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Introduction		

In	his	book	Identity	and	Violence	the	Nobel-prize	winning	Indian	economist	

Amartya	Sen	argues	that	conflict	and	violence	are	sustained	by	the	“illusion	of	a	

unique	identity”1.		The	act	of	‘naming,’	placing	people	into	categories	of	‘the	other’	

based	on	a	single	difference	in	socio-economic,	ethnic,	racial,	or	religious	identity	

creates	a	distance	that	predilects	violence,	whether	physical,	psychological,	or	

systemic	in	nature.		Yet	in	reality	human	beings	exist	within	a	plurality	of	identity	

and	the	common	denominator	of	human	dignity.		

Despite	the	links	between	‘naming’	and	violence,	the	act	of	‘naming’	is	an	

extension	of	the	human	drive	for	meaning,	making	sense	of	the	universe	among	

other	things	through	language,	culture,	and	art.		Yet	art,	when	it	‘works,’	works	best	

because	of	its	very	ability	to	break	‘naming,’	disabling	the	mastery	of	language	and	

the	certainty	of	optical	assumptions	brought	to	a	work	by	the	viewer.		Art	creates	

the	opportunity	for	the	generation	of	new	meaning,	to	both	see	the	world	differently	

and	envision	a	different	world.		

Thesis	Statement	

My	work	seeks	to	break	the	‘violence	of	naming’—the	consequences	of	

categorizing	people	according	to	single	or	simplistic	identities—by	breaking	the	

‘naming	of	violence’—transforming	depictions	of	violence	by	undermining	the	

ability	to	fit	them	easily	into	pre-existing	visual	categories.		Through	the	creation	of	

dislocating	juxtapositions,	visual	layering,	and	the	deployment	of	surrealism	my	

																																																								
1	Amartya	Sen,	Identity	and	Violence:	The	Illusion	of	Destiny.	(New	York:	W.W.		
Norton	&	Co.,	2006),	16.	
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work	changes	the	substance	and	meaning	of	oppositional	relationships	and	objects	

of	violence,	and	in	the	process	explores	the	multi-valency	of	human	identity	and	

connections	between	people.		At	a	secondary	level,	within	the	context	of	war,	and	

specifically	Western	interventions	in	the	Middle-East	and	Central	Asia,	my	work	is	

also	a	critique	of	imperialism	and	power.	

Thesis	Exhibition	and	Thesis	Paper	Objectives	

“Breaking	Naming:	The	Multi-Valency	of	Being	Human”	is	an	installation	of	

three	large-scale	paintings	and	two	smaller	sculptural	installations	which	

collectively	serve	as	my	Thesis	Exhibition.			

In	the	course	of	this	thesis	paper	I	will	explore	my	strategies	for	‘breaking	

naming’	by	using	specific	descriptions	of	the	works	as	launching	points	for	formal,	

thematic,	and	conceptual	discussions	of	the	works.		In	the	process	I	will	also	draw	on	

examples	from	my	research	and	will	finally	close	with	an	exploration	of	the	

theoretical	and	metaphysical	framework	for	the	pieces.		I	will	begin	though	with	two	

brief	discussions	on	the	nature	of	human	identity	and	the	concept	of	naming.	

The	Violence	of	Naming,	Plural	Identity,	and	Human	Connection	

For	much	of	my	life	I	have	struggled	with	the	violence	of	‘naming,’	being	

placed	too	quickly	into	singular	and	simplistic	categories.		Growing	up	in	India	with	

European	heritage	I	look	like	a	‘foreigner,’	and	am	treated	as	such,	yet	identify	as	a	

‘local’	and	because	of	Indian	birth	and	citizenship	expect	the	right	to	belong.		Based	

on	my	ethnicity	I	am	viewed	as	the	‘other’	when	I	don’t	necessarily	fit	that	category,	

inhabiting	an	identity	that	is	neither	this	nor	that	but	both.			
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Naming	and	categorization	are	enlisted	to	exclude	and	exert	control	across	

gender,	racial,	ethnic,	religious,	and	political	lines.		Conflicts	across	the	globe,	

whether	fueled	by	tribal	differences	in	Africa,	ethnic	histories	in	the	Balkans,	

religious	identities	in	South	Asia,	or	imperialism	past	and	present,	are	fanned	into	

flame	by	reducing	human	beings	and	complex	socio-cultural	realities	into	

caricatures	of	the	‘other.’		Amartya	Sen	calls	this	the	“miniaturization”	of	human	

beings:	“Our	shared	humanity	gets	savagely	challenged	when	our	differences	are	

narrowed	into	one	devised	system	of	uniquely	powerful	categorization.”2		Attempts	

at	either	celebrating	or	down-playing	differences,	whether	multiculturalism	or	

sincere	attempts	at	interfaith	ecumenicalism,	make	a	similar	mistake	of	reducing	

identities	to	singular	categories.		

The	truth	is	that	human	beings	exist	within	a	plurality	of	identity.		The	

Taliban	soldier	in	Afghanistan	is	more	than	an	‘enemy’	or	a	‘radical	Muslim.’		Among	

many	things	he	is	also	a	farmer,	poet,	father,	orphan,	student,	friend,	citizen,	speaker	

of	Pashto,	and	a	man	struggling	to	make	ends	meet.		For	me,	the	juxtaposition	of	

being	both	‘local’	and	‘foreign’	has	created	new	meaning,	a	multi-valent	identity	that	

synthesizes	both	categories	and	points	me	to	the	common	denominator	of	shared	

human	dignity.			

