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My parents were tasked with the job of
survival, and me with self-actualization.
The immigrant generational gap is
real. What a luxury it is to search for
purpose, meaning, and fulfillment.
—— BO REN, @BOSEFINA 2017

Abstract

Suzanne Lacy and Sharon Allen
Whisper, the Waves, the Wind, 1984
Video, 3:44
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Making Common sets conditions
for communication around cultural
diversity and inequality. Through my
practice, I create new ways to share,
honor, and celebrate the stories that
have been neglected for too long due
to white supremacy, patriarchy, and
other forms of structural oppression.
I create immersive graphic design
experiences that challenge people
to question and expand their worldview. This methodology models an
alternative way for designers to work
towards a more just society.

11

Contents

12

1

Making Common

12

2

My Story

14

3

Communicating Culture
  Atlas
  Bolita
  Domiknows
  Souvenirs from the Futures

28
30
40
52
58

4

Finding Common Ground
  On This Day
  Hot Air
  WISD
  Bound Together

68
70
88
100
110

5

The Commonplace
  Learning from Las Vegas
  Signs of the Times
  Texts Book
  Working Hard
  Babson Boulders
  New Hampshire

118
120
124
130
138
154
160

6

Building Commons
  Beatrice Cenci Portraits
  Pre-Press and Risograph Printing

164
166
174

7

Interview with Tania Bruguera

180

8

Back Matter
  Quotes
  Bibliography
  Scholarship and Grant Proposals
  Acknowledgements

194
196
200
204
224

13

MAKING
COMMON

—— JAMES BALDWIN, “NOTHING PERSONAL,” 1964

The lack of trust and silencing that James
Baldwin observed fifty years ago is no less
present today, as we experience ongoing
elitism, nationalism, and racism that keep us
from truly engaging with and learning from
other cultures. As designers, we have the
power to temper society’s aversion to the unknown by intentionally expanding narratives,
communicating thoughtfully, and including a
variety of perspectives in our work. Empathy
alone will not suffice in this endeavor. The
practice and study of graphic design must
evolve to include and embrace all of the
people it claims to serve—especially those
who have been excluded.
   The main objective throughout my twelve
year design career has always been to communicate effectively to the intended audience.
But what does it mean to truly communicate?
Theoretical physicist David Bohm traced the
origin of the word communication to its Latin
root commun and its suffix ie; meaning “to
make something common.” Commun also
serves as the basis for words like common,
community, commons, and communitas,
all which point to the social nature of our
species. If we consider our main purpose
as graphic designers to create a deeper collective understanding, we must become proficient at facilitating the exchange of
ideas between various individuals and
across social groups.

prologue
noun
a separate introductory section of a literary
or musical work.
Middle English: from Old French,
via Latin from Greek prologos, from
pro- “before” + logos “saying”
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We are unbelievably ignorant concerning what goes
on in our country—to say nothing of what goes on in
the rest of the world—and appear to have become
too timid to question what we are told. Our failure to
trust one another deeply enough to be able to talk to
one another has become so great that people with ...
questions in their hearts do not speak them.

   My experiences as a first generation,
Cuban-American, female designer and graduate student have had a profound influence
on my desire to radically expand the ways
in which we practice and teach design. If we
neglect to adopt a more global perspective
and remain idle, or worse, are complicit in the
prevalence of white supremacist values that
pervade our profession, we will continue
to become irrelevant to the majority of the
population, as people become more skilled
at sniffing out bullshit.
   Throughout this book I present attempts,
experiments, and gestures towards using
design as a medium of exchange. I hope it
serves as a guide, a reference,and an invitation to begin a dialogue around evolving
the field of design.

James Baldwin, Photo: I Am Not Your Negro
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MY STORY
Thank you for picking up this book. Maybe
you grabbed it from the shelf at random,
or the design caught your eye, or perhaps
someone sent you here for inspiration, or
maybe you know me and want to learn about
my thesis. In any case, I want to introduce
myself and tell you about my experience as
a designer, student, and educator. I hope
it provides a context from which to better
understand me and my work.
   As with most people, a big part of
my identity was shaped before I was born.
My family lived in Cuba for as far back as
we can remember. My maternal grandfather
was a baker and my grandmother was a
homemaker who dreamt of being a teacher.
They were middle class and lived between
Camagüey and Havana in the 1950s, during
the time of the Tropicana cabaret. When
you think of Cuba, this is the time period
that comes to mind.
   The other well-known Cuban cultural
reference is the Cuban Revolution. Picture
Che Guevara’s face on a red T-shirt. The
details of this period in Cuba’s history are
fuzzy for most Americans—something about
Communism, beards, and cigars. During
this time my grandfather was accused of
conspiring against Fidel Castro’s dictatorship.
He spent six years as a political prisoner
along with anyone who questioned the
government or strayed from the revolution’s
ideals.1 As mistrust in the government and
scarcity grew, many Cubans fled in a mass
exodus to the U.S. My family escaped to
Miami in 1980 along with 125,000 other
refugees during the Mariel Boatlift. 2 This
event is depicted in the beginning of the
film Scarface.
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CHAPTER TWO

MIAMI, FL 1980
Once settled my grandfather returned to
baking, my father opened a furniture factory,
and my mother became a school bus driver.
I was born in 1984 and could technically be
considered an anchor baby, except Cubans
were granted permanent residence for
seeking political asylum, a lasting effect
of the failed Bay of Pigs invasion. 3
   Miami in the 80s and 90s was a melting
pot of Latin American people. The Golden
Girls and Miami Vice neglected to depict this.
My classmates were first-generation from
places like Cuba, Colombia, Haiti, Nicaragua,
Honduras, and Venezuela. 3 Like most
suburban cities in the U.S., the strip malls
there tell the story of its residents. In
Miami, you can find a Cuban restaurant,
a Colombian bakery, a Middle Eastern market,
a Subway, and several nail salons coexisting in
the same shopping center.
   Despite the proximity to other cultures,
we only learned the white-washed version
of U.S. history in school. The history of U.S.
intervention in Latin America is not taught
in public schools. Curriculum is designed to
serve as an instrument of cultural conformity
and social and economic subordination in
an effort to assimilate recent immigrants to
American culture.4 This created a dissonance
between what I was learning and watching
on TV and what I was experiencing at home.
   The plan to make me adapt to U.S. culture
worked and I spent a large part of my life
trying to become as American as possible,
believing that my Cuban heritage was
undesirable. It was not until last year, at the
age of 33, that I was able to study my history

2
A. Tropicana cabaret
designed by Max
Borges in 1952.
Photograph by
J Alex Langley.

A.

B. C uban refugees on
the first Freedom
Flight arrive at Miami
International Airport on
Dec. 1st, 1965 to a sea
of relatives and reporters awaiting the arrival
of the historic flight.
Photograph from the
Historical Museum
of Southern Florida.
C. The Dr. Daniels, loaded with 600 to 700
Cuban refugees, pulling
into the docks at Key
West during the 1980
Mariel boatlift. Photo
by Keith Graham for
the The Miami Herald.

B.

C.

D. Actors Steven Bauer
(Manny Rivera) and Al
Pacino (Tony Montana)
in the film Scarface.
Set in Freedom Town,
a temporary shelter
for Cuban exiles.

D.
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There is no reason for
you to try to become like
white men and there is no
basis whatever for their
impertinent assumption
that they must accept you.
The really terrible thing,
old buddy, is that you must
accept them, and I mean
that very seriously. You
must accept them and
accept them with love, for
these innocent people
have no other hope. They
are in effect still trapped
in a history which they do
not understand and until
they understand it, they
cannot be released from
it. They have had to believe for many years, and
for innumerable reasons,
that black men are inferior
to which men.
— James Baldwin,“A Letter
to My Nephew,” 1962

while taking a course at Brown on The History
of the Cuban Revolution in Literature and
Film. Here I expanded my understanding
of Cuban culture through the masterpieces
of literature and cinema, as told by Cuban
people. I regret not having studied this
history sooner so I would have been able
to discuss it with my grandparents while
they were still alive.
GAINESVILLE, FL 2003
As the first person in my family to go to
college, I did not have a path to follow, so I
forged my own and followed my interest in
art. This led me to graphic design, the profession within art that appeared to be lucrative
as a career path. It was the first time I lived
outside of Miami and was immediately enamored by the whiteness of it all. I enjoyed being
surrounded by different kinds of people but
learning about how others grew up made me
more critical of my upbringing. I worked hard
to prove that I belonged there just as much
as others who had been more privileged—
a common experience for first-generation
college students.
   After college, I moved back to Miami with
my parents because I did not have a job lined
up—despite my success in school. My work
was comparable to other young designers but
I did not have the connections to land a job
at a popular design firm. My first job was for
a small boutique design studio that worked
with local car dealerships, hotels, and philanthropists. Even though I was working as a
designer, being back in Miami after college
felt like a failure. The lofty expectations I
had for my career did not match the reality.
CHICAGO, IL 2008
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When I first visited Chicago, I immediately
felt at home. This was the lifestyle that I had
seen on TV and in movies. This was America.
I moved there within a month and immediately tried to shed every aspect of my Latinx
identity to blend into my new urban environment. Till this day, one of the greatest compliments I can receive is “You don’t look like
you’re from Miami.”
   While I was acclimating to my new city,
the U.S. economy was collapsing in the Great
Recession.5 My parents fell prey to the housing crisis, and I struggled to gain steady
employment. Simultaneously, we elected
Barack Obama, the first black president in U.S.
history who also happened to be my neighbor
in the Hyde Park neighborhood of Chicago.
I would see his caravan every morning while
waiting for the bus.
CHAPTER TWO

   Eventually, I landed an internship at
Hill & Knowlton, a public relations firm. My
job was to design Powerpoint decks—a skill
that has been lucrative throughout my career.
After that, I worked at closerlook, a pharmaceutical marketing company. I began to notice the lack of diversity in the creative industry. Two years later, I began working at Leo
Burnett, as an art director for Arc Worldwide,
their shopper marketing subsidiary. I was
assigned to work on the Olay team, creating
retail displays for P&G’s skin care cash cow.
Here I met Maria Jose Guirados, a Venezuelan
immigrant who also happened to be my manager. We bonded instantly. Our favorite pastime was to make fun of the poorly worded
Spanish translations on retail displays.
   My time at Leo Burnett was entertaining,
challenging, and really problematic by today’s
standards. Balancing gender and cultural
identity was not a priority at the time and
my team was quickly invaded by white men
in their twenties. Beyond the optics, this
was absurd because the main consumers
of laundry detergent are women.
   At this point, I decided I needed a career
change. While seeing my work at Walgreens
was amusing, it felt like my skills as a designer
had atrophied after years of applying brand
guidelines to predetermined structures. I grew
aware of how complicit I was in excessive
consumerism. I felt like I had very little agency
to make creative decisions or affect any
meaningful change beyond getting people
to purchase things that they didn’t need.
   In 2014, about seven years into my career
as a designer, I pivoted towards human-centered design.6 After many emails, I landed a
job as an associate communication designer
at gravitytank—a Chicago-based innovation
consultancy modeled after IDEO. The learning curve was steep but rewarding. For the
first time in my career, I felt valued for my
ideas and not just my ability to push pixels.
We worked in multidisciplinary teams with
researchers, strategists, and industrial, interactive, and culinary designers. Clients included Samsung, Pepsi Co., SC Johnson, Hyatt,
and many more. Projects ranged in length and
scale and you switched teams for each project, allowing you to get to know everyone in
the company over time. I worked long hours
with many brilliant people who made a huge
impact on me as a human and as a designer.

