s shake, an 

earthquake that breaks down, subjugating the 

public with the same technology that helped—

and continues to help—articulate subcultural 

resistance and exuberant jouissance.
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Xiii.

One night, i am walking home from the train 

at approximately 3AM and witness the occur-

rence from a block away. It’s fast. The police 

blast “The Rumbler.” No one emerges from 

the encampment tents. The police don’t get out 

of their vehicles. They scream something loud 

but incoherent at the encampment through a 

megaphone then drive off. The event occurs 

with such frequency throughout that summer 

and the summers to follow that it becomes 

mundane and normalized. 

All around the encampment, the neighbor-

hood is being rapidly gentrified. Developers 

that don’t live in Pilsen, or even in Chicago, are 

running property value equations that account 

for the encampment as a hazard, a depreciat-

ing eye-sore. The sonic blasts continue. Is the 

hope that the encampment will disband? Go 

somewhere else? Where? Magically disappear? 

Be literally atomized by sound? Whatever the 

case, The Rumbler is enacting a future. 

Xiv.

A siren Can be silent but felt. A rumbling can 

be a siren. A siren can predict the arrival of the 

police and can also be the tool that enacts social 

control. It can be the police. A siren churns in 

the distance, almost unheard in one way and 

occupying all sonic space (even the interior 

space of the body, be it psychological or phys-

ical) in another. A siren can be...
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Temporarily 
Censored Home

Guanyu
Xu
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I was born and raised in a conservative family 

in Beijing, China, where expressions of overt 

non-heteronormative behavior were forbidden. 

My father is a military officer and my mother is 

a civil servant. Both of them still do not know 

I’m gay. Growing up in China with a limited 

representation of queer people, I turned my 

attention to Western films and fashion that 

were dominated by representations of white 

masculine men. As a teenager, my exposure 

to American culture through films and TV 

shows planted an American Dream within me. 

Temporarily Censored Home situates photographs 

in my teenage home in Beijing with portraits 

of myself and other gay men in their domes-

tic settings, from another project, One Land To 
Another; prints of my sculpture and video work 

made in the U.S.: Photographs of landscape and 

built environment taken in the United States, 

Europe, and China; torn pages from film and 

fashion magazines that I collected as a teenager; 

images from my family photo albums.

My teenage home is a place where my iden-

tity is formed. My mother’s floral interior 

design and my father’s highly organized space 

construct a middle-class heterosexual space. I 

openly collected film and fashion magazines 

in this space. But only I knew that I secretly 

understood my sexuality through them. This 

secrecy is exactly like my project: a secrecy that 

happens at home. I always concealed my real 

artwork from my family in these years. And this 

time, too, I have to hide it again: Each installa-

tion had to be finished and taken down before 

my parents come back home from work.

In this age of globalization, the free expres-

sion of sexuality is still at the edge of rejection. 

It’s threatened both in China and the U.S. After 

Trump’s neo-nationalist election and belliger-

ent governance, the problem of racism, sexism, 

and anti-lGBTQ sentiment has been enlarged. 

Growing up in China, my education was always 

embedded with deep nationalistic ideology. 

The comparison of U.S. imperialist national-

ist policies and China’s patriarchal nationalist 

governance makes me realize the simultane-

ous operations of nationalism and imperialism 

as a means of centralizing power. These male 

narratives of power connect and dominate 

individual and institution, private and public, 

personal and global. Through using constel-

lations of photographs, my installations also 

imply constant movement in different spaces: 

the detour sign in Philadelphia, the horizon of 

Pacific Ocean in Los Angeles, a protest against 

an alt-right party in Munich, a view of soldier’s 

back in Beijing, an abandoned display window 

with American flags in San Francisco, the 

march in Chicago after Donald Trump’s elec-

tion, anti-Brexit posters in Brussels, and so on. 

In my intervention, these parallel but converg-

ing spaces and times point to the relationship 

between individual freedom and global political 

governance.

Is it too difficult to think about the co-ex-

isting presence of differences? Can we jump 

out of our comfortable borders, the borders of 

sexuality, race, and nationality? 
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Untitled  
(invitation poems for then 
and now )

for average subjects

in average rooms

with light-colored walls and ceilings

for dark subjects

in dark-colored surroundings 

or outdoors at night

(Kodak' II)

Jeff
Eaton
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clear bright 

hazy overcast 

cloudy bright 

cloudy dull

for snow or beach scenes 

for distant or aerial scenes 

for extreme close-ups

for shadow detail

in shaded areas

for back lighting

for early morning or late afternoon

(TM-11-2352' III)
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light-colored buildings (against blue sky) 

red brick buildings

reflections from roofs and windows 

dark colors

lettering on trucks, busses, etc. 

reflections from lacquered surfaces 

reflections

dark colors

red woods (as mahogany and rosewood)

yellow woods and others (as maple, walnut, oak, etc.) 

wood furniture with other colors (as in a room setting) 

colored leather with chromium

reflections from linoleum

colored boxes

(Kodak' V)
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normal

reduce harshness

flat picture, no shadows

even illumination with shadows 

deep scene illumination 

increased light

decreased light

high shadow detail

fair shadow detail

lighten shadows

brighten scene on dull day 

indoor-outdoor balance

move lamps closer

move lamps farther away

(TM-11-401-2' V)
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daylight 

sign white 

plant light 

lite white 

cool white 

natural white 

warm white

(General Electric' I)
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color-important areas 

color-critical areas

food, drug, variety, hardware 

meat display

jewelry

florist

shoe

women’s wear

general

printing

textile (color checking)

paint (color checking)

meat (inspection)

museums

hotels/motels

hospitals

nurseries

labs (color critical) 

treatment, intensive care, etc.