Naming	and	the	Breaking	of	Naming	

Naming	runs	deep	in	our	bones.		It	springs	from	the	instinct	and	capacity	to	

make	sense	of	reality	and	produce	meaning,	the	process	of	understanding	a	thing	by	

placing	it	within	a	category.		It	is	a	profoundly	human	act.		Naming	generates	

																																																								
2	ibid.,	15	
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language,	the	building	blocks	of	culture,	and	lies	at	the	cornerstone	of	science,	

producing	knowledge	and	bestowing	mastery.		Yet	mastery	is	a	two-edged	sword,	

both	empowering	and	destroying.		Given	our	finite	place	within	the	cosmos,	naming	

holds	out	the	promise	of	control,	autonomy,	divinity,	and	yet	pivots	as	a	tool	of	

oppression,	and	ultimately	of	our	own	undoing.		French	philosopher	and	social	

theorist	Michel	Foucault	warned	of	knowledge	as	power,	both	that	it	generates	

power,	but	also	the	inverse—that	knowledge	is	created	by	power—mastery	at	its	

hubric	worst3.		There	is	great	irony	in	the	dual	nature	of	knowledge,	in	its	ability	to	

both	illuminate	and	blind.		Names	become	our	markers	of	certainty,	and	given	the	

limitations	of	human	knowledge	and	experience,	certainty	is	a	dangerous	thing.			

The	act	of	art-making,	as	wide	as	that	category	is,	could	in	some	ways	be	

understood	as	a	type	of	naming,	e.g.	a	manipulation	of	form	that	produces	meaning.		

What	gives	a	painting	of	a	sunset	its	significance	is	the	fact	that	it	is	not	the	sunset	

itself,	but	a	human	being’s	interpretation,	in	a	sense	their	‘naming’	of	the	real	thing.		

Belgian	surrealist	René	Magritte’s	painting	The	Treachery	of	Images	features	a	

painting	of	a	pipe	with	an	inscription	that	translates:	“This	is	not	a	pipe.”	In	one	

simple	statement	Magritte’s	image	can	be	understood	to	sum	up	both	the	limits	and	

the	possibilities	of	art.		While	a	comment	on	the	limits	of	representation,	the	gap	

between	‘language’	and	‘thing’	implies	that	art	matters	precisely	because	it	is	not	the	

thing	itself.		This	gap,	despite	its	consequent	‘treachery’	and	contestation	of	

meaning,	points	to	the	unique	ability	of	language	and	art	to	create	things	that	exist	

																																																								
3	Michel	Foucault,	Power/Knowledge	Selected	Interviews	and	other	writings	1972-1977,	ed.	
Colin	Gordon	(New	York:	Pantheon	Books,	1980),	93.	
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purely	in	the	realm	of	the	symbolic,	generating	the	‘symbolic	culture’	unique	in	the	

natural	world	to	human	beings4.	

And	yet	art	is	also	about	breaking	naming.		Art	that	“works,”	works	because	it	

succeeds	in	breaking	the	categories	of	certainty	inherent	in	naming,	disabling	the	

masteries	of	knowledge,	language,	cerebration	and	the	optical	assumptions	the	

viewer	brings	with	them	to	a	work.		It	is	in	the	realm	of	experience	that	art	is	able	to	

by-pass	and	subvert	the	realm	of	knowledge.	Phenomenology,	a	philosophical	

method	of	inquiry	sometimes	referred	to	as	the	‘science	of	experience,’	points	to	the	

extent	to	which	our	perception	of	reality	is	shaped	by	our	lived	experiences	in	an	

interconnected	world—rather	than	merely	on	pre-conceived	didactic	Cartesian	

‘facts’5.		The	more	those	pre-conceived	‘facts’	can	be	suspended,	the	more	our	

understanding	of	reality	can	acquire	newer	and	deeper	meaning	through	an	

experience	that	involves	not	just	sensory	perception	but	emotion,	volition,	and	

action6.		The	phenomenological	epistemology	of	art	creates	just	such	a	possibility.		

Art	is	effective	when	it	becomes	affective.		Good	art,	art	that	has	the	ability	to	affect	

another	human	being,	breaks	the	markers	of	certainty	and	opens	us	up	to	a	larger,	

deeper	experience	of	truth.		

Choosing	War	as	a	Narrative	Context	

The	three	large-scale	paintings	and	two	smaller	sculptural	installations	

which	make	up	my	Thesis	Exhibition	each	make	reference	to	war.		As	a	child	

																																																								
4	“Symbolic	Culture,”	Wikipedia,	accessed	March	24,	2017,	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symbolic_culture	
5	“Phenomenology,”	Wikipedia,	accessed	April	7,	2017.	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phenomenology_(philosophy)		
6	“Phenomenology,”	The	Basics	of	Philosophy,	accessed	April	7,	2017,	
http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_phenomenology.html	
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growing	up	in	India,	the	few	movies	my	father	took	me	to	watch	were	war	movies	

because,	as	he	explained	it	to	me,	“these	movies	help	us	learn	about	reality.”		I	have	

chosen	to	set	my	Thesis	Exhibition	in	the	context	of	war,	specifically	the	modern-day	

conflicts	in	Afghanistan	and	Syria,	because	of	what	they	teach	me.		For	me	the	setting	

of	war	provides	an	opportunity	to	trace	physical	violence	to	the	psychological	and	

systemic	violence	of	‘naming.’		The	setting	also	throws	up	a	surrealism	inherent	in	

the	juxtapositions	of	violence	and	humanity.		But	it	connects	to	other	associations	I	

have:	My	mother’s	stories	growing	up	in	WWII	Germany,	an	early	school-boy	

fascination	for	WWII	memorabilia,	and	hearing	friends	at	the	international	boarding	

school	I	attended	in	North	India	fear	for	their	fathers’	safety	as	aid	workers	in	

neighboring	Afghanistan.		A	few	years	ago	two	of	those	fathers	ended	up	being	killed	

by	rogue	Taliban,	just	a	few	months	before	my	wife	and	I	were	hoping	to	visit	one	of	

them.		As	a	result	of	these	collective	experiences	I	find	my	response	to	violence	

teetering	on	an	edge	between	fascination	and	abhorrence,	a	response	that	reflects	a	

duality	in	both	naming	and	human	nature.	

Breaking	Naming	through	Juxtaposition	

	 The	central	piece	in	my	Thesis	Exhibition,	The	Opposite	of	Fear,	is	an	oil	and	

acrylic	painting	measuring	60”	x	84”	which	depicts	the	moment	of	sonic	

compression	when	a	mortar	is	fired	by	US	military	personnel	in	Afghanistan.		Three	

American	soldiers	hunch	over	in	physical	recoil,	their	heads	turned	downwards	and	

away	by	the	force	of	the	explosion,	while	a	Taliban	militant	stands	among	them	

drinking	from	water	gushing	out	of	the	mouth	of	the	mortar.		While	a	layer	of	dust	

lifts	off	the	ground	around	their	ankles	the	shadows	of	the	marines	have	turned	
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inexplicably	into	water,	a	cerulean	blue	intense	against	the	pale	tans	of	the	desert	

and	the	marines’	

uniforms.		The	horizon	of	

the	Afghan	desert	forms	a	

boundary	beneath	which	

the	US	Marines	crouch,	

their	backs	mimicking	the	

mountains	to	either	side.		