E. Now (1965) is a short
film by Santiago Álvarez
Román about racial
discrimination in the
U.S. created with mixed
news photographs and
set to a song by Lena
Horne. It is considered the precursor to
the modern video clip
and was censored in
the U.S. at the time.
F. PM (1961) is a documentary created by Orlando
Jiménez Leal and Saba
Cabrera depicting nightlife in Havana created
by using footage from a
newsreel. This was one
of the first films to be
censored during in Cuba
after the revolution.
G. Inaguration of Barack
Obama in Grant
Park, Chicago, on
November 4th, 2008.

E.

F.

H. Occupy Wall Street
was a left-wing protest
movement that began
on September 17, 2011,
in Zuccotti Park, located in New York City’s
Wall Street financial
district, against economic inequality.

G.

H.
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There are professions
more harmful than
industrial design, but
only a very few of them.
And possibly only one
profession is phonier.
Advertising design, in
persuading people to buy
things they don’t need,
with money they don’t
have, in order to impress
others who don’t care,
is probably the phoniest
field in existence today.
— Victor Papanek, Design
for the Real World, 1971

I learned four major things at gravitytank:
1.

2.

It is important to talk to the people who
will be using/seeing/buying your design
to ask what they think. Empathy can only
get you so far.
Our workshop participants loved coming
to our space for the change of scenery
and the opportunity to engage with
their colleagues.

3.

People are fascinating. You can learn so
much from looking at the contents of
a person’s refrigerator.

4.

Design can be used for more than just
selling more stuff.

   Most importantly, my cultural dexterity
was applicable to my career. As the only
Spanish speaking designer in the company,
I traveled to Mexico and Brazil to conduct
ethnographic research. I was the bridge
between my colleagues and Latin America.  
   I also had the opportunity to work on
a social innovation project for the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation. I designed a
poster to help educators create a lexicon for
Personalized Learning. A simple PDF helped
people who were planning new schools to
communicate with one another.
   gravitytank was a place of immense
personal growth for me, but my conscience
came knocking again. Most projects were
still about designing products that people
did not need. Only now they were backed
up by selected testimonials from research
participants.
   I might have stayed there for years but
the company was facing financial issues
and fourteen people were suddenly laid off.
Layoffs are emotionally traumatic for everyone involved and more so within a tight knit
group. This put extra strain on those who
remained and the long hours started to take
a toll on my physical and mental health. I put
in my notice at the end of 2015 and prepared
for the next chapter.
   Greater Good Studio is a small humancentered design agency focused on social
impact. I was brought on as the Design Lead
to streamline and rebrand the company after
its five year anniversary. George and Sarah
Aye started Greater Good Studio for the same
reasons that I had left gravitytank. They
wanted to apply the human-centered design
process to do good in the world. The team

was small and conscious of the need for a
balanced lifestyle. Diversity was a priority as
it was important to have team members that
reflected the communities they wished
to serve.
   Reasonable working hours allowed me
to become involved with Chicago’s design
community. I served as the Co-Lead for the
Diversity and Inclusion initiative along with
LaShun Tines in 2016. Together, we organized
and hosted several panel discussions to give a
platform to underrepresented designers.
   During my tenure, several studio owners
often confessed about the difficulty of
diversifying their teams. This raised several
questions: Are designers of color not applying
to jobs? Are their portfolios not competitive?
Something else?
   I decided to start the conversation and
took it upon myself to better understand the
issue by designing a survey. I sent this survey
to 14 small studios in Chicago and thanks to
the candid answers from participants I was
able to arrive at a few conclusions: First,
people hire based on who they know in their
network, and if their network does not
include people from different backgrounds,
neither will their company. If you want to
create a diverse and inclusive environment,
you need to put in the effort to educate
yourself by listening to different perspectives.
   My work on the board of AIGA Chicago
had a direct impact on my decision to go to
graduate school. I grew aware of my ability
to have an impact on my community by simply
becoming more involved. If we needed to
bring different kinds of people into the
design industry, what better place to begin
than with school? I reviewed rankings of
universities to find the top-rated design
programs in the U.S. and decided that I
wanted to get into Yale for brand recognition.
In hindsight, I had no idea what I was doing.
   The first time I heard about RISD I was
working at gravitytank. I assumed it was
snobby and out of reach. Years later, when
I was considering graduate school, I had the
opportunity to work with Rick Valicenti.7
He generously provided me with insight on
different graduate programs and thoughtful
letters of recommendation. Without
connections, insight, and recommendations,
how are people supposed to access these
prestigious institutions?

I. A Working Definition of
Personalized Learning,
Elaine Lopez, 2014.
Created at gravitytank
for the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation.
J. Photograph of George
Aye, Elaine Lopez, and
Annemarie Spitz at
Greater Good Studio.
K. Diversity and Inclusion
Hiring Survey, Elaine
Lopez, 2017. Created
for AIGA Chicago.

I.

J.

K.
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In everyday life, people
in tribal societies have
little time to devote to
proto-philosophical or
theological speculation.
But in protracted liminal
periods, through which
everyone must pass, they
become a privileged class,
largely supported by the
labor of others—though
often exposed by way of
compensation to annealing hardships—with abundant opportunity to learn
and speculate about what
the tribe considers its
“ultimate things.” Here we
have a fruitful alienation
of the total individual from
the partial persona which
must result in the development at least in principle
or potentiality if not always
in practice of a total rather
than a partial perspective
on the life of society.”
— Victor Turner, Dramas,
Fields, and Metaphors.
Symbolic Action in
Human Society, 1974

   I visited every school and chose RISD
because of the thoughtful communication
from Eva Laporte and the interest shown
during my interview from Bethany, Paul, and
James. The importance they place on the
meeting and connecting with each candidate,
showing interest in the work, and fostering
a friendly and supportive enviornment sets
RISD apart. As I put together this thesis I can
say with confidence that it was the right
decision. I visited every school that admitted
me and chose RISD because of the thoughtful
communication from Eva Laporte and the
interest shown during my interview from
Bethany, Paul, and James. As I put together
this thesis I can say with confidence that it
was the right decision. It feels like I have
evolved into a completely different person at
RISD. Having the guidance of some of the
most brilliant minds in art and design while
working alongside talented peers from all
over the world is a privilege that I wish
everyone could experience.
PROVIDENCE, RI 2018
It is undeniable that RISD is a magical place
that provides an abundance of opportunities,
but it is not without its shortcomings. I am the
only Latinx female in the graphic design MFA
program and one of the few in the school.
There are no black female graduate students
in the class of 2019. The high cost of tuition
and elite status of RISD make it incredibly
inaccessible to most. In a paradox, I am
learning about the causes of inequality while
feeling the most alienated about my status as
a minority. RISD has a special way of accentuating your lack of privilege. I am making work
about my culture to an audience that does
not have enough context to understand it
and provide feedback. I perform extra labor
to help the institution improve while paying
an exorbitant amount of money to be here.
I have written countless scholarship and grant
applications in order to make this experience
possible (see appendix).
   As a way to cope with these challenges,
I began writing about my daily experiences in
the form of a letter to a future student of this
program. I continued this exercise for about
a month and it helped me to process the
barrage of thoughts and emotions that I was
experiencing during the most difficult time I
experienced in grad school. If you would like
to read this, visit the url on the next page.
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   This experience of struggle is not unique
to me. I visited the RISD archive and discovered dozens of student newspapers containing letters from students grappling with
similar grievances.
   The lack of diversity that I discovered
in the workplace also exist within academia.
This should not have been a surprise, but it
was. At first glance, RISD seems diverse; 33%
of students are international, posters around
campus advertise student travel courses to every continent, and you hear different languages spoken as you navigate the space. But when
you consider the cost of tuition ($48,47011
per year), the Eurocentric Westernized
curriculum, and the roles played by art and
design within the capitalist system in which
this institution exists, you realize that the
lack of diversity is by design. As long as this
college, and most others, continue to raise
the cost of attendance, this experience will
remain inaccessible.
   And it’s a real shame. If I can thrive here,
imagine all of the other people who are missing out. People who can bring a variety of
experiences and perspectives and help
us grow, learn, and evolve as human beings—what an education is intended to do.
Education should not be about profit, it
should be about building communitas: a
space of equality and growth that facilitates
transcendence into to a higher collective consciousness through sharing common
experiences.
   RISD is trying. As a member of the
Graduate Student Alliance and one of the
few graduate students of color, I was able
to participate in many meetings (mostly
unpaid) about how to improve the student
experience. Strides have been made with the
development of the office of Social Equity
and Inclusion. Faculty searches have made
a concerted effort to hire people who better
reflect the demographics of the student body.
People appear concerned about accessibility.
There are signs of change and reasons to be
hopeful but until we divorce education from
profit, the root of the issue will always remain.
We must learn to set aside hierarchy and
engage in sincere human connection and exchange and I can think of no better mediums
to achieve this than through art and design.

L. Letters to you. Visit
https://bit.ly/2LB88s2
or scan this for full text:

L.

MY STORY

23

M. WE DEMAND. RISD
students, March 20,
1970. Newspaper
created by students
and distributed during
the Raid the Icebox
exhibition at the RISD
Museum in demand of
more financial assistance, scholarships,
and diversity at RISD.

N. Offset magazine, RISD
students March 1, 1997

M.
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Intention

notes

1.

A political prisoner is someone imprisoned because

4.

they have opposed or criticized the government

First generation refers to native-born citizens or
resident of a country whose parents are foreign born.

responsible for their imprisonment. The term is used
by persons or groups challenging the legitimacy of

5.

the detention of a prisoner.

The Great Recession was a period of general
economic decline observed in world markets during
the late 2000s and early 2010s.

2.

The Mariel boatlift was a mass emigration of Cubans,
who traveled from Cuba’s Mariel Harbor to the United

6.

Human-centered design is a design and management

States between 15 April and 31 October 1980.

framework that develops solutions to problems by

The “wet foot, dry foot” policy is the name given to

problem-solving process.

involving the human perspective in all steps of the
3.

a former interpretation of the 1995 revision of the
application of the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966

7.

Rick Valicenti is the founder and design director of

that essentially says that anyone who emigrated from

Thirst, a communication design practice providing

Cuba and entered the United States would be allowed

design and immersive environments for high profile

to pursue residency a year later.

clients in the architectural, performing arts, and
education communities.
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I hope that this book helps you in some
way. Maybe it helps you to feel less
alone, or you reference my scholarship
applications as you write your own,
or perhaps you need inspiration for a
project. I’ve shared my story with you
to begin a dialogue. Write a note on the
following pages and send me a photo
of the page at elopez@alumni.risd.edu.