(General Electric' II)



98

The Mineshaft Dresscode

as Adopted by The Club 
on October 1' 1976' is to be 
Followed the Year 1978

Faysal
Altunbozar
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the legendarY bdsM club “The Mineshaft” played 

an important role in the sexual liberation move-

ment of the ‘70s and ‘80s in New York. The club 

created a playground for gay men to explore sexual 

desires beyond traditional norms. As a private club, 

The Mineshaft enforced a strict dress code, one 

which didn’t aspire toward inclusivity whatso-

ever. The code was designed to evoke a certain 

type of fantasy world and break the mainstream 

clichés of that time. Lacoste Alligator shirts? No 

sir. No cologne? Sniff sniff. If you didn’t want 

to follow the rules, you always had the option to 

check your clothes at the entrance. The authori-

tative voice of the club generated its own unique 

aesthetic. I vision it as a sweaty, piss-covered rose-

bud lubed up with Crisco. Basically, the essence of 

a Robert Mapplethorpe frame. In 1985, the club 

was closed down due to an emergency change in 

the Sanitary Code in New York as a reaction to 

the AiDS epidemic: “No establishment shall make 

facilities available for the purpose of sexual activ-

ities where anal intercourse, vaginal intercourse 

or fellatio take place.” After reading an inspec-

tors’ report on The Mineshaft, Mayor Ed Koch 

described the space and sexual practices occur-

ring in it as “horrific” and “horrendous.” The new 

policy for “saving lives” was an obvious attack 

on sexual liberation and non-normative lifestyles.

My first encounter with The Mineshaft was 
at the Cruising Pavilion in the 2018 Venice 
Architecture Biennale, where the dress code 
was exhibited as an archival document. With the 
help of limited clues included in this ephemera I 
began imagining the space, the people who went 
there, and what would it be like to go. Could 
I get in? Would I care if I couldn’t get in? The 
prohibited and encouraged items on the list were 
equally eroticized in my mind. I felt encouraged 
to follow, break, and bitch about the code all at 
the same time.

APPROVED
DRESS
INCLUDES
THE
FOLLOWING:
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CYCLE LEATHER

WESTERN GEAR
&

,

LEVIS JOCKS,

,

101

ACTION READY WEAR

JUST PLAIN SHIRTS

UNIFORMS
PLAID SHIRTS

TSHIRTS,
, ,

,

CLUB OVERLAYS PATCHES

& SWEAT

, ,

.
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NO

103

COLOGNES

SUITS

DRESS PANTS

TIES

NO

, ,
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NO

RUGBY SHIRTS
DESIGNER SWEATERS OR TUXEDOS,

,

DISCO DRAG
DRESSES

NO

OR

105

HEAVY OUTTER WEAR IS TO 
BE WORN IN PLAYGROUND

NO

ALSO

NOTE: THE CODE WAS DESIGNED FOR 
PARTICULAR MEN WHO COMPOSE 
THE BASIC CORE OF OUR CLUB
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"Making Things  Wrong"

Zachary Hutchinson
in conversation with

Max Hart

↖ Fig 1 
Still from 
Rumble 

Bumble™
'
 2017.
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While words like “performative,”  
 “play,” and “utopian” have become 
buzz words for artists and thinkers 
interrogating the meaning of queer-
ness in our cultural milieu, Zachary 
Hutchinson’s work both refuses 
and annihilates these effervescent 
simplicities. Combining illicit camp 
with nightmare muppetry, often 
handled by an anonymous hand of 
internet perversity, Hutchinson’s 
recent work draws together three key 
antagonisms engrained in the Western 
fear of queerness: childishness, 
simulation, and violence. Far from 
simply evoking these themes, however, 
Hutchinson blurs the lines between 
them, concocting a queer affect that is 
paradoxically as sweet as it is sinister. 
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max harT: The first project of yours that I was 

exposed to, your 2017 video REAL vs FAKE, I 

didn’t know you personally, or your work, at the 

time, and I’m pretty sure I just walked into a class-

room and someone was playing it on a projector. 