Above	the	horizon	the	

Afghan	Taliban	stand	against	a	blue	sky,	observing,	as	if	in	a	different	space,	a	

different	frame	of	time.		It	is	the	mortar	and	its	surreal	transformation	into	a	pipe	of	

thirst-quenching	water	that	breaches	the	boundary	of	the	horizon	and	breaks	the	

binary.		The	two	worlds	connect,	both	literally	and	metaphorically.			

The	Taliban	fighter’s	cupped	hands	and	the	flow	of	water	constitute	the	

central	focus	of	the	painting,	the	viewer’s	eye	led	to	them	by	the	middle	marine’s	

flung-out	arm,	the	line	of	the	mortar,	the	formation	of	the	clouds,	and	the	triangle	

created	by	the	two	marines	and	the	crow.	The	cupped	hands	and	water	are	the	pivot	

between	two	worlds,	that	of	the	US	marines	in	the	foreground,	and	the	world	of	the	

Taliban	behind,	where	three	other	fighters	quietly	observe	from	a	distance	and	

closer	up	three	Afghan	boys	walk	mysteriously	past	carrying	artillery	shells.		This	

juxtaposition	of	two	opposite	realities,	and	the	collapse	of	space	between	them	

achieved	by	the	drinking	Taliban	fighter	creates	a	third	reality,	a	visual	connection	

which	breaks	spatial	and	narrative	assumptions	and	forces	a	comparison,	and	a	

connection,	between	Taliban	fighters	and	US	marines.			

Figure	1	The	Opposite	of	Fear,	60”x90”,	Oil	&	Acrylic	on	Canvas,	2017	
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	 René	Magritte	was	a	master	of	juxtaposition	and	putting	things	together	that	

didn’t	belong.		Art	historian	Rex	Butler	writes	about	Magritte:	“Foucault's	argument	

about	Magritte	is	that	what	we	see	in	his	pictures	is	the	disappearance	of	the	

common	ground	between	objects	and	between	objects	and	the	language	that	

designates	them.”	He	claimed	that	it	was	the	act	of	taking	away	the	common	ground	

between	Magritte’s	objects,	placing	them	in	those	unusual	relationships,	which	

allowed	the	viewer	to	compare	them	with	each	other.		Writing	about	Magritte’s	

painting	Hegel’s	Holiday	Butler	argues	that	it	is	this	that	allows	opposites	to	find	

unity.		Hegel’s	Holiday,	a	painting	depicting	a	glass	of	water	on	top	of	an	umbrella,	

was	the	result	of	Magritte’s	attempt	to	capture	the	significance	of	the	glass	of	water.		

In	the	course	of	150	sketches,	a	line	which	kept	appearing	in	the	glass	eventually	

turned	into	an	umbrella,	first	inside	the	glass,	then	in	the	final	version,	underneath	

it.		Magritte,	in	a	letter	to	the	critic	Suzi	Gablik,	declares	that	this	object,	which	has	

two	opposing	functions	when	it	comes	to	water,	is	the	“exact	solution”	to	his	attempt	

to	show	the	significance	of	the	glass	of	water7.	

As	a	painter	I	found	myself	working	with	

juxtapositions	early	in	my	research,	e.g.	pairing	large	

transcendent	skies	with	flat	roads,	having	a	four-lane	

highway	packed	with	cars	and	trucks	transform	over	

the	next	hill	into	the	trees	of	an	orchard,	or	placing	an	

American	family’s	late-night	dinner	within	the	

nocturnal	ruins	of	a	bombed	out	Syrian	city.		As	I	

																																																								
7	Rex	Butler,	“Sovereign	Stain:	on	Rene	Magritte’s	Hegel’s	Holiday,”	accessed	February	15,	
2017,	http://www.artdes.monash.edu.au/non-cms/globe/issue3/hegels.html	

Figure	2	Speed	of	Growth	(Slow	
Down),	27"x20",	Acrylic	on	
Canvas,	2016	
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began	working	with	sculptural	objects	I	

created	a	raining	umbrella.		I	engineered	a	

store-bought	black	umbrella	to	rain	water	

from	within	its	canopy.		Standing	

mysteriously	by	itself	on	a	white	pedestal	it	

sucks	water	from	a	hidden	source	within	

the	pedestal	and	through	an	array	of	plastic	

tubing	hung	underneath	the	canopy	drops	a	

gentle	rain	on	the	gallery	floor.		My	goal	was	to	rearrange	two	elements	that	are	

otherwise	in	opposition	to	each	other—rain	and	umbrella—to	try	to	achieve	a	

transformation	of	those	elements.		As	a	result	the	nature	of	both	the	rain	and	the	

umbrella	changes	into	either	something	that	cannot	

be	adequately	described	(a	sense	of	confusion	as	to	

the	function	of	each	part),	or	to	something	that	is	

considered	wholly	different	to	the	original	(e.g.	rain	

that	is	literally	a	shower—gentle	and	welcomed,	or	

the	umbrella	as	a	source	of	water).			This	

transformation,	achieved	through	surreal	

juxtaposition,	is	what	I	am	exploring	in	the	Taliban	

fighter	drinking	water	from	the	mouth	of	a	mortar	

fired	by	the	three	marines.		It	is	a	rearrangement	of	elements	that	changes	the	

nature	of	the	elements	themselves.			