MY STORY
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What is your story?
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COMMUNI
CATING
CULTURE

3

My art is the way I reestablish the bonds that tie me
to the universe.
—— ANA MENDIETA

I have developed cultural dexterity by balancing conflicting messages. At home in Miami, I
speak Spanish, eat black beans with rice, and
play dominoes. In Providence, I speak English,
eat diner food, and study graphic design—an
industry that lacks diverse people and perspectives. I exist with these two realities daily—flipping from one language, identity, and
role to another. For most of my life, I found
this duality exhausting and longed to fit into a
simple narrative but getting older and having
the time and space to learn about my culture
has allowed me to appreciate my experience.

communication
noun
origin of the word
The English term “Communication”
has been evolved from the Latin “communis and communicare.” Communis
means common, communiality or sharing.
Similarly, communicare is a verb, which
means “make something common.”

30

The work in this section reflects my experiences in learning about culture and applying
the tools of design to educate others. It was
not easy to communicate cultural identity at
RISD. There are no other Cuban students or
professors in my department (or in the entire
school as far as I’m aware) that understand
the nuances of my work enough to provide
adequate feedback. As a minority student,
the labor of educating others often falls on
you. It would have been easier to conform
and explore popular topics like the Bauhaus
or postmodernism to receive acceptance
and praise, but I chose change over comfort and encourage you to do the same.

Ana Mendieta, Photo: The Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection, LLC, via Galerie Lelong & Co.
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Atlas

On the first week of classes, we were asked
to complete a series of tasks inspired by the
twelve labors of Hercules. Each activity was
documented and later became a source of
content. This collection of artifacts was used
to create 16 spreads to be included in Et. AL,
a book produced and self-published by the
Graphic Design MFA cohort.
   This week coincided with Hurricane
Irma’s landfall on Cuba and Florida. As a
result, many of the things I gathered reflect
a preoccupation with home, my heritage, and
hurricanes. To represent this chaotic mood,
I printed out all of my images, cut them out and
collaged them together. I then photocopied
and scanned these compositions using movement to distort the outcome. With each round
of feedback, I added to the existing form by
layering changes on top of each other. The
finished piece juxtaposes images to create
visual rhymes between disparate objects and
refelct the chaos of the storm.
Perfect-bound book, 8.5 × 11 inches
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Bolita

I struggle to make work about Cuba because
of my family's painful history and the realization that I do not fully understand what it
is like to live there. In an effort to learn about
my culture, and simultaneously teach others,
I devised a system to research and distribute
spreads based on the system for “Bolita”—
the Cuban lottery.		
   This piece consists of 20 different
categories, each represented by an 8.5 � 11
double sided spread. Each number is part of
a system called La Charada developed to assist
people in selecting lottery numbers. In this
game, the user picks three numbered balls and
each number determines which spreads they
receive. The spreads contains information
about Cuba as it relates to the number of
La Charada.
20 sheets, 5 11/16 × 8 9/16 inches each
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In Cuba, charade or “La Charada”
is a table consisting of consecutive
numbers from 1 to 100. Cubans
use La Charada to translate their
dreams and daily situations into
the numbers to play in the local
lottery known as “Bolita.”
T.J. English, Havana Nocturne: How the Mob Owned
Cuba...and Then Lost It to the Revolution, 2013
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Domiknows

I found it surprising that many of my peers
did not know how to play dominoes. Many
Cubans, both in the US and on the island, play
regularly as a way to socialize and spend time
together. To share this aspect of my culture
with others, I created a conditional design
piece called Domiknows. To play, participants
determine where to install the vinyl domino
“tiles” in a space by following the rules of a
traditional double-nine game of dominoes.
   By collaborating and asking questions,
players learn about the game and collectively
create an installation over time. This sharing
of tradition from me to the users, and among
the users themselves provides an opportunity
for communitas—a modality of social
interrelatedness.
Adhesive vinyl tiles, 9 × 17 inches each
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Souvenirs
from the
Futures
The Souvenirs from the Future exhibition catalog and exhibition is a 64-page newspaper
that features speculative design projects created by industrial design students from Cuba,
India, Iran, Peru, and Ethiopia. The piece
includes original text by students in Spanish,
Amharic, Persian, English, and Devanagari set
in Noto, Univers, and Charter. The stories and
project descriptions are set in their native languages and have hierarchical prominence in
the layout. The type is a larger size, while the
English text is smaller and deprioritized. This
design gesture was intended to elevate NonWestern perspectives of the future.
   The newspaper is multifunctional. Each
page doubles as a poster and an exhibition
label to allow each recipient to recreate the
exhibition in a variety of countries. The disposable newspaper format also represents
a future that is continually changing. This
piece is today’s news of the future; tomorrow will have a different story. The Global
Futures Lab is a series of workshops created by RISD professor Paolo Cardini. These
collaborative efforts between students, faculty and artisans in Iran, India, Cuba, Peru,
and Ethiopia have now yielded a nuanced
and thought-provoking collection of work
Cardini calls “Souvenirs from the Futures”—
objects that suggest a vision of a world to
come not often represented by the predominantly Western frame of speculative design.
Exhibition catalog, 11 × 15 inches
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Global Futures Lab Exhibition
1/9 unosunove gallery in Rome, Italy
Thursday, March 1st, 2018
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FINDING
COMMON
GROUND

4

It is this constant presence of the colonizing mindset
passively consumed that undermines our capacity
to resist white supremacy by cultivating oppositional
world views.
—— BELL HOOKS, KILLING RAGE: ENDING RACISM, 1995

As designers, we instinctively think about how
our visual gestures will be interpreted by our
audience. We scrutinize the legibility of text,
the resolution of images, and the placement
of each element. To accomplish design
effectively, you must know something about
the people on the receiving end of your work.
One of the main problems with the lack of
diversity in design is that only a white, male
perspective has been represented historically.
This is no surprise considering the heteronormative, patriarchal, colonial mindset;
they have been the sole creators and decision
makers. Failure to account for cultural nuance
has resulted in unintended consequences,
usually in the form of offensive work.

   Our society has neglected multiple points
of view simply by excluding people from
different races, classes, and gender identities.
To create an equitable society we must
represent varying points of view, we must
allow everyone to speak for themselves, value
those perspectives, and adapt our institutions
and industries accordingly.
   We have a responsibility to acknowledge
the problem to achieve common ground.
The work in this section encourages careful
consideration of the nuances of many truths.
I hope to make spaces for authentic
communication and dialogue by eliminating
hierarchy and expected interactions. Only
then will we be able to achieve a deeper
understanding of our global community.

common ground
noun
phrase of common
opinions or interests shared by each of two
or more parties.
“artists from different cultural backgrounds
found common ground”
bell hooks, 1988, Photo: Montikamoss / Wikimedia Commons
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On This Day

This reconstructed newspaper features only
images of people published in the New York
Times on Wednesday, March 8th, 2018. The
photos are arranged by the size (largest to
smallest) in which they appeared in the real
newspaper, and by frequency of identity.
There is no text, only small numbers counting
the number of images below each photograph. White men featured alone are featured
the most, followed by white men in groups,
men of color, men and women together,
white women, and lastly women of color.
The arrangement of the photos exposes the
shocking fact that there are 37 images of one
white man versus only two images of women
of color. Men of color are pictured in areas of
conflict, cooking, or as athletes, and women
are usually shown as fictional characters or
in the obituary section.
Newspaper, 13.5 × 22 inches
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Photography was a reflection
of reason and progress for
Frederick Douglass. Pictures
conveyed a precision akin to
religious truth—an affective
prerequisite for social movements. “The few think, the many
feel,” he reminded his listeners,
“the few comprehend a principle,
the many require an illustration.”
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Ideas alone are not
enough to galvanize
the public into action.
To do that, one needs
to deploy art to broadcast “the soul of truth.”
—— FREDERICK DOUGLASS
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Hot Air
collaboration
with Adam
Chuong
Hot Air is an interactive sculpture that serves
as a metaphor for the struggle for power and
dominance within a conversation.Participants
select a balloon and insert it into the small
hole on either side of the box. With minimal
instruction, participants begin to inflate their
balloon and instinctively begin to compete.
The view of the other participant is quickly obscured and most participants begin to laugh or
grow uncomfortable as they continue to inflate
the balloons. “I am so bad at performing!” or
“I didn’t know this was a competition” are
some of the comments that have been made
by participants.
   When a balloon pops, participants step
away from the box and often express relief
that the interaction is over. “That was really
intense!” and “It’s so scary!” are common reactions. Then participants express their trepidation with proceeding and their uncertainty
about what they were supposed to be doing.
   Most spectators view in silence or
through giggles as they watch the participants
compete. If the participants vary in ethnicity
or gender, it is easy to attribute the dominance of the participant to their identity.
Spectators then engage in conversation with
participants about their perceptions of the
interaction. This exchange leads to conversations that reflect what it feels like to engage with others in intense conversations.
Clear acrylic, silver tape, balloons
15 × 15 × 15 inches

88

89

90

CHAPTER FOUR

FINDING COMMON GROUND

91

92

CHAPTER FOUR

FINDING COMMON GROUND

93

94

CHAPTER FOUR

FINDING COMMON GROUND

95

96

CHAPTER FOUR

FINDING COMMON GROUND

97

98

CHAPTER FOUR

FINDING COMMON GROUND

99

WISD
collaboration
with Adam
Chuong
WISD is a series of posters, each articulating
one value of white supremacist culture: either/
or thinking, perfectionism, sense of urgency,
paternalism, power hoarding, defensiveness,
objectivity, fear of open conflict, and the declaration that “progress is bigger, more." The
posters are simple; black type on white paper,
and use RISD’s design style guide to appear
as if they are official communication. The
bottom of the poster reads “White Supremacy
in Design” next to a WISD logomark modeled
after RISD’s.
   Adam and I hung the posters on bulletin
boards and elevators in various locations
around campus: the CIT building, Fletcher,
the Portfolio Cafe, Metcalf, the Design Center,
and in Prov Wash. Ballpoint pens were hung
nearby to encourage commentary. Over four
weeks, students agreed, disagreed, argued,
doodled, added anecdotes, or cuss words
pertaining to the content of each poster:
“Sounds like the sculpture department”
was scribbled on the Either/or Thinking
poster in the Fletcher elevator.
“Perhaps this is true but also inevitable.
If those who really want change want to get
through to them perhaps the best approach
would be through research and a willingness
to understand where the ones in power are
coming from and how many barriers and factors they have to consider to catalyze change.”
read Power Hoarding in the Design Center.
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Paternalism in the Portfolio Cafe read:
“In the early 1990s, class-action infiltrated the
AIGA meeting in Florida and put up posters
that described the number of women in power (very few) vs. men in power in the AIGA.
Shortly after, more women were in power in
the AIGA. Make the change you want in the
world.” In response, someone else wrote:
"Hire based on competence, not gender.”
   Their placement determined how much
commentary each poster received. The secluded ones in the elevator of Fletcher had
the most incendiary commentary and were
taken down within a few days, while the
posters in Prov Wash (the administrative
building) remained mostly untouched with
the exception of the tiniest handwriting
reading “Rosanne Somerson” on the Power
Hoarding poster.
   The text on the posters was found on
the Showing Up For Racial Justice website
from the article “THE CHARACTERISTICS
OF WHITE SUPREMACY CULTURE” from
Dismantling Racism: A Workbook for Social
Change Groups, by Kenneth Jones and Tema
Okun, ChangeWork, 2001. The introductory
paragraph of this website reads:
   “Below is a list of characteristics of white
supremacy culture which show up in our organizations. Culture is powerful precisely
because it is so present and at the same time
so very difficult to name or identify. The
characteristics listed below are damaging because they are used as norms and standards
without being pro-actively named or chosen
by the group. They are damaging because
they promote white supremacy thinking. They
are damaging to both people of color and to
white people. Organizations that are people
of color-led or a majority of people of color
can also demonstrate many damaging characteristics of white supremacy culture.”
   When we first came across the text it
struck us how familiar these values felt to
our experience as non-white students at
RISD and we wanted to see if others felt the
same. Our simple design gesture called attention to the problem and enabled open and
anonymous reflection on a difficult topic.
Posters, 11 × 17 inches
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Bound
Together