Looking back, I think this was a great way to be 

exposed to your work, or at least to this partic-

ular piece. In it, you don a nameless persona, 

immediately recognizable as a YouTuber, whose 

stated task is to determine the so-called “REAL” 

doll from the “FAKE” doll. This is about all the 

context the viewer gets before you start cutting 

up the dolls and making vague remarks about 

them. I thought it was hilarious, but other people 

responded differently. I was amazed to watch 

people cringe and turn away when you make 

that first cut into the doll, as if they were expect-

ing something other than plush to be exposed 

behind the fabric. This uneasiness was followed 

by a burst of laughter when, after you make your 

first incision, a black censor bar is superimposed 

over the cut. After this, it quickly becomes clear 

that there is no logic of discrimination available 

for the viewer to determine the doll’s “REAL” or 

“FAKE” status—that knowledge belongs solely 

to your persona. Thus, finishing the video feels 

sort of like being strung along on a complicated 

fever dream—one that the viewer can’t quite 

determine the purpose of, other than quite liter-

ally to watch you cut open a couple of bizarre 

looking dolls. I wonder if you could talk about 

your research? The experience with the media for 

which you reaped in creating this video?

zaCharY hutChinson: What I always mention 

when I talk about that work in particular is 

Lokai bracelets. They’re symbolic silicone 

bracelets that are supposed to have a black 

bead that’s full of dirt from the Dead Sea 

(lowest point of the earth) and a white bead 

that’s full of water from the Himalayas (high-

est point of the earth). They’re like, $14 each. 

So there’s this YouTube video of this son and 

dad—their whole thing is they like, cutting 

things in half—and they have this video where 

they cut many of these Lokai bracelets open. 

They discover that the white bead doesn’t have 

anything in it. So what’s interesting about it 

is that, since the bracelets are a metaphor, it 

really doesn’t matter that the white bead is 

empty—even though, on the website, they 

say that “the water evaporates because of the 

porous silicone” but swear there was once water 

in them. So the reliquary component is null. 

There is no magic, only metaphor. I also watch 

a bunch of YouTubers who just unpack a lot of 

kids toys, which I’m really into. There’s some 

sort of excitement—I was a poor kid growing 

up—so it’s really interesting for me to imagine 

kids watching this and getting the same sort of 

excitement watching people open these, like the 

Lokai bracelets. It’s like, “we’re cutting it so you 

don’t have to.” It’s about class in a way.

↗ Fig 2 
Still from REAL 
vs FAKE

'
 2017.

→ Fig 3 
Classic Lokai 

Bracelet, 
https://lokai.

com/products/
classic-bracelet.
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mh: Tangentially related to REAL vs FAKE is 

another video work of yours called Rumble 

Bumble™. In this piece, the relationship between 

simulation and the gendered body is made more 

obvious, as your persona directly addresses the 

problem of whether you (playing a different, 

doll like character) and the dolls you handle are 

“boys” or “girls.” Again, nothing is revealed as to 

the precise logic that your persona is using. We 

are simply led on a nausea-inducing tutorial with 

no resolution for the viewer. I think a third term 

along with violence and simulation is more pres-

ent, that is the aesthetic motifs of childishness. 

Everything from the bubbly Rumble Bumble™ 

logo to the looping piano song is obviously meant 

to evoke a particular commodity aesthetic associ-

ated with children’s toys and television programs. 

Similarly, in a collaborative effort with local artist 

Isabelle McGuire called It’s Not Like Me to be Me, 

you create a bizarre loop of recognizable “kid’s 

TV” gestures with the title of the piece endlessly 

repeated throughout. I was wondering how your 

interest in this particular aesthetic of childish-

ness developed, and more generally how you 

equate this with the underlying interrogation of 

queerness present in your work.

zh: I think it is rebelliousness or brattiness, not 

childishness. So childishness is like an attitude 

thing, it’s like being a brat—it’s not really about 

being young, but more like a snotty, ugly duck-

ling. That’s why I was so interested in Isabelle 

and I working together, because they’re, like, a 

fucking brat, and I’m a brat, so we’re totally just 

brats together. Rosé Hernandez, who I’d say is 

a brat as well, said something really great along 

these lines at an artist talk I organized for them 

at UiC: “I don’t need to talk about queerness, 

it’s written on my body.” 

I love that—it’s like queerness is stuck to 
you like tar, it’s on you forever. I love that Rosé 
talks about something I call the inherent queer 
body—which has a lot to do with passing. I 
always talk about how I can pass on a bus 
if I’m just wearing a black leather jacket or 
something—that is, until I talk, or you see the 
sugar in my step. So there’s a strong intuition 
for me to stop passing completely. For me 
this is related to the concept of failure, specif-
ically in relation to cross-dressing, which was 
something that as a kid absolutely disgusted 
me, something that was so wrong and failed. 
I now find that beautiful, that is, the moment 
of failure. This is why I always think of queer 
art as world-building. However, I can’t imag-
ine a world without capitalism—capitalism is 
always still present in my work, which I think 
also lends it accessibility, which is very import-
ant to me. 

↖ Fig 4 
Still from 
Rumble 

Bumble™
'
 2017.

← Fig 5 
Still from It’s 

Not Like Me to 
be Me

'
 2014.
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mh: It’s interesting to me that you mention acces-

sibility, because while I don’t think your work as a 

whole is inaccessible, I do think there is a logic to 

your work that remains foreign to the viewer. You 

often impose a set of rules for which they have 

no access to. But I don’t think the kind of deper-

sonalizing effect this has is bad—in fact, I think 

the viewer ends up getting some sort of weird, 

perverse pleasure from it. It’s contradictory in a 

way, meant neither to pleasure or antagonize the 

viewer, which is where I think a lot of the humor 

comes from. So I wonder if you consider your 

world-building to be affirmative or cynical, or in 

the no-man’s land between the two?

zh: I think it’s a reflection. I don’t think I’m 

affirming anything other than what’s real. I 

might be cynical, but only a little. The thing is, 

the way my process works is that I have to be 

inspired by something like a single image—it 

will just hit me, and from this image I build 

the thing, come up with a composition, and 

from that I make an object, and then a video, 

and so on. 

mh: Is that how your drawings function in your 

practice? I’ve seen a lot of the motifs that end up 

in your object or video work, like the black censor 

bars, for instance. 

zh: No, I don’t know. I don’t like my drawings. 