	

	

Figure	4	Your	Day	Just	Got	Better,	
72”x45”x45”,	Umbrella,	Tubing,	
Pedestal,	Pump,	2016	

Figure	3	A	Quiet	War,	28"x34",	Acrylic	on	
Canvas,	2016	



	 10	

Breaking	Naming	through	Surrealism	

The	second	of	the	three	paintings,	The	You	in	I,	60”	x	72”	in	size	and	painted	

oil	over	acrylic,	is	based	on	an	actual	photograph	of	a	local	Afghan	villager	serving	

tea	to	two	US	Marines	stretched	out	on	the	ground,	machine	guns	at	the	ready,	in	full	

defensive	combat	position.		The	

surrealism	of	the	work	is	rooted	in	

its	surreal	historical	reality.		I	find	

the	setting	of	war	particularly	

illustrative	of	‘the	violence	of	

unique	identity.’	The	humanity	of	

the	other	is	stripped	away	by	the	

singular	category	of	‘enemy,’	with	

soldiers	typically	undergoing	

elaborate	training	to	desensitize	themselves	to	the	humanity	of	their	opponent.		The	

imagery	of	occupational	forces	moving	through	human	landscapes,	bristling	with	

weapons	and	walled	off	by	multiple	protective	layers	of	helmets	and	Humvees,	

enters	the	surreal	when	juxtaposed	against	common	civilians	going	about	their	daily	

tasks.			

	 This	painting	captures	a	miracle	of	human	connection	that	actually	took	place	

within	the	chaos	of	armed	conflict.		And	yet	for	all	its	surrealism	the	moment	is	less	a	

miracle	than	a	simple	outworking	of	the	logic	of	human	dignity.		Found	in	many	non-

Western	cultures,	the	Afghan	villager	is	practicing	an	understanding	of	hospitality	

that	cuts	across	all	categories.		The	dignity	of	the	villager	and	the	cultural	tradition	

Figure	5	The	You	in	I,	60”x72”,	Oil	&	Acrylic	on	Canvas,	
2017	
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of	treating	a	visitor	with	respect	have	broken	the	naming	resulting	from/causing	

violence.			

While	the	color	blue	played	a	symbolic	role	in	the	first	painting,	an	under-

painting	of	bright	reddish-pink	filters	through	this	work,	signifying	life,	blood,	

energy,	and	above	all,	love.		Where	the	shadows	below	the	US	marines	in	The	

Opposite	of	Fear	were	painted	a	flat	blue,	the	sweater—and	significantly	the	arm	of	

the	Afghan	villager	extending	the	cup	of	tea—is	treated	in	a	similar	flat	way	but	with	

reddish-pink.	The	role	played	by	the	desert	horizon,	separating	Afghans	and	marines	

into	two	worlds	in	the	first	painting	is	played	here	by	the	boundary	of	the	building’s	

shadow,	the	marines	inside,	the	Afghans	outside.		And	yet	it	is	a	US	marine	extending	

out	into	the	sunlight,	accepting	the	cup	of	tea,	which	breaks	that	boundary.		The	

Marine’s	hand,	the	Afghan	villager’s	hand,	and	the	cup	of	tea	being	offered	form	the	

central	focal	point	of	the	painting.		While	elements	such	as	grenades	strewn	across	

the	ground,	an	Afghan	and	an	American	boy	pulling	each	others’	ears,	and	an	Afghan	

youth	biting	into	an	apple	add	narrative	complexity	to	the	image,	the	sanctity	of	the	

central	interaction	between	Afghan	villager	and	soldier	remains	intact.		

The	third	painting,	He	Laughed,	is	

60”	x	55”	in	size,	painted	with	oil	over	

acrylic,	and	utilizes	a	more	traditional	

surrealism.		A	fighter	runs	around	the	

corner	of	a	wall,	ducking	from	the	menacing	

presence	of	a	helicopter	in	the	sky	and	an	

approaching	drone.		The	massive	machine-

gun	he	clutches	is	transformed	into	a	closed	 Figure	6	He	Laughed,	60”x55”,	Oil	&	Acrylic	on	
Canvas,	2017	
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umbrella,	his	finger	wrapping	around	the	handle	as	if	on	the	trigger	of	a	gun.		The	

fighter	is	smiling	a	wistful,	almost	mischievous	smile,	as	if	remembering	something.		

Or	is	he	looking	down	at	a	soccer-ball	in	the	field	of	flowers	he	finds	himself	running	

through?		,While	another	nod	of	the	head	to	Magritte,	I	am	drawing	on	the	Veristic	

tradition	of	Surrealism.		Juxtaposition	was	a	common	technique	within	Surrealism,	

and	in	contrast	to	the	Automatist	tradition,	which	rejected	any	interpretation,	

Veristic	Surrealism	believed	subconscious	images	held	power	as	metaphors	and	thus	

contributed	meaning	to	the	world8.		Thus	by	putting	familiar	objects	into	unfamiliar	

or	unusual	contexts	juxtaposition	draws	on	both	the	conscious	and	subconscious	to	

question	perceptions	of	reality	and	create	new	meaning,	much	in	the	same	way	

Magritte	did9.		In	the	case	of	He	Laughed	the	umbrella,	the	smile,	and	the	football	

transform	the	violence	and	tension	inherent	in	the	setting	into	an	innocence	and	

even	playfulness	bordering	on	humor.		

	 With	this	image	I	am	building	on	research	undertaken	with	a	preceding	

painting	titled	

Giving	All	You	

Got.		In	seeking	

to	address	the	

violence	of	

naming,	one	of	

my	strategies	is	

																																																								
8	Charles	Moffat,	“Historical	Origins	of	the	Surrealist	Art	Movement,”	Arthistoryarchive.com.	
ed.	Suzanne	MacNevin,	last	updated	August	2011,		
http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/surrealism/Origins-of-Surrealism.html	
accessed	February	21,	2017	
9	“Rene	Magritte,”	Wikipedia,	accessed	February	21,	2017,	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/René_Magritte		

Figure	7	Giving	All	You	Got,	60”x128”,	Acrylic	on	Canvas,	2016	
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to	appropriate	the	visual	language	of	violence,	and	through	similar	substitutions,	to	

transform	the	meaning	of	that	violence.		In	Giving	All	You	Got	I	attempted	to	change	

that	meaning	from	‘force’	to	‘connection.’		At	the	exact	moment	that	the	jaw	of	a	

Mixed-Martial	Art	fighter	is	being	broken	by	the	punch	of	his	opponent,	I	place	a	

bouquet	of	flowers	in	the	opponent’s	fist.		The	flowers	break	the	oppositional	binary	

between	the	two	MMA	fighters,	but	because	the	jaw	is	still	depicted	as	being	broken,	

the	flowers	sit	in	a	position	of	visual	dissonance.		For	a	moment	the	familiarity	of	

violence	is	broken,	its	accepted	parameters	undermined,	and	instead	of	dividing	the	

two	figures	into	victim	and	perpetrator,	the	flower	and	the	action	depicted	achieve	

the	opposite,	drawing	the	fighters	together	in	a	new	undefined	relationship.			