Bound Together is a three-part project that
explores the spiral binder as a form-making
tool. The first iteration is an infinite book
created by binding papers of different shapes,
sizes, and colors on both ends. There is no
beginning or end, right way or wrong way to
view this book. The posters on the wall are
excerpts of the infinite book.
  The smaller book is a collaboration
between two participants in a conditional design workshop. The responses on the
pages are answers to questions intended to make participants fall in love. The
pair then bound the responses together,
creating a record of their conversation
through the metaphor of spiral binding.
Paper and spiral coils, dimensions variable
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Given the choice of anyone in the
world, whom would you want as
a dinner guest?
Would you like to be famous?
In what way?
Before making a telephone call,
do you ever rehearse what you
are going to say? Why?
What would constitute a “perfect”
day for you?
112
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When did you last sing to
yourself? To someone else?
If you were able to live to the
age of 90 and retain either the
mind or body of a 30-year-old
for the last 60 years of your life,
which would you want?
Do you have a secret hunch
about how you will die?
Name three things you and
your partner appear to have
in common.
FINDING COMMON GROUND
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THE
COMMON
PLACE

5

I don’t know why we, in the art world, cannot unpack
things and sort of make hybrid notions of a practice.
We’re very rigid. It’s funny, though; in music, we have
no problem sampling, mixing and remixing. But in the
art world, why can’t we take little parts of history and
mix it together?
—— MARK BRADFORD

I grew up surrounded by strip malls in the
suburbs of Miami. The signage found in these
shopping centers is usually created by sign
makers using templates and default fonts,
with very little consideration to the nuances
of typography. Even so, they communicate
effectively and help guide people to their
destinations. This vernacular is is perhaps
the most widespread way that people engage
with design.

   For these pieces, I drew inspiration from
the commonplace. The signs we ignore, the
gestures we make without thinking, the photos
on our phone that we never intend to publish.
I highlight and subvert the ordinary in an
attempt to find new ways to communicate.

com·mon·place
adjective
not unusual; ordinary.
“the usual commonplace remarks”

Mark Bradford, 2016, Photo: Prague591 / Wikimedia Commons
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Learning
from
Las Vegas

Placeholder for caption on this page.

This set of posters reinterprets the introductory paragraph of Learning From Las Vegas
(1971) by Denise Scott Brown and Robert
Venturi to make it more timeless and accessible. The first poster removes specific references to modernism, architecture, and Las
Vegas, allowing the reader to fill in the blanks
with their knowledge. The redacted references appear isolated in the second poster
to emphasize their homogeneous and dated
Western influences. The names of the authors
are also separated. Even though Denise Scott
Brown conceived the idea for the project,
Robert Venturi was most often credited because he was a man. His name appears on the
page with the redacted text as a criticism of
the patriarchal nature of architecture.
   Learning From Las Vegas is credited
with launching the postmodernist movement
by encouraging architects to look beyond
modernist ideals and become inspired by the
world around them. Las Vegas was the perfect
setting for this research because it continually
changes to appeal to tourists. Encouraging
architects to set aside their judgment and to
observe how people interact with their environment was radical at the time. This concept
is still relevant today if we apply this thinking
to communities and identities that have been
traditionally overlooked by design. Can the
field of graphic design serve a wider audience
by setting aside its modernist aesthetics to
study how people perceive graphics?
  
Posters, 11 � 17 inches
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By editing this canonical text and removing the specific
Western references that make it feel both dated and exclusive,
perhaps we can allow these ideas to have a longer lifespan.
I don't believe we have to start from scratch to make graphic
design more inclusive of new perspectives. Perhaps we can
look backward at the history of design and make some
edits to include everyone and move the industry forward.
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Signs of
the Times

Since the 2016 election, I have had many
conversations about the radical changes
people have experienced as a result of the
2016 election. I wanted to capture these
changes as people voted in the midterm on
November 7th, 2018. I reached out to friends
via text message and asked:
“Question for a project: Has your life changed
as a result of the 2016 election? If so, can you
share the first thing that comes to mind?”
The responses were relatable to a left-leaning
perspective. I wanted to share them in a way
that would help people who voted for Trump
empathize with how their choices have
affected those who did not. By printing these
messages using the same materials and visual
language as election campaigns, landscaping
businesses, and people who buy houses, I
hoped people would pay attention and relate
to what is being said.
Signs, 18 × 24 inches
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Voicemail received on
Monday, April 22, 2019
at 2:01 PM
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“I live in fear that my
rights as an LGBTQ
person will be taken
away at any moment.”
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Texts Book

On Saturday, March 31, 2018, I asked the contacts on my text message list to send me the
last photo they had saved in their phone.
After over 100 conversations I had an archive of photos and text from friends, family,
and colleagues. Together, this collection
of images tells a story about my network
and personal relationships. By converting
this content into a book, I gave permanence to the photos and quick messages
that we disregard daily. As our relationship
with technology quickly evolves, this book
serves as a record of our current behaviors.
Book, 212 pages, 6 × 9 inches
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Working
Hard
collaboration
with Giuseppe
Romagno
I participated in the Werkplaats/ISIA summer
school over the summer of 2018. This course
brought together designers from all over the
world to work on a project for two weeks.
The best way I can describe this experience is
to think about it like a design summer camp.
There is a different theme each year and our
theme was “ritual.”
   Rituals are easy to observe in others,
butdifficult to describe for yourself because
theyencompass the ordinary things we do
without thinking.

9-minute video
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Working Hard is a short film
that highlights the hand
gestures of people performing activities of leisure: rolling a cigarette, drawing, playing video games, knitting, and
DJing. By omitting the objects
used in these rituals, the
action is not immediately
evident to the viewer, requiring concentration on the
gestures and sounds.
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This piece gives attention to
the skill and muscle memory
acquired by performing the
activities that one loves most.
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It was made in collaboration
with Giuseppe Romagno
during the Workplaats /ISIA
Summer School in Urbino,
Italy in the summer of 2018.
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Giuseppe Romagno rolling a cigarette
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Mariavittoria Campodonico drawing
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Lorenzo Boero playing a video game
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Simonetta Ragnucci knitting
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Tommaso Lavagnoli DJing
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Babson
Boulders

Photographs of the Babson Word Rocks
in Dogtown, Massachusetts.
Risograph printed photographs
11 x 17 inches
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“Another thing I have been
doing, which I hope will be
carried on after my death, is
the carving of mottoes on the
boulders at Dogtown,” wrote
Roger Babson in his autobiography in 1935.
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“My family says that I am
defacing the boulders and
disgracing the family with
these inscriptions, but the
work gives me a lot of satisfaction, fresh air, exercise, and
sunshine. I am really trying
to write a simple book with
words carved in stone instead of on printed paper.”
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New
Hampshire

These collages were created from photos of
an abandoned ice cream stop in Ossipee, New
Hampshire. They are part of a series of daily
posters meant to make use of the photos on
my phone.
Posters, 24 � 36 inches
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BUILDING
COMMONS

6

Teaching and learning must be authentically multicivilisational bringing the perspectives of time,
space, self, gods of many cultures, all the time
searching for the anchors, the points of unity, within
the sea of differences. Education thus must help
move beyond postmodernity, searching for global
ethics. Ultimately teaching must be inclusive, going
beyond egoism, nationalism, racism and other isms,
that is, committed to the needs and rights of all
present and future generations.
—— SOHAIL INAYATULLAH, LISTENING TO NON-WESTERN PERSPECTIVES

Shifting from a user-centered professional
practice to theory-based academia allowed
me to develop a fluency in both aspects of
design—a great value to students who will
transition from the study of design to professional practice. As a design educator, I believe
that my role is to encourage students to explore their interests through a rigorous and
structured curriculum while being sensitive
to their development as artists. As universities become increasingly diverse, professors
must engage thoughtfully in global news and
historical events so that they might provide
educated critiques when students create work
about their identity.
   I begin each class with a gratitude journal.
Everyone present, myself and guests included,
write down five things they are grateful for
at the moment. They can be deep or shallow,
serious or funny, as long as they are sincere.
We then go around the classroom and share
whatever we are most comfortable sharing
out loud. Each anecdote provides an opportunity for conversation and connection with
each student, both for myself and their peers.

The purpose of this exercise is to ground us
in our shared humanity; it allows us to get to
know each other beyond the things we create
in class. Knowing my students better allows
me to provide more thoughtful feedback and
helps to build trust and comfort over time. We
are not just design robots, we are people who
live full lives and it is important that we touch
base with how we are feeling before we dive
into the work.
   My experiences as a minority in the field
of design have prepared me to bring a fresh
perspective to art and design education.
Although evolving art and design curriculum
is difficult, I remain optimistic about the
benefits that we will gain from expanding
our perspectives.

commons
plural noun
land or resources belonging to or affecting
the whole of a community.

Sohail Inayatullah, 2011, Photo: Wikimedia Commons
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Beatrice
Cenci
Portraits

Barbados, Riso print by Amanda Barrow

collaboration
with Bobby
Joe Smith
In the summer of 2018, I had the honor of
working as a teaching assistant for Paul
Soulellis and Elisa Giardina Papa during the
RISD Global course titled Artistic Practice
in Public Space. For three weeks, we explored spaces around Rome that have been
repurposed to meet the demands of a forever-changing city. Factories that have become
galleries, galleries that serve as housing, and
former palaces that now serve as dorms. Our
class was composed of students from all
over the world residing in the former home
of Beatrice Cenci, a young noblewoman who
was beheaded for killing her abusive father.
To honor our gracious hostess, Bobby Joe
Smith and I staged portraits of each student
posing as Beatrice’s most famous portrait.
Photographs, 8.5 × 11
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Pre-Press and
Risograph
Printing
Workshop

Amanda Barrow's postcard from Barbados.