I can draw—but they just feel so stilted. But 

I guess that’s just part of my aesthetic, being 

stilted. But yeah, I love censor bars because 

you always know what’s behind them. They’re 

purposeless in that way.

mh: You gave the censor bars a very literal appli-

cation in your solo show last year at Boundary 

gallery Not Telling! It’s really unsettling in con- 

junction with your faceless dolls. 

zh: I never think my work is going to be as dark 

as it ends up being read. I can reflect on it later 

and see how it can be creepy—but I also hate 

that word, “creepy.” I think it can be really 

reductive, especially when it’s read into queer 

art. I think, again, that has a lot to do with my 

weird disdain and also love for the failure of 

cross-dressing. But then, people read this whole 

bondage thing into the show, which I did not 

want to talk about. I didn’t want to make “gay” 

art like that. I was hoping they would just look 

like censor bars, but people love to talk about 

bondage I guess. I get it though, who doesn’t 

love a little restraint?
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↗ Fig 6 
 Untitled (Censor 

devil)
'
 2017.

→ Fig 7 
Installation view 
from Not Telling!

' 
2018.
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mh: I think the bondage read is a stretch. I don’t 

see the pile of dolls and go “oh, they’re fucking.” 

They’re just not sexed in that way. 

zh: Right, that pile of dolls was really just about 

form, which is maybe where the uncanniness 

comes from. But it was also drawn from specific 

craft traditions, specifically Midwestern craft I 

grew up around. For instance, I really like the 

uncanniness of the “time-out” or “hide-n-seek” 

dolls. You’re not supposed to play with them, 

you’re not supposed to touch them. They are 

decoration. The concept of a perpetual time-

out is terrifying to me. They’re wearing actual 

children’s clothes, but they’re stuck in the 

corner forever. So, I’m very interested in craft-

ing and reflecting something like that. Both the 

dolls and the frames for the photos were taken 

directly from these self-produced patterns 

that came with these little 4' × 6' photos, and I 

thought, that’s amazing I’m going to completely 

copy that. 

I like the disposable camera photos [from 
the show], the way they capture the light, espe-
cially with the very specific blanket material—
The Vellux Original Blanket—I make my dolls 
with. But again, with this I got a weird read-
ing on a photo of a pile of my dolls– some 
cis-het guy (who generally are not the people 
I think I’m making my work for) asked if it was 
referencing photos of the torture done at Abu 
Ghraib, and I was like, fuck no.

← Fig 8 
Time-out Doll.

 Fig 9 
Self produced 

pattern.

→ Fig 10  
From Not 

Telling!
' 
2018.
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mh: I wonder if it’s a coping mechanism. Because 

the only aesthetic domain you’re really invoking 

is of children’s dolls, which begs for a sexed—or 

even violent—projection. But you’re not allowing 

it, leaving them with nothing but faceless dolls 

smashed together, literally “I’m Not Telling.” 

That’s probably more unsettling than any lewd 

or political introjection they could make.

zh: Yes. I always talk about John Waters, specifi-

cally Female Trouble, in the moving image class 

I teach at the University of Illinois at Chicago. 

Unlike his contemporaries who were experi-

menting through abstracting form, he kept a 

very narrative, and even commercial, structure, 

but the experimentation occurred in the story 

or actions the actors played out. The freakiness 

and the strangeness come from this. I’ve killed 

all my idols at this point, so I don’t think he’s 

like a god or anything, but I appreciate his work 

insofar as the form is standard but what’s inside 

the form is weird. And I think that’s what I’m 

doing all the time. I’m taking these things that 

exist already but I’m changing what’s inside 

of them. Destroying the form itself is boring 

and it isn’t placed anywhere in the world. I like 

things that are in the world already, I just like 

making them wrong.
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Builders

Daniel
Brookman

Born from the innumerous series of loose ends that 
never seem to tie themselves together, their skele-
tal frameworks kept in bloom by the Dreamer’s 
grace, is the parable of the builder. Many a 
text has drawn from its words, and theologians 
have quarreled endlessly over their particular 
interpretations of the chapter’s verse. This new 
translation for the Crowning Age of Authority 
and Celestial Arcology has been undertaken 
in appointment from the twelfth Diachronic 
Assembly, so that a more faithful rendition might 
be made available for the use of scholarly persons 
in the face of spreading apocrypha. 

So it CaMe to be that Garth took his trade as a 

builder to the City of Simmering Veil and made 

his workshop there. The people of the city took 

to Garth quickly and asked him to build them 

the things they did not yet possess. Garth found 

there was nothing they requested that he could 

not fashion for them, and in their gratitude the 

people made his name known among their lips.