This	painting	works	of	course	only	to	the	extent	that	flowers	are	read	as	a	

metaphor	for	love,	reconciliation,	or	condolence.		Metaphors	play	a	role	across	all	

three	MFA	exhibition	paintings,	consistent	with	the	tradition	of	Veristic	Surrealism.		

As	random	as	the	surrealism	of	an	umbrella	in	a	fighter’s	hands	is,	it	also	holds	

meaning.		With	the	threat	of	deluge	by	both	helicopter	and	overcast	sky	the	umbrella	

speaks	of	vulnerability	and	indefatigability.			The	effect	is	heightened	by	the	

sweeping	landscape	behind	the	fighter,	reminiscent	of	the	Romantic	depiction	of	the	

Sublime	where	nature	instills	feelings	of	awe,	terror,	and	danger10.		Color	speaks	

metaphorically,	too,	where	green	is	used	to	turn	a	sky	evil	at	the	same	time	as	

symbolize	life	and	hope.		The	device	of	leaving	an	area	of	color	flat	compared	with	

the	rest	of	the	painting,	is	repeated	here	as	the	green	wall,	itself	a	metaphor	for	

protective	cover	and	tenacity.			

																																																								
10	“The	Romantic	Sublime”,	The	Art	of	the	Sublime,	http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/the-sublime/the-romantic-sublime-r1109221,	accessed	April	7,	2017.	
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Besides	these,	other	objects	across	all	three	paintings	read	metaphorically,	

relating	to	each	other	by	form	and	content	in	both	similarity	and	contrast.		The	

water	gushing	out	of	the	mortar	in	The	Opposite	of	Fear,	a	symbol	of	both	sustenance	

and	human	need,	finds	an	echo	in	the	cup	of	tea	in	The	You	in	I	(ritual	&	connection),	

and	the	umbrella	in	He	Laughed	(deluge).		The	‘Iraqi	Pied	Crow’	hovering	above	the	

mortar	in	The	Opposite	of	Fear	is	found	in	Afghanistan	and	in	its	unusual	

combination	of	being	both	black	and	white	could	be	read	as	a	metaphor	for	multi-

valent	identity	and	the	unity	of	opposites.		Placed	in	the	sky	it	is	intended	as	a	

metaphor	for	transcendence	and	both	connects	and	contrasts	with	the	menacing	

helicopter	in	He	Laughed.		Likewise	the	eggs	in	the	nest	on	the	ground	of	The	

Opposite	of	Fear,	could	be	read	as	metaphors	for	both	the	fragility	and	the	promise	of	

life,	while	contrasting	with	the	grenades	strewn	across	the	ground	in	The	You	in	I.		

Yet	despite	the	metaphorical	reading,	at	their	simplest,	these	objects	play	a	surreal	

role,	their	presence	a	disruption	to	the	context	of	each	painting.	

Breaking	Naming	through	Layering	

In	The	Opposite	of	Fear	the	horizon	of	the	desert	plane	extends	at	two	points	

into	the	marines	themselves,	partially	covering	them	and	creating	a	dissonance	of	

space.		The	effect	both	strengthens	the	horizon	line	but	also	causes	the	soldiers	to	

partially	vanish.		The	three	Afghan	boys	walking	by	are	only	partially	painted	so	that	

they	too	exist	in	a	liminal	state	of	disappearance/appearance.		One	of	the	marines	

has	two	different	positions	of	the	same	hand.		In	He	Laughed	the	fighter	has	two	sets	

of	arms	and	two	faces.		In	addition	to	juxtaposition,	one	of	the	strategies	to	break	

naming	in	all	three	paintings	is	a	process	of	over-painting,	layering,	with-holding,	

and	repetition.		These	stylistic	elements	cause	a	visual	ambiguity,	creating	‘echoes’	
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out	of	the	subject	matter	and	make	the	imagery	more	malleable	and	‘messier.’		The	

resulting	visual	dissonance	creates	mystery	and	narrative	tension.		In	employing	

these	strategies	my	paintings	move	away	from	a	reliance	on	what	Roland	Barthes	

called	the	didactic	Studium	of	a	work	to	create	opportunity	for	an	experience	of	

Punctum,	the	inexplicable	“pricking”	or	even	“wounding”	that	the	viewer	

experiences	when	moved	by	something	they	can’t	quite	put	their	finger	on.		“What	I	

can	name	cannot	prick	me,”	Barthes	says	of	Studium.		Of	Punctum	he	commented,	

“The	incapacity	to	name	is	a	good	disturbance.11”		

My	specific	attempts	at	creating	Punctum	are	inspired	among	other	things	

stylistically	in	the	work	of	the	contemporary	artists	Alex	Kanevsky,	Phillip	Hale,	

Christian	Hook,	and	Christos	Tsimaris,	who	utilize	multi-layering,	abstraction,	and	a	

process	of	visual	de-	and	re-construction.		