My course Pre-press and Risograph Printing
focused on publishing work about each
student’s cultural heritage and sharing
this experience with others. Leveraging
the ability to generate multiples, all projects include gift giving and exchange.
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Sam Ng's postcards
from Hong Kong.
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Corrine Ang's postcards
from the Phillipines.
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INTERVIEW
WITH TANIA
BRUGUERA

7

You have to make art with what hurts you. If something doesn’t hurt you enough it will be difficult to
make something honest. It is one thing to make
art with information, but another to make art with
emotion, with pain.
—— TANIA BRUGUERA

Cuba’s history has been long, complicated,
and intertwined with the U.S. since its inception. During the American Revolution, a
group of wealthy Cuban women known as
“The Ladies of Havana” pawned their jewelry
to provide George Washington with essential
funds. Historian Stephen Bonsal writes, “The
million that was supplied … by the ladies of
Havana, may, with truth, be regarded as the
‘bottom dollars’ upon which the edifice of
American independence was erected.”
   Two Cuban women in particular have
had a profound impact on my work as a designer and artist. The first is Ana Mendieta.
Mendieta came to the US in 1961 under
Operation Peter Pan, a collaborative program
run by the US government and the Catholic
Charities that provided 14,000 Cuban children with political asylum. Mendieta and her
sister were sent to Dubuque, Iowa, to live in
foster care. Mendieta discovered her passion
for art at the University of Iowa where she
created powerful works of art that challenged
gender identity, called attention to violence
against women, and connected her body to
the earth while honoring the traditions of
her Taino ancestors. In 1986 she was thrown
out of a window and killed by a guy who puts
squares on the floor.

   To keep her memory alive, Tania Bruguera
recreated Mendieta’s work in Cuba for several years until her legacy became a part of the
cannon of Cuban art.
   Tania Bruguera has spent the past twenty-five years making work to bring awareness
to the different faces of inequality both in
Cuba and globally. Her practice, defined as
“Arte Útil” makes art useful by reframing it
as a tool for change. She risks her freedom
constantly to challenge the human rights violations committed by the Cuban government.
Globally, she has used her platform to improve
the lives of immigrants by restoring their sense
of belonging and pride.
   As luck would have it, Tania taught a
course on the School of Arte Útil at Brown
University in the Spring of 2019. On Monday,
March 11th I had the opportunity to sit with
Tania and discuss Mendieta, Cuban identity, and why her work is most relevant
while society is under political duress.

Arte Útil
Arte Útil roughly translates into English as
“useful art” but it goes further suggesting art
as a tool or device. Arte Útil draws on artistic
thinking to imagine, create and implement
tactics that change how we act in society.

Tania Bruguera, 2018, Photo: courtesy of the artist
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Elaine Lopez
Qué suerte que he tenido de que estés aquí en la
Universidad de Brown dando una clase. Ha sido
increible poder tomar tu clase este semestre.

Elaine Lopez
I’m so lucky that you are teaching at Brown
this semester, it has been incredible to be able
to take a class with you.

Tania Bruguera
Tu tesis es como artista o como diseñadora?

Tania Bruguera
Is your thesis written as an artist or a
designer?

EL Como diseñadora pero es más desde la
perspectiva de una artista. Yo me estoy moviendo
más para artista que me pone nerviosa porque
nunca he sido una.
TB Mientras que lo disfrutes, eso es todo lo que
hace falta.
EL Quisiera empezar hablando de Ana Mendieta
que para mí ha sido una gran inspiración
también. ¿Cómo encontraste su trabajo?
TB Yo estudié arte y aunque hay muchas
estudiantes de arte que son mujeres, casi ninguna
llega a ser artista. Al final Cuba es un lugar muy
machista. La mayoría de los artistas son
hombres. Yo tenía muy claro que quería ser
artista por arriba de cualquier cosa. Pero
entonces, no encontraba mujeres que
fueran artistas.
   Estaba Antonia Eiriz, pero era un artista
que dejó de pintar debido a la censura. Como la
censuraron tanto ella dijo “pues ya, dejó de pintar
y me pongo a hacer talleres de arte para niños."
Y sí que es muy bonito hacer talleres para niños,
pero se perdió una tremenda artista. Por qué
siempre tiene una mujer que limitarse o lacerar?
Y entonces yo buscaba intuitivamente, no era
una idea feminista. Estaba Consuelo Castañeda
que fue mi profesora y mi tutora que yo admiro
muchísimo. Marta María Pérez Bravo que
hacía fotos. Pero más que nada las que me
influenciaron fueron artistas como Barbara
Kruger y Cindy Sherman. Tenían un lenguaje
distinto y auténtico.
   Los artistas de Cuba estaban negociando
la idea de "¿Qué cosa era Cuba? ¿Qué es ser
artista cubano?" De pronto uno era o folklorista
o era internacionalista. Ninguna de las dos
opciones me gustaban.
   Y en eso se me aparece Ana Mendieta.
Andábamos un grupo de estudiantes que siempre
estábamos muy inquietos—hablando con
profesores y artistas y buscando libros. Fuimos
a la casa de Gerardo Mosquera y él nos habló del
trabajo de Ana y me regaló una postal firmada
por ella que decía "Un abrazo, Ana."

A. Antonia Eiriz in her
studio. Photo from
Cernuda Arte.
B. Marta María Pérez
Bravo, Recuerdo de
nuestro bebé, 1987–88
C. C onsuelo Castaneda,
Two Dimensions
(Past-Future), 1995

EL As a designer but more from the
perspective of an artist, I feel like I am moving
more towards the direction of art even though
I haven’t been an artist in the past.
TB As long as you enjoy it, that’s all that
matters.
EL I wanted to start with Ana Mendieta, who
has also been a great inspiration for me. How
did you come across her work?
TB I studied art and even though I had a lot of
female peers, very few of them end up as
artists. In the end, Cuba is a very macho place.
The majority of artists are men. I always knew
I wanted to be an artist no matter what, but I
had very few female role models to look up to.
   There was Antonia Eiriz, but she stopped
painting because of censorship. They
censored her so much that she said “I give up,
I’ll stop painting and run art workshops for
kids instead.” Teaching kids about art is nice,
but we lost an incredible artist. Why do
women always have to be the ones to limit
themselves?
   So I kept searching for other female
artists intuitively, I wasn’t trying to be a
feminist. There was Consuelo Castañeda,
who was my professor and tutor and I admire
her very much. Marta María Pérez Bravo who
was a photographer. But most of all I was
influenced by artists like Barbara Kruger and
Cindy Sherman. They had a different vibe and
it felt more authentic.
   At the time, Cuban artists were trying to
figure out “What is Cuba?” “What does it
mean to be a Cuban artists?” Suddenly you
were labeled a folk artist or an international
artists and I didn’t like either option.
   It was at this time that I came across Ana
Mendieta’s work. My classmates and I were
always pretty restless—talking to our
professors, artists, and searching for books.
We went to the home of Gerardo Mosquera
and he told us about Ana’s work and he gave
me a postcard that she had sent him that read
“A hug, Ana.”

A.

B.

C.

182

183

   Me gustó por la imagen. Era una de las
siluetas que ella hacía. Y entonces empecé a ver
más y más cosas de ella y me gustó la manera
cómo hablaba de Cuba sin estar en Cuba. A mí en
realidad, la obra de ella me gustó, pero después
me dejó de gustar. La más evidente obra de ella
son las Siluetas, esa fue la primera que ví y me
llamó la atención, pero de pronto me cansé un
poco de eso. Yo quería ir más allá del cuerpo.
Años después descubrí otras piezas como la de la
violación y la de la sangre en el piso y esas obras
todavía me matan. Hasta hoy en día me parecen
geniales.

   I liked the postcard because of the image.
It was of one of her Silhouette pieces. Then I
started to see more of her work and I admired
how she was talking about Cuba without being in
Cuba. I liked this work at first, but then I lost
interest. I was interested in more than just
representing the human body. Years later I
discovered her other work, like Untitled (Rape
Scene), 1973 and Moffitt Building piece, 1973.
These pieces still kill me, I think they are genius
till this day.

EL A mí igual. Hay un grupo de activistas que se
llaman "Where is Ana Mendieta?" y han hecho
una colección de poesía, escritura, de todo sobre
ella en un PDF. Te lo mando porque es increíble
que ella sigue inspirando a mujeres hoy en día.
Creo que en este momento, a mí me habla más
porque estamos dándonos cuenta de todas las
mujeres que han sido silenciadas a través de la
historia y la violencia contra nuestro género,
cuando eso es lo que ella estaba haciendo en los
70’s. Ella estaba por delante de su tiempo.

EL Me too. There is a group of activists in
England who call themselves “Where is Ana
Mendieta?” Aside from protesting Carl Andre
openings, they created a shareable pdf that
includes poetry and writings about her. I’ll send it
to you because it is an incredible example of how
she continues to influence artists, long after her
death. I feel like her work is especially relevant in
this moment, as we come to terms with all of the
women who have been silenced in the past, and
all of the violence that has been committed
towards our gender. She was trying to get us to
see this in the 1970s. She was ahead of her time.

TB Sí, absolutamente.

TB Yes, absolutely.

EL Yo veo la pieza de la violación como ella
haciendo algo por otra persona. Puso su cuerpo
en riesgo para que la otras personas se fijarán en
algo que había pasado.

EL I see her Rape Scene piece as her doing
something for another person. She put her
own body on the line so that others could
contemplate what had happened to this
other person.

TB Sí, ella era muy intensa.
EL Mi otra pregunta se trata de la identidad.
Como yo nací aquí pero mis padres son cubanos,
siento que no soy de ningun lugar.
TB Tampoco soy de ninguno de los dos lugares.
EL ¿Por qué?
TB Porque no veo ninguna de las realidades el
tiempo completo y tengo una idea de lo que son,
y una vivencia de lo que son. Aquí yo no voto,
tengo una limitación. ¿Cuánto activismo puedo
hacer en los Estados Unidos si no voto, si no me
ven como parte de los Estados Unidos los que
están aquí? Y a la misma vez en Cuba como tengo
el privilegio. ¿Entonces hasta qué punto?
¿Compartir privilegios es la sola opción que
tengo? ¿Tengo otras opciones?

D. Ana Mendieta and
Gerardo Mosquera
in Havana in 1981.
E. Ana Mendieta,
Untitled (Silueta
Series), 1973—1978.
F. Ana Mendieta, Untitled
(Rape Scene), 1973
G. Ana Mendieta, Moffit
Building Piece, 1973

D.

TB Yes, she was very intense.
EL My next question deal with identity. As a
person who was born in the US to Cuban parents,
I sometimes feel that I am not from anywhere.
TB I also feel that I’m not from either place.

E.

EL Why?
TB Because I don’t exist in either reality full time,
so I only have a vague idea of what it means to be
from either place. I can’t vote in the U.S., so I am
limited here. How much activism can I actually do
in this country if I am not allowed to vote? People
don’t consider me a part of this country. At the
same time, in Cuba I am considered highly
privileged. So what can I offer there? Is sharing
my privilege the only option I have? What else can
I do?