Having heard the word of the people, pil- 

grims came to the City of Simmering Veil from 

far and horizons past. The pilgrims came unto 

his workshop in hope that they might have their 

notions of assembly rewarded in true form. 

Garth took their requests with the ingenuity of 

his craft, and they were satisfied by the fabrica-

tion, and the people of the city were satisfied by 

reputation, and Garth was satisfied by all of this.

Over the City of Simmering Veil stood a 

large tower, one above all others in breadth 
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and height, and the Man in the Tower was 

known overlord of the city. It came to be that 

the Man in the Tower heard the people’s words 

of praise for Garth. The Man in the Tower sent 

his servants to bring Garth before him, and 

they proclaimed the necessity in procuring an 

object of their master’ desire. Being moved by 

this, Garth returned with his servants and came 

before the tower.

“Name what you would have me construct,” 

proclaimed Garth, “and it shall be done.” So 

the Man in the Tower made a request of an 

object of his desire, and Garth agreed, but the 

Man in the Tower became solemn upon the ease 

of his agreement. And in this dissatisfaction, the 

Man in the Tower made a second request, which 

he raised to Garth as a question toward the 

means by which he planned to construct the 

object of his desire.

It was at this request, of all the those that had 

been put before him, that Garth became over-

come by a mighty and terrible feeling. Garth 

had provided the construction of many things, 

but he had never been asked for an explanation 

toward the nature of his work. The workings of 

the ingenuity with which he forged the desires 

of the people tangible was not his to interpret, 

and he told the Man in the Tower as such. But 

the Man in the Tower’s eyes were gleaming 

now with the fire of ardency, and he beseeched 

Garth for a demonstration. 

“Perhaps there is a way,” pondered Garth, 

“but I would not know how to perform such a 

thing so with my hands.”

“Could it be done by many hands in tandem?”

And Garth was confused by these words.

The Man in the Tower bound up a great 

number of stairs and beckoned Garth to follow. 

The two climbed until the sky became thick 

with twilight and the land beneath became as 

if under a shroud, and still climbed beyond 

to zenith of the tower. There, the Man in the 

Tower swept his arm across the view such that 

Garth saw the city from above as an image in 

lurid detail, and the Man in the Tower bellowed.

“Look!” he proclaimed “Look as each person 

makes up a part of the whole we see before us.

“See how the hewers present their rock to the 

masons, and see how the masons present their 

stone to the builders.

“A city is an engine dedicated to wholesale 

constitution of itself, one that demonstrates 

itself in its construction.

“Every component can be understood by how 

it intersects unto its neighbors, even while every 

component is itself alone and in atrophy.

“A machine that builds is a diagram. Each 

part contrives the whole and does so in demon-

stration of its process.

“Why should the logic of construction slip 

away like sand, when you could etch it into the 

mechanism itself.

“Build a machine that would perform the 

building, so we might watch from afar as it 

demonstrates this construction.”

With these words, Garth descended the tower 

in haste, and flung the doors to his workshop 

open. For six days and six nights, he withdrew 
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into his work, and the people saw a pillar of 

smoke that came up from the workshop and 

swallowed the sky.

On the seventh day the smoke fell, and 

Garth returned before the Tower holding an 

unadorned box in his hands, which he set 

before the Man in the Tower. He removed its 

roof, and it was seen that the box held every 

material that might constitute the Man in the 

Tower’s object of desire. In the space between 

were small clockwork instruments fit together 

in standstill. Garth took a thin key from the 

inside of his robe and wound it within a hole 

on the side of the box for a time. And when he 

stopped, the instruments of the box sprouted 

with vitality, and together in lockstep began to 

fashion the material until the box became still, 

and its walls fell to the ground in silence.

There at the center of the box was an object 

of the Man in the Tower’s desire forged upon 

its dais. At this Garth was not satisfied, for he 

could not understand how it was that the box 

had performed with vitality, and so the Man 

in the Tower was not yet satisfied either. Again, 

Garth descended the tower, and flung the doors 

to his workshop open, then shut behind him. 

After six days and six nights he returned before 

the tower pushing a box even greater than the 

one he had held before.

He placed the second box before the Man 

in the Tower, and wound it using a key from 

his robes. They watched for a day and a night 

as the second built the first inside itself. An 

appendage wound the first box, and the first 

box built an object of the Man in the Tower’s 

desire again. But Garth was not satisfied, for he 

did not understand how it was that either of the 

boxes had performed with vitality, and so the 

Man in the Tower was not yet satisfied either.

The next box that Garth brought was as large 

as the breadth of the tower, and could not be 

brought inside. Its gears were meticulous brass, 

and the spikes that fit them together were as 

tall as the houses of the people. The Man in 

the Tower’s servants raised them a viewing 

platform, and Garth watched with him as the 

teeth of its gears groaned and their interlock-

ing bodies became tangled together for six days 

and six nights. The third box built the second, 

and the second box built the first. The first box 

built an object of the Man in the Tower’s desire 

inside itself, and neither Garth nor the Man in 

the Tower were yet satisfied.