Breaking	Naming	through	breaking	the	‘Truth	of	Opticality’	

The	three	paintings	are	painted	in	a	realistic	style	as	representations	of	real	

people,	based	on	photographs	gleaned	from	news	sites	and	blogs.		On	one	hand,	this	

fact	speaks	to	the	reality	and	historicity	of	individual	flesh-and-blood	human	beings,	

as	opposed	to	the	caricatures	our	‘naming’	may	create	of	them	in	our	minds.		On	the	

other	hand,	the	visual	disjunctions	and	inconsistencies	mentioned	above	call	into	

question	the	‘truthfulness’	of	opticality,	the	bias	and	‘naming’	inherent	in	the	taking	

of	a	photo.		Unlike	the	uniformity	of	a	photo	the	paintings	show	areas	and	objects	

rendered	in	contrasting	degrees	of	detail	and	realism.		In	contrast	to	the	singular	

‘truth’	of	a	photograph,	and	by	extension	the	echo-chambers	of	social-media	and	

																																																								
11	Roland	Barthes,	Camera	Lucida:	Reflections	on	Photography,	trans.	Richard	Howard	(New	
York:	Hill	and	Wang,	1980)	
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distortion	of	officially	sanctioned	‘alternative	facts,’	the	paintings	reveal	multiple	

points	of	perspective.		For	example,	the	leg	of	the	boy	walking	behind	the	mortar	in	

The	Opposite	of	Fear	is	painted	in	front	of	the	mortar.		At	another	level,	these	

multiple	layers	stand	as	a	metaphor	for	the	multi-valency	of	a	person’s	identity.	

Breaking	Naming	through	Scale	

	 Each	of	the	three	paintings	in	my	Thesis	Exhibition	stands	5	feet	high	and	

placed	end	to	end	would	run	19	feet	in	length.		At	this	scale	the	paintings	break	

optical	knowledge	and	create	a	high-affective	and	physically	immersive	experience	

for	the	viewer.		I	chose	to	begin	painting	on	a	large	scale	after	witnessing	the	impact	

that	a	drastic	change	in	scale	achieved	after	I	built	a	sculptural	set	of	eye-glasses	5’	x	

15’	x	14’	in	size.		The	eye-glasses	were	made	of	wood	painted	black	with	eye-pieces	

consisting	of	white	plastic	

chain	hung	to	create	the	

illusion	of	a	solid	surface	but	

designed	to	be	stepped	

through.		The	resultant	

disabling	of	optical	

knowledge,	particularly	due	

to	size,	is	something	I	set	out	to	achieve	in	my	paintings.		The	MMA	fighters	were	

painted	roughly	twice	their	life-size	and	the	visual	elements	within	the	three	MFA	

Exhibition	paintings	are	large	enough	to	be	seen	from	a	distance	yet	with	enough	

detail	to	draw	the	viewer	physically	close.		As	they	do	so	the	scale	of	the	paintings	

fills	the	viewers	field	of	view	and	creates	an	immersive	experience.		

	

Figure	8	A	Way	of	Seeing,	5'x15'x14',	Wood	&	Plastic	Chain,	2016	
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Breaking	Naming	through	Unexpected	Pairings	

	 Lining	the	wall	below	the	three	

paintings	is	a	row	of	fifty	AK	47	

bullets.	The	bullets	on	the	floor	are	

small	enough	to	be	initially	

overlooked,	given	the	size	of	the	

paintings	above.		This	is	intentional	as	

their	presence	is	designed	as	

secondary	to	the	paintings.		On	closer	

examination,	instead	of	the	bullet	head	a	small	pencil	pokes	out	of	each	casing,	a	

pairing	of	unexpected	elements	designed	to	disable	visual	mastery.		This	installation	

piece	is	called	Words	are	Possibilities.		By	creating	juxtapositions	of	things	that	don’t	

fit	I	seek	to	not	just	break	naming	but	

create	new	meaning.		In	my	research	

this	began	with	a	5”	x	4”	x	12”	bronze	

hammer	I	cast	using	a	hand-built	wax	

model.		By	turning	the	head	of	the	

hammer	into	a	flower	I	sought	to	

change	the	meaning	of	that	hammer,	a	

signifier	for	force	or	power,	into	one	of	

fragility	and	beauty,	to	suggest	alternative	ways	to	make	sense	of	that	hammer,	the	

hammer	being	a	signifier	for	other	kinds	of	force.		In	a	similar	manner	although	the	

shape	of	the	bullet	doesn’t	essentially	change,	its	content	literally	does,	substituting	

Figure	9	Words	are	Possibilities,	2.5"x0.5"x220",	Bullet	
casings	&	Pencils,	2017	

Figure	10	Struck	by	Beauty,	5"x4"x12",	Cast	Bronze,	
2016	
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a	signifier	for	destruction	with	something	completely	benign	if	not	opposite,	leading	

the	mind	to	alternative	associations	of	meaning	such	as	the	power	of	words	to	bring	

life	and	reconciliation	as	opposed	to	the	finality	of	bullets.	

Breaking	Naming	through	Switching	of	Medium	

	 Standing	a	few	feet	away	from	The	

You	in	I	is	a	pedestal	with	a	white	

tablecloth,	a	single	dinner	placemat,	

and	a	plate.	Next	to	the	plate	are	two	

knives	placed	in	opposite	directions,	

hinting	that	the	dining	arrangement	is	

to	be	shared	by	two	people	on	

opposite	sides	of	the	pedestal.		On	the	

plate	is	a	loaf	of	bread	and	two	grenades.		The	grenades	are	three-dimensional	

versions	of	the	grenades	strewn	across	the	ground	in	The	You	in	I	behind,	but	turn	

out	to	be	made	of	anything	but	steel.		The	grenades	consist	entirely	of	butter,	and	

during	the	course	of	the	exhibition	these	butter	grenades	fragment,	a	gradual	and	

non-violent	dispersion,	giving	sustenance	and	creating	human	connection:		I	stand	

on	one	side	of	the	pedestal	and	as	viewers	walk	past	I	ask	them	“Would	you	like	to	

break	bread	with	me?”	If	they	choose	to,	I	invite	them	to	tear	a	piece	of	bread	from	

the	loaf	I	hold	out	and	suggest	they	dip	their	knife	into	the	butter	grenade,	while	I	do	

the	same.		In	viewing	and	then	cutting	into	the	butter	grenade	the	participant	

experiences	the	breaking	of	the	optical	knowledge	of	what	a	grenade	is	supposed	to	

look	like.		In	tasting	the	grenade	they	experience	a	suspension	of	cerebration	which	

further	breaks	the	categories	for	what	a	grenade	should	be.		In	doing	so	the	

Figure	11	Would	You	Break	Bread	with	Me?	24"x24"x4",	
Butter,	Bread,	Plate,	Knife,	Placemat,	Tablecloth,	2017	
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participant	is	playing	a	profound	role	in	transforming	an	object	of	violence	into	

something	life-giving.		The	installation	piece,	and	the	related	performance,	is	called	

Would	You	Break	Bread	with	Me?		