F.
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   Yo creo que estamos en una época de los
"in-between" que nadie es de ningún lugar. Porque
por mucho que vivas en un lugar, no vas a ser
nunca de ese lugar. Esto es algo que tenemos que
resolver como una sociedad. Cómo incorporar a
los “in-betweeners” como parte de la ciudadanía.
Y entender cuál puede ser la puerta que pueden
dar, aunque sea esporádico, aunque este rota.

   I think we are in the era of the
“in-between”—no one is actually from anywhere.
No matter how long you live in a place, you might
never truly be from that place. I think this is
something we have to resolve as a society. How
do we incorporate the “inbetweeners” to
participate as citizens? How can we provide an
opportunity, even if it isn’t perfect.

EL A Veces es difícil hacer arte relacionado a
Cuba porque siento que no me pertenece. Solo
tengo lo que estudio y las historias de mis padres
y mis abuelos.

EL Sometimes it is difficult for me to make work
about Cuba because I feel like it isn’t my place.
I’m only working with what I am able to study and
the stories of my parents and grandparents.

TB El arte hay que hacerla con cosas que a uno le
duelen. Y si es algo que no te duele suficiente es
difícil de hacer un arte honesto. Es una cosa de
hacer arte con información y otra cosa es hacer
arte con bomba, con dolor.
   Y también tienes que pensar,
desgraciadamente, que muchas de las
universidades tienen una visión muy idealizada de
la revolución Cubana de los 60’s. Ayer estuve en la
Habana y en el avión había un grupo inmenso de
estudiantes de una universidad que estaban
encantados. Todo es una vivencia construída.
Ellos (el gobierno Cubano) tienen un tour que han
construído para una respuesta específica. ¿Cómo
de verdad tener la información completa de todo
lo que vive todo el mundo y cómo poder
relacionarte con eso?

TB You have to make art with what hurts you. If
something doesn’t hurt you enough it will be
difficult to make something honest. It is one thing
to make art with information, but another to
make art with emotion, with pain.
   You also have to consider that unfortunately,
many universities have an idyllic perception of
the Cuban revolution of the 1960s. I was just in
Havana yesterday and on my flight back home
there was a huge group of college students
returning from a study abroad trip and they were
enchanted by their experience. Which was the
intended effect. The Cuban government has
constructed a specific experience for visitors.
How can we have the complete story about how
people live and how can we relate to these
experiences?

EL En una clase nos dieron una un ensayo de
Susan Sontag sobre los posters de OSPAAAL sin
decir nada de la historia. Solo querían hablar de
lo bonito que son los diseños y tuve que dar una
presentación sobre la situación en Cuba porque
nadie conocía la situación.

EL Yes, I know what you mean. We were assigned
an essay by Susan Sontag about the OSPAAAL
posters during the revolution without any
historical context. They only wanted to discuss
the visual appeal of the posters. I had to take it
upon myself to give a presentation about the
situation in Cuba because no one was familiar.

TB Yo pienso que sí es importante transmitir
conocimiento. Pero tendrías que ver. Una cosa es
eso, están en tu casa y decir "espérate, esto no es
toda la información”. Eso siempre hay que
hacerlo, pero para la obra habría que ver. Yo
personalmente lo que hago es tratar de entender
la cosmovisión que hay en Cuba y tratar de
ponerla a prueba. Ya sea en Cuba o fuera. En
Cuba nunca funciona porque la cosmovisión que
ellos te plantean es toda falsa. Te dicen "O haces
una obra donde haces un retrato de un Abakuá o
enact los principios Abakuá, o religiosos. Yo
aprendí con eso.
   Padilla que fue mi profesor, y el es Abakuá, (o
religioso) y el me decía, "Sí, yo puedo hacer una
imagen, pero al mismo tiempo yo no estoy
haciendo una imagen, lo que estoy haciendo es
tratar de activar los principios de esa religión y
ponerlos afuera, a moverse.
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TB Yes, I think it is important to share knowledge
but it’s one thing to correct others in a classroom
setting, and say “wait this isn’t the full story”—
one must always do this. But when it comes to
making art, you have to be more creative. I
personally try to understand the big picture
about what is going on in Cuba and then test that
theory. Regardless of whether I am in Cuba or
not. It's difficult to achieve this in Cuba because
they are usually presenting a false narrative.
   My teacher, Padilla, who was an Abakua*
used to say “You can make a portrait of an
Abakuá or you can enact the principles of the
Abakuá.” This is what I was taught. He used to
say, “You can create an image, but that’s not all
you are doing. you are really trying to activate the
principles of this religion so they can circulate.”?

H. Tania Bruguera,
Homenaje a Ana Mendieta
(Tribute to Ana Mendieta,
1985-1996) are site-specific pieces in which Tania
Bruguera recreated works
by Ana Mendieta in Cuba.
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EL ¿Qué tiene Cuba que aquí no hay?
TB Yo pienso que la relación con los vecinos
ya se está jodiendo porque ahora ya está el
capitalismo. Ahora lo único que creo que tiene
bueno Cuba con respecto a esto es que todavía
no existe el capitalismo brutal que hay aquí. Y
habría una posibilidad de crear otra cosa pero
cada vez tengo menos esperanza que sea así.
EL ¿Tú crees que va a llegar el capitalismo como
lo hay aquí?
TB Ya existe el capitalismo ahí. Y hay personas
que están reproduciendo conductas sociales,
conductas económicas y conductas humanas
derivada del capitalismo. La gente que es racista,
la gente que es clasista.
   Por ejemplo ya hay mucha gente que en sus
negocios sólo contrata a mujeres blancas. Por
ejemplo los hijos de la gente de tiene negocios en
conjunto con los que están en el gobierno, ponen
a sus hijos en escuelas distintas.
   Lo único que sería mejor sería eso—que haya
un poco de espacio para recrear las cosas o
crearlas diferentes, pero desgraciadamente ya
están repitiendo los errores.

EL ¿Y tú crees que hay esperanza? Yo también

siempre he pensado que Cuba ha sido protegido.
Es un lugar mágico, ahí podemos hacer lo que no
logramos en otros países.

TB Eso es lo que se a vendido pero no es la

realidad. Y el hecho que se detenga el tiempo es
mágico para los que están fuera pero no para los
que están adentro. El hecho que alguien tenga un
carro viejo de los años 50 es "exciting" para los
que están afuera pero no para el dueño que
siempre tiene el carro roto y tiene que gastarse 30
litros de gasolina para ir a la esquina. En este
sentido habrá que repensar qué cosa es magia.
A mí lo que me molesta es que la gente está
reproduciendo los mismos cánones. Quieren
ser como los Estados Unidos.
   Y otra cosa que no me gusta es que hay gente
que ha regresado a Cuba, y se han repatriado
pero no para cambiar el sistema, pero porque
tienen una oportunidad de negociar y quieren
llegar antes que otros. Por ejemplo, un grupo se
unieron para quitar una ley, pero solo poder
obtener más dinero. Con el dinero no ha venido
la civilización. Con los negocios no han venido
los derechos cívicos.

EL What do you think Cuba has that we are
lacking in the U.S.?
TB I think the sense of community, but even
that is being ruined by capitalism. Now the
only good thing that Cuba has going for it is
that they don’t have the brutal capitalism that
exists here. There is still a chance to create
something different but I’m losing hope that
this will happen.

I. “ Tatlin’s Whisper #6
(Havana Version)”
Tania Bruguera, (2009),
color video, with
sound, 60 min, from a
mixed-media installation, Solomon R.
Guggenheim, New York,
Guggenheim UBS MAP
Purchase Fund
(© Tania Bruguera)

EL Do you think it will become as capitalist as
the U.S.?
TB Capitalism already exists there. There
are people who are replicating the social,
economic, and human behaviors derived from
capitalism. People are becoming racist and
classist. For example, some businesses
owners only hire white women. Business
owners and high ranking officials in the
government send their kids to different
schools.
   The only thing that Cuba has going for it
would be that—the space to recreate things or
to make them differently but unfortunately, it
seems like they are repeating the same
mistakes.

EL Do you think there is hope? I also feel like

Cuba has been protected. That it is a magical
place where we can accomplish what we have
not been able to do in other countries.

TB That is what has been projected but it is

not the reality. The fact that time has stood
still there is magical for those who visit but
not for those who live there. Having a car
from the 1950s is exciting for tourists, but not
for the owner whose car is always broken
and uses seven gallons of gasoline to get to
the corner. If this is the case, we have to
reconsider what magic is. It bothers me that
people are reproducing the same canon. They
want to be like the U.S.
   Also, there are those who have
repatriated to beat others to new business
opportunities, but have not tried to change
the system. A group of people united to
remove a law but it was only so they could
make more money. Money has not led to
civilization. Business has not ushered in civil
rights.

I.

J.
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EL ¿Por qué crees que tu trabajo está teniendo un
momento que la gente está más abierta para tener
estas experiencias?

EL Why do you think your work is receiving so
much recognition tight now? Do you think people
are more open to the experiences you create?

TB Hace veinticinco años vengo haciendo trabajo
años que responde a las urgencias de Cuba y al
sentido del arte como un espacio político.
Durante muchos años, el arte que se hace fuera de
Cuba internacionalmente era un arte
extremadamente comercial que se ha dejado
encauzar por el mercado o por complacer a los
compradores y la gente rica que tiene dinero.
   Y entonces mi trabajo no pegaba porque yo
estaba ahí sola empujando "El arte es política, el
arte es política!" como una loca. Pero ahora con
Trump, ha surgido una urgencia nacional donde
la gente piensa que va a perder lo poquito que
tienen respaldado por el gobierno. Entonces el
nivel de racismo, el nivel desfachatez con la que se
habla de las cosas porque no quieren ser
"politically correct."
   Politically correct tiene un sentido. Es para la
gente que no tiene el sentimiento pero tienen que
respetar al otro. Politically correct hace falta
porque todo el mundo no está educado
emocionalmente para sentir por el otro, para
entender al otro.
   Por esto ha habido una politización en el país
y los artistas se han llamado a responder con
urgencia. Ahora me buscan por todos lados, todo
el mundo quiere que le explique cómo se hace,
qué hacer. Entonces ahora me buscan por todos
lados, todo el mundo quiere que le explique cómo
se hace, qué hacer.
   Y creo que cuando pase Trump y venga un
candidato demócrata, los artistas van a estar más
"cómodos" digamos, en el sentido que no sientan
esa urgencia. Siempre van a existir los problemas
y siempre debería existir el arte político, pero
cuando no hay una crisis como esta, tan aguda de
identidad del país, y nivel de grosería de la
política de este momento. Yo pienso que los
artistas no van a volver a su estado normal. De
estar haciendo cositas que hablen de lo social
pero no son políticas. Y entonces pasará de moda
porque ya no hará falta.