Garth descended the tower and took the 

servants with him. For sixty days and sixty 

nights they pieced the disparate parts that 

appeared from the workshop together in 

smoke, and when it was complete the box was 

so large that it could not be moved, even with 

their help. Garth and the Man in the Tower 

watched from above at the zenith of the tower. 

The fourth box built the third, and the third box 

built the second. The second box built the first, 

and the first box built an object of the Man in 
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the Tower’s desire inside itself. Neither Garth 

nor the Man in the Tower were yet satisfied, so 

Garth came down from the tower.

At this point, the people had grown weary 

of Garth and appointed four among them to 

speak before him.

“You have made contrivance your teacher,” 

spoke the first.

“And you have made scaffolding your ambi-

tion,” stated the second.

“Coherence is the demand of closure,” spat 

the third. 

“And closure is yet not made from the tower,” 

slithered the fourth.

Before Garth could answer he felt the taste of 

blood and copper in his mouth and heard the 

words of the Man in the Tower on his tongue 

and in his speech. 

“Then the land shall be the tower, and we 

shall sit within its walls. We will listen to the 

music of its gears, and we might understand 

what it could be to be the builder of such a thing.”

The tower grew tall above him, and the land 

came to be blanketed by a great entanglement 

of machine, stretched taut in dedication toward 

a chain of one object’s desire. The people were 

made to dwell among the clockwork, and as 

time passed the people came to forget the 

designs of the city in which they once lived. 

So it was that the Machine City of Deserted 

Ember came to be.



120

Wendy
Trevino

Revolutionary Letter
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one thing i’ve learned / come to a provisional conclusion about:

when it comes to fighting, there are people who will help you

fight & there are people who will not & there are people 

who will stand in the way. find the people who will help / be loud

& clear so they know where you are—focus on them, be encouraged

by them, encourage them, work with them. don't worry 

about the people who won’t help. they will be of no help even

if they are on your side. waste as little energy as possible 

fighting people who stand in the way, which is to say don’t talk

don’t argue, just get them out of the way of the fight you came for. 

 

tl;dr: you don’t need or want 

the people who you know 

aren't “with you” to be 

with you. really, you don’t
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I started writing this at 6 this morning, after 

5 hours of sleep, after a night of doing nothing, 

after a couple of hours talking on the phone with 

Lauren Levin, after a day of seeing a very disor-

ganized friend off to Kuwait, where he will teach 

for two years in order to have a free place to live 

& pay off a fraction of his grad student loans.

I started to make a list of things that have 

happened, beginning with “global financial 

crisis” & ending with me standing here in 

Oakland, reading something about labor, writ-

ing & fighting. Without even trying to include 

everything, I ran out of steam by the time I got 

to the third instance of “looking for work” & the 

first word of students occupying UC buildings.

I started to respond to a piece that Stephanie 

Young so generously sent me, a piece that 

included a piece of something I’d said about 

working with people that are hard to work with, 

people you might not like all that much or at 

all, people you might not know. How it is still 

The We of a Position 

Wendy
Trevino

123

possible, how it is already how most people work 

every day in jobs they wish they didn't need. 

How it reminds me of my family, a very large 

group of people that includes people who just 

appeared in a field to work one day. How it isn’t 

a family in the traditional sense. How it includes 

a kid named Taco, an orphan who would ask for 

tacos from other field hands, a kid the barrio 

my mother grew up in took in. How it includes 

a woman my mother met working in the fields 

& her son & another woman who took care of 

me as a child. How it includes the neighbors 

my mother lived with when she ran away from 

home at thirteen as much as an undocumented 

worker my mother recently met on a flight to 

New York. How the support these people have 

given each other is financial as well as emotional. 

How in continuing to support each other some 

of these people risk losing their jobs. Some of 

them risk worse.

I started to think about my father picking 

cotton as a kid & the hierarchy of the fields. How 

poor whites & Mexican-Americans got first pick. 

How undocumented workers went in second & 

African-Americans picked last. How my father 

said getting first-pick made him feel special 

until one very hot day, in Lubbock, during a 

break, his family went looking for water. How 

none of the white people in town would give 

them water. How on their way back to the fields, 

a truck of African-American farm hands offered 

them some. How they didn't even have to ask. 

How my father says we’re all living like that-

not even knowing who our friends are. How my 

father passes for white until he speaks. How a 

farmer & his wife, in College Station, told my 

grandmother they would adopt my father & 

raise him as white when he was four years old. 

How the men who hired my father at AT&T in 

the seventies laughed & said they were meeting 

the requirements of affirmative action with a 

man who “talks like a Mexican but looks white.” 
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How, when my father tells this story, he doesn’t 

even seem mad.

I started to worry that what I was writing was 

dealing too much with identity without deal-

ing with it. I remembered why I hesitate to talk 

about these things. Because what I am trying 

to say is that we should really think about who 

our friends are. What I am trying to describe is 

what is described in Tiqqun’s Call as “the we 

of a position.” A “we” that includes people we 

do & don't like. A “we” that includes people we 

haven't met yet & people we will never meet. A 

“we” that sees the hierarchy of the fields & calls 

bullshit without being dismissive of its bullshit 

effects. A “we” that is aware of other fields.