		 I	first	experienced	the	effects	of	breaking	optical	knowledge	with	an	umbrella	

I	fabricated	entirely	out	of	steel.		A	change	in	medium—and	the	trompe	l’oeil	effect	it	

created—brought	a	change	in	meaning.		

The	butter	grenade	holds	specific	

semiotic	significance,	replacing	the	

association	of	explosion	and	dispersion	

with	signifiers	for	human	connection.		In	

my	research	I	cast	grenades	in	sugar	and	

tea	leaves,	in	addition	to	butter.		Tea,	

sugar,	and	butter	are	used	in	most	

cultures	for	activities	that	bring	people	together.		In	many	war-torn	areas	of	the	

world,	such	as	Afghanistan,	these	materials	hold	particular	significance,	e.g.	salt	

being	a	symbol	for	covenant	and	trust,	and	tea	playing	a	special	role	in	hospitality.		

In	breaking	bread	with	me	the	viewer	experiences	a	form	of	communion,	a	spiritual	

connection	with	another	human	being	in	a	way	that	viscerally	mirrors	the	human	

connections	they	see	in	the	paintings.		In	the	middle	of	an	art	gallery	we	find	

ourselves	sharing	a	meal,	and	the	interaction	either	ends	with	a	simple	‘Thank	you’	

or	extends	into	a	deeper	conversation.		And	as	they	help	dismantle	the	grenades	by	

cutting	into	them—literally	eating	into	them—the	viewer	participates	in	a	symbolic	

defusing	of	violence,	a	re-appropriation	of	the	grenade	for	the	nourishment	of	body	

and	spirit.		The	flip	side	to	enjoying	the	taste	of	the	butter	however	is	that	the	

Figure	12	When	the	Sky	met	the	Earth/Even	This	
Shall	Pass,	45”x45”x36”,	Fabricated	Steel,	2016	
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participant	may	also	experience	a	feeling	of	complicity	in	what	the	grenade	

originally	stood	for,	i.e.	violence	and	empire.	

Naming,	Iconography,	and	Imperialism	

All	three	paintings	in	my	Thesis	Exhibition	are	nailed	as	un-stretched	and	un-

framed	canvases	directly	to	the	wall.		At	one	level	the	ability	to	simply	pull	them	off,	

roll	them	up	like	a	bed-roll,	and	walk	away,	speaks	of	the	mobility	and	transience	of	

the	soldiers	depicted	in	the	paintings.		It	also	speaks	to	my	own	nomadic	experience	

coming	as	an	international	student	to	the	US	for	a	limited	period	of	time.		Without	

the	three-dimensionality	of	stretchers	or	outer	frames	the	paintings	cease	to	be	

objects,	but	exhibited	as	plain	sheets	of	canvas	inscribed	with	paint	marks	they	can	

be	read	as	documents	or	scrolls,	referring	to	the	longevity	of	ancient	civilizations	

and	the	tenacity	of	human	culture	in	the	face	of	imperial	conquest.		I	began	working	

with	the	topic	of	war	iconographically,	not	intending	the	imagery	to	tie	me	

definitively	to	any	one	context.		However,	I	realized	I	cannot	escape	the	fact	that	the	

works,	both	literally	and	conceptually,	are	at	some	level	also	a	critique	of	

imperialism	and	the	out-workings	of	power	and	identity	echoed	in	Foucault’s	

analysis.		Power	generates	‘truths’	such	as:	“You	are	either	with	us	or	you	are	with	

the	terrorists,”	which	in	turn	justify	the	machinery	of	war	and,	pitting	Afghan	against	

American,	result	in	the	reduction	of	complex	human	beings	on	either	side	of	the	

dividing	line	into	one-dimensional	adversaries.		Yet	Afghanistan	with	its	long	history	

of	foreign	invasions	has	been	called	‘the	Graveyard	of	Empires’12.		In	my	paintings	

the	liminal	state	of	people	appearing/disappearing	can	be	read	as	overlapping	

																																																								
12	Milton	Bearden,	“Afghanistan-	Graveyard	of	Empires,”	Foreign	Affairs,	Nov	2001,	accessed	
March	25,	2017,	https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2001-11-
01/afghanistan-graveyard-empires	accessed	March	25,	2017	
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moments	of	time,	the	presence	of	the	soldiers	juxtaposed	with	their	absence—their	

inevitable	departure	with	the	passage	of	time.		Despite	the	equivalent	problem	of	

‘violent	naming’	inherent	in	Taliban	and	tribal	worldviews,	the	stubborn	dignity	of	

the	human	spirit	stands	witness	to	the	transience	and	ultimate	folly	of	‘empire’.	

Breaking	Sociological	Naming		

Why	am	I	trying	to	break	the	‘naming’	of	violence	in	my	art?		In	utilizing	the	

breaking	of	naming	in	a	phenomenological	sense,	I	am	ultimately	trying	to	achieve	a	

breaking	of	the	violence	of	naming	in	a	social	and	existential	sense.		What	do	we	do	

with	difference?		How	do	we	resolve	the	problem	of	the	‘us	and	them’	binary?		To	

break	sociological	naming	I	turn	first	to	the	logic	of	the	Hegelian	dialectic.		German	

philosopher	Georg	Wilhelm	Friedrich	Hegel	was	an	early	contributor	to	the	

development	of	Phenomenology,	and	I	find	in	Hegel’s	concept	of	Totality	one	of	

several	possible	solutions	to	the	problem	of	oppositional	states	of	being	and	

oppositional	states	of	consciousness	vis-à-vis	a	thing.		In	contrast	to	Aristotlean	logic	

which	delineates	discrete,	separate	entities,	Hegel’s	Totality	tolerates	states	of	being	

which	negate	each	other.		The	‘Sublation’	of	opposing	factors,	is	an	“integration	

without	elimination	or	reduction.”	For	Hegel	the	whole	can	be	made	up	of	parts	that	

contradict	each	other.		Applying	this	logic	to	the	problem	of	identity	allows	two	

seemingly	opposing	identities	to	overcome	their	contradictions	simply	through	

closer	analysis	of	the	two	identities.		Additionally,	the	very	idea	of	identity	can	be	

found	to	consist	of	opposing	states	such	as	‘Particularity’	and	‘Universality,’	both	

critical	to	identity	itself.	13		It	is	literally	by	pointing	to	the	‘Universal,’	while	still	