TB I have been making work that responds to
urgent causes in Cuba and using art to talk about
politics for for twenty-five years. During most of
that time, the art that was being made outside of
Cubaandexhibitedinternationallywasextremelycommercial—
influenced by the market or to please buyers and
wealthy collectors.
   As a result, my work did not resonate.
I was alone shouting “Art is political, art is
political!” But now with the election of Donald
Trump, people feel a sense of urgency to protect
the few rights they have from government
intervention. Racism increases
as people stop being “politically correct.”
   There is a reason to be politically correct. Its
for those people who lack enough commonsense
to respect others. We need to be politically
correct because most people do not have enough
emotional intelligence to feel for others, to
understand.
   This is why everything has become
politicized and artists feel an urgency to respond.
Now everyone is looking to me to teach them how
I do it. When Trump leaves office and we get
another democratic president, artists will feel
comfortable again, they won’t feel a sense of
urgency. Problems will always exist and political
art should always respond to these problems. But
without the acute identity crisis and the vulgarity
that we’re experiencing I think artists will return
to their normal state. Making gestures towards
social issues, but not about politics. When this
happens I will fall out of fashion because I won’t
be needed anymore.

EL Más allá de lo político, tu trabajo ayuda a
combatir el aislamiento causado por la
tecnología. Deseamos conexión humana y tu
trabajo da la oportunidad para tener
conversaciones importantes.

EL Beyond the political, I think your work
resonates right now because it addresses the the
isolation caused by the prevalence of technology.
People are craving human connection and your
work provides an opportunity for dialogue.

J. Tania Bruguera during
a working session of
the Hannah Arendt
International Institute of
Artivism. Havana, May
2015. Photo by Pablo
León de la Barra.
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TB Yes there are more ways to access information
and the capacity to understand. You also have the
ability to show and explain your own work.
Before we relied on magazines and sometimes
critics would misunderstand what you were
trying to say. Now we have more autonomy to
speak for ourselves and people learn about
everything through these new mediums.
EL That is why I am trying to provide
opportunities for people to engage, and create
new spaces for dialogue through my work.
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TB También los medios, claro. La gente tienen
más acceso y pueden entender. Tienes la
posibilidad también ahora con las nuevas
tecnologías de no solamente ver una imagen sino
explicar la imagen. Antes se dependía de una
revista, o un crítico que a veces decía algo no es
lo tuyo. Pero ahora uno tiene la autonomía de
hablar por uno mismo. Y la gente se entera de
todo por los nuevos medios.

TB Spaces for discussion, but also to build. What
do I mean by building? Creating infrastructure
that remains. Be it a work of art or an institution,
but I think it’s important that something remain
so that we don’t end up in the same place again.
Part of the urgency that artists are feeling is the
need to start from scratch. We didn’t have to start
from scratch because of the feminists, the
Guerilla Girls, etc.

EL Por eso trato de crear oportunidades para
conectar y conversar en mi trabajo.

EL I have been looking through student
newspapers in RISD’s archive and reading letters
written by former students for a project. They are
filled with complaints about racism, elitism, and
inequality at the school. These issues are not
new, they have always existed.

TB Hablar y también construir. ¿Qué quiero decir
con construir? Crear ciertas infraestructuras que
puedan quedar para después. Ya sea una obra o
una auto institución, pero sí creo que hace falta
que quede algo si no pasa esto de nuevo.
Parte de la urgencia de los artistas es que sienten
que hay que empezar de cero.
No habría que empezar de cero, porque
ya estaban las feministas, las Guerilla Girls, etc.
EL Estado revisando periódicos en los archivos
de RISD y leyendo las cartas escritas por los
estudiantes para un proyecto. Las cartas están
llenas de quejas sobre racismo, elitismo, y
desigualdad en la escuela. Estos problemas no
son nuevas, siempre han existido.
TB Antes no tenían el apoyo. Uno se veían como
una persona insoportable, intensa, siempre
quejándose porque no tenía la atmósfera que hay
ahora donde la gente está predispuesta
favorablemente a escuchar tu historia. Entonces
a veces pasa que cuando no te quieren escuchar
tienes que gritar, y a la gente no le gusta que le
grites. Pero ahora la gente si quieren escuchar, y
quieren saber todo.

TB These issues were not supported before. You
were seen as unbearable, intense, always
complaining because we did not have the current
climate where people are predisposed to listen to
your story.
   Sometimes when people are not listening you
have to yell and people don’t like to be yelled at.
But now people do want to listen and they want
to know everything.

I. 10,148,451, Tania
Bruguera, 2018. Turbine
Hall, Tate Modern.
J. The central spine of
Bruguera’s Turbine Hall
commission has been
her work with the Tate
Neighbours group. Tate
Neighbours is a diverse
collective of approximately 21 people (and growing)
living and working in SE1.
Bruguera’s insistence
on bringing the voices,
perspectives, skills and
life experiences of Tate
Neighbours into the Tate
Modern as equals has
ensured that the Turbine
Hall installation is driven
by the community itself –
definitely a ‘first’ for the
Hyundai Commission
and hopefully a trend
for the future. Image by
Counterpoint Arts.
(O’Brien, ÁIne. “Tania
Bruguera and Tate
Neighbours - Blog LAUK.” Live Art UK,
www.liveartuk.org/blog/
tania-bruguera-andtate-neighbours/.)

EL We need to take advantage and say

everything we can before they stop listening.

TB Yes, even though I am really tired. But we

I.

must make sure that art doesn’t lose its internal
violence and friction.

EL Hay que aprovechar y decir todo antes de que
paren de escuchar otra vez.

TB Sí, aunque estoy muy cansada. Pero hay que
asegurarse que el arte no pierda su violencia
interna y su fricción.

J.
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But the deeper cost is the creation of a civilization
that cannot listen to the Other. The only other the West
can meet are simulacra of itself. Multiculturalism, for
example, merely means equal opportunity, a collection of idiosyncratic individuals from other places,
a woman here or there, some mention of the spiritual,
or a trip to the Pacific islands. But the deeper ways
of knowing of other civilizations, Islamic, Indic,
Confucian and Pacific (and the diversities within
these civilizations) are lost. Perfection on Earth can
only be realized through the eradication of difference.
—— SOHAIL INAYATULLAH, LISTENING TO NON-WESTERN PERSPECTIVES
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Quotes

—
There is no reason for you to try to become
like white men and there is no basis whatever
for their impertinent assumption that they
must accept you. The really terrible thing,
old buddy, is that you must accept them, and
I mean that very seriously. You must accept
them and accept them with love, for these
innocent people have no other hope. They are
in effect still trapped in a history which they
do not understand and until they understand
it, they cannot be released from it. They have
has to believe for many years, and for
innumerable reasons, that black men are
inferior to which men.
—James Baldwin, A Letter to My Nephew,
1962
—
People living in different nations, with
different economic and political systems, are
hardly able to talk to each other without
fighting. And within any single nation,
different social classes and economic and
political groups are caught in a similar pattern
of inability to understand each other.
—David Bohm, On Dialogue, 2014
—
The possibility of a relational art (an art
taking as its theoretical horizon the realm of
human interactions and its social context,
rather than the assertion of an independent
and private symbolic space)points to an
upheaval of the aesthetic, cultural, and
political goals introduced by modern art...
What is collapsing before our very eyes are
nothing other than the falsely aristocratic
conception of the arrangement of works of
art, associated with the feeling of territorial
acquisition. In other words, it is no longer
possible to regard contemporary work as a
space to be walked through...It is henceforth
presented as a period of time to be lived
through, like the opening of an unlimited
discussion.
—Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetic,
1998
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—
Black feminists often talk about their feelings
of craziness before becoming conscious of
the concepts of sexual politics, patriarchal
rule, and, most importantly, feminism, the
political analysis and practice that we women
use to struggle against our oppression. The
fact that racial politics and indeed racism are
pervasive factors in our lives did not allow us,
and still does not allow most black women, to
look more deeply into our own experiences
and define those things that make our lives
what they are and our oppression specific to
us. In the process of consciousness-raising,
actually life-sharing, we began to recognize
the commonality of our experiences and,
from that sharing and growing consciousness,
to build a politics that will change our lives
and inevitably end our oppression.
—The Combahee River Collective, A Black
Feminist Statement, 1978
—
The design profession needs to mature and
find ways of operating outside the tight
constraints of the servicing industry. At its
worst product design simply reinforces global
capitalist values. Design needs to see this for
what it is, just one possibility, and to develop
alternative roles for itself. It needs to establish
an intellectual stance of its own, or the design
profession is destined to lose all intellectual
credibility and viewed simply as an agent of
capitalism.
—Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Design
Noir: The Secret Life of Electronic Objects,
2001

—
To begin, the professor must genuinely value
everyone's presence. There must be an
ongoing recognition that everyone influences
the classroom dynamic, that everyone
contributes. These contributions are
resources.
—bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 1994
—
In his work, Thich Nhat Hanh always speaks
of the teacher as a healer. Like Freire, his
approach to knowledge called on students to
be active participants, to link awareness with
practice. Whereas Freire was primarily
concerned with the mind, Thich Nhat Hanh
offered a way of thinking about pedagogy
which emphasized wholeness, a union of
mind, body, and spirit.
—bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 1994
—
During the 1930s German Dadaists such as
Hannah Hoch and John Heartfield lifted
images out of their context in mainstream
picture magazines, allowing them to take on
new and unexpected meanings as they were
recombined and juxtaposed on the
compositional field of a photographic
montage. WochenKlausur’s boat talks offer a
temporal equivalent to this technique by
creating an open space where individuals can
break free from preexisting roles and
obligations, reacting and interacting in new
and unforeseeable ways.
—Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces:
Community and Communication in
Modern Art, 2004