I started to worry that I would cry reading 

this in front of a room full of people I respect & 

am just getting to know. Mostly because I read 

what I’d written to Dereck, my partner & he 

said some of you might cry. I started to consider 

having Dereck read this & worried about the 

effect a white man, an adjunct professor from 

a working class family might have on the text. 

A white man whose grandfather grew up on 

a Choctaw reservation, moved to Arkansas & 

bought land because it had once been illegal for 

Native Americans to cross the Oklahoma border 

into certain parts of Arkansas. I wondered which 

option I would worry about, then do anyway.

I wanted to talk about how I started slowly 

to see this “we.” How I had been looking for 

work, then working six days a week & all that 

time reading. Reading Sianne Ngai’s Ugly 
Feelings, thinking about envy, asking, “To what 

extent do homosocial group for mations rely on 

antagonism?” Reading Ian Baucom’s Specters 
of the Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery & the 
Philosophy of History, thinking about the British 

slave ship Zong. Reading the first chapter of 

Marx’s Capital for the nth time, listening to 

David Harvey's podcasts. Reading Foucault’s 

Discipline & Punish, engaging in an argument 
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about Social Networking Sites, weak intimacy 

& collective action in because poetry is not 

enough, a “secret” group on facebook consist-

ing of me, Brian Ang, Tiffany Denman, Joseph 

Atkins, Jeanine Webb, May Ought, Erin Steinke 

& Dereck Clemons. In a cubicle, an unpaid 

intern, arguing on Facebook, with people I 

do & people I do not often see, arguing “I’m 

not sure the weak intimacy that characterizes 

even strictly fb relationships is so different than 

that of the intimacy characterizing most work 

relationships or relationships between peers & 

while it is true that relationships are implicit 

in collectivizing & while propinquity remains a 

determining factor in whether one participates 

in a particular collective action, I think it’s a 

mistake to think people have to be on intimate 

terms with each other prior to collectivizing / 

in order to collectivize.”
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DanieL BrOOkman is a musician, video artist, program-
mer, and evidently sometimes a writer living in Chicago. 
There are 184 currently open tabs on his phone (down 
from 426), and he is 13 hours, 4 minutes and 23 seconds 
into his playthrough of Final Fantasy IX.

FaysaL aLtunBOzar is an interdisciplinary artist who 
employs objects, texts, and installations to generate 
disorienting moments that play with the overarching 
power structures imposed upon us. An mFa recipient 
from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, his work 
has been exhibited in Turkey, Italy, the Netherlands, and 
the United States.

Susana Cardenas-sOtO (they/them) is a Mexican-Cuban 
poet, essayist, literary critic, and lover from Oak Park, 
Illinois. They are completing their degree in Creative 
Writing and Psychology at DePaul University.
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JeFF eatOn is an artist, curator, and archivist who lives 
and works in Kansas City. He earned his BFa from the 
Kansas City Art Institute in 2007 and his mFa and ma (Art 
History) from suny Purchase in 2010. In 2010, he was 
Curatorial Fellow at the Neuberger Museum of Art. He 
was Curatorial Associate and Archivist at White Columns. 
His work has been exhibited at the NelsonAtkins 
Museum of Art, signaL, Sadie Halie, and others. He is 
Co-Director of the artist-run gallery Land. His poems and 
writing have been published in Wow Huh, Temporary Art 
Review and others.
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Maria gaspar is an interdisciplinary artist whose work 
addresses issues of spatial justice in order to amplify, 
mobilize, or divert structures of power through indi-
vidual and collective gestures. Gaspar’s projects have 
been supported by the Art for Justice Fund, the Robert 
Rauschenberg Artist as Activist Fellowship, the Creative 
Capital Award, among others. Gaspar has lectured 
and exhibited extensively at venues including the 
Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX; the African 
American Museum, Philadelphia, PA; and the Institute 
of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. She is Assistant 
Professor at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
holds an mFa in Studio Arts from the University of Illinois 
at Chicago, and a BFa from Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, NY.

JOhanna hedva is a Korean-American writer, artist, musi-
cian, and astrologer, who was raised in Los Angeles by a 
family of witches, and now lives in La and Berlin. They are 
the author of the novel, On Hell (2018, Sator Press), and 
their writing has appeared in Triple Canopy, The White 
Review, and Black Warrior Review. Their work has been 
shown at The Institute of Contemporary Arts in London, 
Performance Space New York, the LA Architecture and 
Design Museum, and the Museum of Contemporary Art 
on the Moon. Their album The Sun and the Moon was 
released in March 2019. They are currently touring Black 
Moon Lilith in Pisces in the 4th House, a keening grief 
ritual with guitar and voice, in the u.s. and Europe.

ZaChary hutChinsOn makes art through costume making, 
sculpture, drawing, and video making with an attention 
to transgressive affect. She lives in Chicago and actually 
likes it! Find out more at www.zacharyhutchinson.com.  

Max hart writes about the intersection between the figu-
ration of queerness, children, and monsters in American 
pop culture. They got their Bachelor’s Degree from saiC 
in Visual and Critical Studies in 2019. They are currently 
living in Chicago, playing with action figures and reading 
too much Freud.
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PauL tmutarakan’s practice is broadly concerned 
with knowledge production within closed or partially 
enclosed systems, and is guided by the aims of catching 
a wave and institutional critique. Recently, Paul has been 
practicing archery, fermenting everything, and learning 
about the spread of several varieties of heritage wheat.

Matt JOynt is a Chicago-based composer and artist 
whose work engages the multivalent political histories 
of sound, sonic archives, and sound as site. His compo-
sition projects for film have premiered at Sundance Film 
Festival, Telluride Film Festival, Tribeca Film Festival, iFC 
New York, sxsW Film Festival, and The Gene Siskel Film 
Center and have been featured extensively in media 
work for The New York Times, The New Yorker, and pBs 
Independent Lens. Collaborative projects—as a member 
of InCuBate and with Josh Rios and Anthony Romero—
have been exhibited at Museum of Contemporary Art 
Chicago, Smart Museum of Art, Luminary Arts in St. 
Louis, Autzen Gallery at Portland State University, the 
Devos Museum at Northern Michigan University and 
Columbia College Center for Book and Paper Arts. 

James massiah is a poet and dJ from South London 
whose work explores ideas about sexuality, mortality 
& ethics through performance, writing & visual media. 
His latest project ‘Optimism 101’ is a series of 101 poems 
reflecting on stoicism, materialism, hedonism & excess, 
all written in January 2019, as a reflection on personal 
experiences from the previous year. He has been commis-
sioned to produce work for the BBC, the Guardian & Nike 
as well as featuring in campaigns for Selfridges, Loewe, 
Adidas & Champion. He has performed readings of his 
work at the Tate Modern, the Courtauld, the Institute of 
Contemporary Arts & the Houses of Parliament & been 
profiled in Vogue, Dazed, i-D & GQ. He has also curated 
events for Boiler Room & hosts the monthly ‘Poætry 
Show’ on nts Radio.
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Wendy trevinO was born & raised in the Rio Grande Valley 
of South Texas. She is a grant writer in San Francisco, 
where she shares an apartment with her boyfriend, 
friend, & two senior cats. She has published chap-
books with Perfect Lovers Press, Commune Editions, & 
Krupskaya Books. Her chapbook “#YourHarveyWeinstein” 
was published by Spoilsport Editions—an online press 
she started with the writer Oki Sogumi—in 2017. Cruel 
Fiction is her first full-length book of poetry. Wendy is not 
an experimental writer.

JOshua pLekkenpOL cosplays as a writer and performer.

JOsh riOs is faculty at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, where he teaches courses in visual critical 
studies and research-based practice. As a media artist, 
writer, and educator his projects deal with the histo-
ries, archives, and futurities of Latinx subjectivity and 
US/Mexico relations as understood through globaliza-
tion and neocoloniality. Recent projects and presen-
tations have been featured at The Bemis Center for 
Contemporary Arts (Omaha), the Blue Star Contemporary 
(San Antonio), Konsthall C (Stockholm), Tufts University 
Art Galleries (Boston), The School of Visual Art (New 
York), DiverseWorks (Houston), The Nerman Museum 
of Contemporary Art (Overland Park), and the Mountain 
Standard Time Performative Art Biennial (Calgary, 
Canada). Upcoming public activities include the Truth 
and Reconciliation Residency at the Santa Fe Art Institute 
(Santa Fe), and a public art project through The Luminary 
(St. Louis).

ChLOe munkenBeCk is an mFa Architecture candidate 
at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. She is orig-
inally from London and studied Architecture for her 
Undergraduate degree at the University of Edinburgh. 
Chloe is interested in the ways power structures are 
performed and the visual aesthetics created to accom-
pany them.
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ALi tOmek is a graphic designer and writer. She is the 
author of the science fiction novel, When Something 
Solid Collapses Under Itself (2019). Her practice is 
focused on the overlap between design and other fields, 
including mass media, education, and architecture. She 
graduated from Northwestern University in 2016 and 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 2019.

Sendra ueBeLe is an interdisciplinary artist and writer 
pursuing her BFa at The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago (saiC). Her work focuses on the language of 
fibers, painting, and collecting, as well as the persistence 
of patterning. She is currently based in Chicago, IL and 
collects buttons.

TOng Wang was born in Jiamusi, China in 1997. Recently, 
she graduated from the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago and moved to New York City. Tong Wang’s 
work emphasizes the ambivalence of everyday reality 
that gives new insights into the notion of nation and 
state, identity and belonging. She appropriates mediums 
and spaces such as news programs, travel guides, and 
obsolete underground pass ways.

徐冠宇 Guanyu xu is an artist currently based in Chicago. 
Influenced by the production of ideology in American 
visual culture and a conservative familial upbringing 
in China, his practice extends from examining the 
production of power in photography to the question 
of personal freedom and its relationship to political 
regimes. He was the recipient of the James Weinstein 
Memorial Fellowship and the Runner-up of the 2019 
Aperture Foundation Portfolio Prize. His works have 
been exhibited internationally including the Aperture 
Foundation, New York; iCp Museum, New York; Format 
Photo Festival, UK, and others. His works have been 
featured in numerous publications including Aint-Bad 
Magazine, Musée Magazine, and Der Greif.
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