—
It is this constant presence of the colonizing
mindset passively consumed that undermines
our capacity to resist white supremacy by
cultivating oppositional world views. Until all
Americans demand that mass media no longer
serve as the biggest propaganda machine for
white supremacy, the socialization of
everyone to subliminally absorb white
supremacist attitudes and values will
continue.
—bell hooks, Killing Rage: Ending Racism.
1995
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—
There are deviations of this model such as
communism and now evolutionary systems
theory but in general the trend is secular,
linear, progress-based with the ultimate goal
that of heaven on earth. The dark side of this
overarching paradigm is that the cost of
perfection is the exploitation of nature, the
Third World and the Other - the periphery.
But the deeper cost is the creation of a
civilization that cannot listen to the Other.
The only other the West can meet are
simulacra of itself. Multiculturalism, for
example, merely means equal opportunity, a
collection of idiosyncratic individuals from
other places, a woman here or there, some
mention of the spiritual, or a trip to the
Pacific islands. But the deeper ways of
knowing of other civilizations, Islamic, Indic,
Confucian and Pacific (and the diversities
within these civilizations) are lost. Perfection
on Earth can only be realized through the
eradication of difference.
—S ohail Inayatullah, Listening to Non-western
Perspectives, 1998
—
Teaching and learning must be authentically
multi-civilisational bringing the perspectives
of time, space, self, gods of many cultures, all
the time searching for the anchors, the points
of unity, within the sea of differences.
Education thus must help move beyond
postmodernity, searching for global ethics.
Ultimately teaching must be inclusive, going
beyond egoism, nationalism, racism and other
isms, that is, committed the needs and rights
of All present and future generations.
—S ohail Inayatullah, Listening to Non-western
Perspectives, 1998
—
At the same time, many still believe that by
simply having more information, social
transformation is possible. This is not the
case. Transformation comes from trauma and
transcendence.
—S ohail Inayatullah, Listening to Non-western
Perspectives, 1998
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—
The study of design history is a way of
filtering the past; it’s a way of selecting what’s
important to remember, shaping it and
classifying it. It’s also a way of selecting what’s
important to forget. 8 In a way, historians are
inventors. They find a design movement, a
school, an era, and if it doesn’t already have a
name, they make one up—Depression
Modern, The American Design Ethic,
Populuxe. Design historians construct a lens
through which they view design-and we view
design. This lens is selective: It zooms in on a
subject and blocks our peripheral vision.
What we see is a narrow segment of design
history: one period, one class of designers.
—Tibor Kalman, J. Abbott Miller, and Karrie
Jacobs, GOOD HISTORY/BAD HISTORY,
2015
—
Moreover, fields such as participatory design,
socially responsive design, and codesign have
emerged in parallel to critical practice. These
modes reflect upon the relationship between
design and the communities that are being
designed for, and, or with. They operate
beyond conditions set by fiscal gain or
technological development. They are
established as intellectual and politically
motivated practices, informing policy and
used to address complex societal concerns. In
their deviation from focusing on the
production of objects, they reflect instead a
move towards the designer acting as a
facilitator of large groups of people; they
imply a critique of mainstream design or at
least challenge common perceptions of the
designers’ role.
—Matt Malpass, Between Wit and Reason:
Defining Associative, Speculative, and
Critical Design in Practice, 2015
—
There are professions more harmful than
industrial design, but only a very few of them.
And possibly only one profession is phonier.
Advertising design, in persuading people to
buy things they don’t need, with money they
don’t have, in order to impress others who
don’t care, is probably the phoniest field in
existence today.
—Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World,
1971
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—
We can no longer be certain that what we see
is what “really” exists; rather, we must
acknowledge that we are neither neutral nor
objective observers but participant observers
who shape and define reality. As participantobservers we can chose to enter into
dialogue, and we can choose to move
towards change in a “reality” that is mutually
discovered and responded to. If the findings
of quantum physics are accurate we should
reach for multipartiality, the ability to see all
sides, all parts of the whole. Metaphorically
speaking, we should strive to increase our
capacity to see both the particles and
the waves.
—Patricia Romney, “The Art of Dialogue”, 1996
—
...They should be distinguished from
“marginals, who are simultaneously members
of two or more groups whose social
definitions and cultural norms are distinct
from, and often even opposed to, one
another. These would include migrant
foreigners, second-generation Americans,
persons of mixed ethnic origin, parvenus
(upwardly mobile marginals), the declasses
(downwardly mobile marginals), migrants
from country to city, and women in a
changed, nontraditional role. What is
interesting about such marginals is that they
often look to their group of origin, the
so-called inferior group, for communitas, and
to the more prestigious group in which they
mainly live and in which they aspire to higher
status as their structural reference group.
Sometimes they become radical critics of
structure from the perspective of
communitas, sometimes they tend to deny the
affectually warmer and more egalitarian bond
of communitas. Usually, they are highly
self-conscious people and may produce from
their ranks a disproportionately high number
of writers, artists, and philosophers.
—Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and
Metaphors. Symbolic Action in Human
Society, 1974

—
Yet exposure to or immersion in communitas
seems to be an indispensable human social
requirement. People have a real need...to doff
the masks, cloaks, apparel, and insignia of
status from time to time even if only to don
the liberating masks of a liminal masquerade.
But they do this freely.
—Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and
Metaphors. Symbolic Action in Human
Society, 1974
—
In everyday life, people in tribal societies have
little time to devote to proto-philosophical or
theological speculation. But in protracted
liminal periods, through which everyone must
pass, they become a privileged class, largely
supported by the labor of others—though
often exposed by way of compensation to
annealing hardships—with abundant
opportunity to learn and speculate about
what the tribe considers its “ultimate things.”
Here we have a fruitful alienation of the total
individual from the partial persona which
must result in the development at least in
principle or potentiality if not always in
practice of a total rather than a partial
perspective on the life of society.
—Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and
Metaphors. Symbolic Action in Human
Society, 1974
—
Be angry about current situations. Be angry
about imposed realities that say they are
based on justice and freedom but act
otherwise. Be angry about your lot in life. But
be positive. Be positively angry.
—Gavin Wade, 26 texts by Gavin Wade and
Friends, 2017

—
Both Black and White students face the task
of developing their race and ethnic identities.
Sociologists and psychologists note that at
the time people leave home and begin to live
independently from their parents, often ages
eighteen to twenty-two, they report a
heightened sense of racial and ethnic identity
as they sort through how much of their beliefs
and behaviors are idiosyncratic to their
families and how much is shared with other
people. It is not until one comes in close
contact with many people who are different
from oneself that individuals realize the ways
in which their backgrounds may influence
their individual personality. This involves
coming into contact with people who are
different in terms of their ethnicity, class,
religion, region, and race. For White students,
the ethnicity they claim is more often than not
a symbolic one—with all of the voluntary,
enjoyable, and intermittent characteristics I
have described above.
—Mary Walters, Optional Ethnicities for
Whites Only, 1996
—
Black students at the university are also
developing identities through interactions
with others who are different from them.
Their identity development is more
complicated than that of Whites because of
the added element of racial discrimination
and racism, along with the “ethnic”
developments of finding others who share
their background. Thus Black students have
the positive attraction of being around other
Black students who share some cultural
elements, as well as the need to band together
with other students in a reactive and
oppositional way in the face of racist
incidents on campus.
—Mary Walters, Optional Ethnicities for
Whites Only, 1996
—
I have great sympathy for people who fear
migrants, for their lack of knowledge, and as a
result, their lack of understanding of
humanity.
—Ai Weiwei, Humanity, 2018
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SECTION EIGHT

1. Write a brief autobiography, explaining
how your experiences have influenced your
creative work and/or your career plans.

2. In the future, how do you see
yourself as a creator contributing to the community at large?

In 1969 my grandfather was arrested in
Havana for lending his car to a friend who
used it to transfer weapons in the fight
against Castro’s Communist regime. The police came to the house in the middle of the
night to arrest him, and he served four years
in prison. As a result, my family fled Cuba in
1980 during the Mariel Boatlift. They settled
in Miami, along with 10,000 Cuban exiles. I
was born in 1984 into a hard-working family of
bakers, bus drivers, and furniture makers. On
the radio, I heard Radio Mambi, the station
of the Cuban exiles, and watched a steady
stream of Univision, Sesame Street, and the
Disney channel. While I have been immersed
in Cuban culture my entire life, it’s only recently that I have been able to study it closely.
The discovery of Cuba’s painful past beckons
me to use my abilities to be a part of its future.
Before coming to RISD, I spent
ten years in Chicago's design industry. As
a communications designer at an IDEOinspired innovation consultancy, I had the
opportunity to travel internationally to
Brazil, Mexico, and Thailand to conduct
design research. Later, as the Design Lead
at Greater Good Studio, I was able to help
mission-driven organizations to address
social challenges through design thinking.
In my spare time, I served as the Diversity
and Inclusion Co-Lead for AIGA Chicago
to address the lack of diversity in Chicago's
design community. Through panels, events,
and surveys I was able to identify the need
for broadening Chicago's design networks.

Most recently, I collaborated with RISD professor Paolo Cardini on the Global Futures
Lab Symposium and Exhibition to elevate
non-Western perspectives on the future. I am
ready to leverage my experience to bring people together by visualizing shared hopes for a
better future. Diplomacy between countries
is now the responsibility of citizens who have
a vested interest in healing and connecting
people to move forward. As a graduate student, I am creating a body of work that promotes unity and understanding while finding
my place as a Cuban artist and designer.
As the Diversity and Inclusion
Lead for Chicago's AIGA chapter, I was responsible for helping to increase diversity
in Chicago's design community. Through a
survey to the stop privately owned design
studios in Chicago, I was able to expose
the thinking and behaviors that lead to the
predominately white design industry.
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Triple Canopy Summer
Intensive Application
(Declined)
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In my research of the first Raid the
Icebox exhibition, I was intrigued by the students who disrupted the event by protesting
to increase financial aid for minority students.
While RISD currently provides need-based
assistance to some undergraduate minority
students at RISD, there are presently no university-sponsored scholarships for graduate
students, including those from underrepresented groups. As a result, there are only 15
black, Hispanic, and Native American students in RISD's graduate program.
My central research question during
this intensive would be to investigate if museums can use the process of deaccession to
provide scholarship and exposure to underrepresented populations. Can the objects
stored in the "icebox" be used to provide
new voices with the opportunity to receive a
world-class education? What does a museum
do with objects that were created by controversial people or acquired in questionable
ways? Can we use controversy as a catalyst to
heal and generate positive experiences? How
does the distribution of ideas affect their impact?
As a first-year graduate student
at RISD, my current practice applies research-based design to expose societal
inequity and to increase awareness and acceptance of other cultures. I have explored
publishing as a medium in Paul Soulellis'
Experimental Publishing course this semester,
and this program would be an excellent extension of my knowledge of publishing as a medium of expression.
In On This Day, I cut out all of the
photos of people from a New York Times
newspaper and arranged them into new
categories: gender, race, and the number of
people in the picture. I arranged them in from
most frequently featured to least. Although
it may come as no surprise that a single white
man in a photo was featured 32 times, it is
shocking when compared to the two pictures
of a single woman of color. The context of
each photo also tells a story. Men of color are
photographed in areas of conflict, playing
sports, or cooking while women are mostly
shown as fictional characters or in the obituary section.
I presented the images back in a
newspaper format with no words beyond
the categories described and single numbers
counting each photo. By returning the pictures to their original form, the viewer understands where they came from and is free to
make interpretations based on their own experiences.

SECTION EIGHT

This project closely related to the
themes of the workshop by questioning our
current forms of media and the implicit messages they send to the viewer. By using my
skills as a designer to subvert the narrative of
a widely respected newspaper through a simple gesture, I am exposing the politics of identity associated with our news sources.
The Publication Intensive will address such questions as: How have artists,
writers, and designers used the pages of magazines and books as sites of and material for
experimentation? How have new-media publications challenged conventions of authorship
and reception, only to have those very challenges soon become the foundation of the
new economy? How have people responded
to ensuing changes in the media landscape?
And how have responses differed in areas
with different resources and relationships to
technology? What are the politics of access
and identity associated with online public forums and media?
The most successful potential outcome of my participation in this program
would be for me to create a project that will
lead to RISD providing scholarships for graduate students from underrepresented groups.
If I can create a piece that sparks conversations about the economies of need within this
institution, I would have achieved a primary
goal of my graduate education. While I recognize that this may be an ambitious task, I believe the conversations that will occur during
the program will help me to learn new ways to
use publishing for social activism.
Secondly, my work is also based on
human relationships and having the opportunity to collaborate with the brilliant participants from different backgrounds will have a
tremendous impact on my practice.
Finally, contributing to triple
canopy's edition for the Raid the Icebox
exhibition at the RISD museum would be
an honor. As I begin to develop my thesis, this piece and the experiences gained
during the workshop will influence and
shape my practice for years to come.
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