																																																								
13	Lloyd	Spencer	and	Andrzej	Krauze,	Hegel	for	Beginners,	Published	by	Icon	Books,	quoted	
on	https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/hegel/help/easy.htm	
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maintaining	the	legitimacy	of	the	‘Particular’	that	my	art	hopes	to	find	a	‘solution’	to	

the	problem	of	the	violence	of	the	binary.		In	Magritte’s	rearrangement	of	two	

objects	in	Hegel’s	Holiday,	removing	the	common	ground	between	them	breaks	

naming	and	allows	the	objects	to	be	compared.		I	attempt	to	break	sociological	

‘naming,’	the	placing	of	people	into	singular	and	violence-justifying	categories,	by	

placing	them	visually	and	narratively	into	new	relationships	and	taking	away	the	

‘common	ground’	of	their	conflict	and	conflicted	relationships.	

In	an	effort	reminiscent	of	Hegel,	French	philosopher	Gilles	Deleuze	describes	

a	state	of	plurality	using	the	conjunction	‘and,’	as	opposed	to	the	attributive	‘is.’		

Deleuze	speaks	of	the	finality	of	the	verb	‘is,’	referring	to	the	“attributive	judgment,”	

and	“judgment	of	existence”	of	much	of	philosophy	and	religion.		In	the	phrase	

“and…and…and…”	Deleuze,	similar	to	Hegel	and	his	‘sublation,’	finds	not	merely	a	

summation	of	meanings,	nor	a	process	of	meaning	changing	from	one	to	the	next,	

but	the	co-existence	of	states	of	meaning	and	experience.			He	writes:	“Of	course	the	

AND	is	diversity,	multiplicity,	the	destruction	of	identities.		The	factory	gate	is	not	

the	same	when	I	go	in,	and	then	when	I	come	out,	and	then	when	I	pass	by	it	when	I	

am	unemployed.		The	wife	of	the	condemned	man	is	not	the	same	before	and	after.”		

To	Deleuze	it	is	neither	the	one	position	nor	the	other	but	the	‘AND’	as	the	boundary	

between	the	two	where	meaning	and	significance	lie,	allowing	for	a	multiplicity	of	

human	experience	and	identity.14		

In	a	world	colliding	with	ideologies	and	the	violence	resulting	from	

conflicting	truth-claims	French	philosopher	Jacques	Derrida	feared	that	the	Hegelian	

																																																								
14	Raymond	Bellour	editor,	“Three	Questions	about	Six	Fois	Deux,”	Interview	with	Deleuze	
in	Jean	Luc	Godard	Son+Image	(New	York:	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	1992),	41.		
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concept	of	synthesis	may	be	too	final,	‘closing	off’	our	experience	or	understanding	

of	otherness15.		Derrida	saw	the	‘us	and	them’	binary	sustained	by	what	he	called	“a	

violent	hierarchy”—one	side	of	the	binary	inherently	assuming	superiority,	e.g.	the	

US	marine	over	the	Taliban	or	vice-versa.16	Derrida’s	deconstruction	of	the	binary	is	

neither	a	reversal	of	the	hierarchy—the	one	acquiescing	their	claim	of	dominance	to	

the	other—nor	a	whole-sale	replacement,	denying	the	binary	with	a	homogenization	

of	the	two	identities.		It	is	a	transformation	of	the	nature	of	the	binary	itself	through	

dismantling	the	“rhetorical	structures”—or	‘naming’	that	leads	to	the	oppositional	

relationship—to	create	“a	space	that	leaves	room	for	difference,	ambiguity,	and	

playfulness”.17	This	understanding	of	truth	humbles	us,	undermining	our	faith	in	the	

belief	that	we	have	total	knowledge	and	forcing	us	to	confront	the	hubris	of	power,	

and	opens	us	up	to	the	dignity	and	multi-valency	of	the	‘other.’	

It	is	likely	that	Derrida’s	insights	into	Deconstructionism	were	rooted	in	his	

painful	experiences	of	‘otherness’	growing	up	Jewish	in	Muslim	Algeria	and	as	a	

brilliant	yet	poor	student	at	a	privileged	school	in	Catholic	France.		Critiquing	the	

construction	of	the	‘other’	is	at	the	heart	of	Postcolonial	studies,	founded	by	the	

Arab-American	academic	Edward	Said	who	in	a	similar	vein	brought	his	bi-cultural	

perspective	to	the	discipline.		Said	recognized	how	the	manufacture	of	the	‘other’	

fuels	both	historic	and	current	imperialist	agendas	of	the	West,	such	as	those	dealt	

with	contextually	in	my	paintings.		Building	on	Foucault’s	concept	of	how	a	totalizing	

																																																								
15	William	Desmond,	“Hegel,	Dialectic,	and	Deconstruction,”	Philosophy	&	Rhetoric,	Vol	18,	
No.4	(Penn	State	University	Press,	1985),	261.	
16	Jaques	Derrida,	Positions,	trans.	Alan	Bass,	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1981),	
41.	
17	“Hierarchical	Oppositions,”	Deconstruction-in-music.com,	accessed	March	23,	2017,		
http://www.deconstruction-in-music.com/proefschrift/200_deconstruction/	
210_hierarchical_oppositions/hierarchical_oppositions.html	
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discourse	constructs	the	‘other’	Said	examined	Western	representations	of	the	East	

and	recognized	how	systematically	naming	the	‘other’	exotic	yet	inferior	served	to	

establish	the	superiority	of	the	colonizer	and	justify	the	domination	of	the	colonized.		

Said	pointed	out	that	these	categories,	and	the	us-and-them	binary	they	produce,	

extend	into	the	present	as	the	imperialism	of	paternalistic	and	aggressive	foreign	

policy18.		Yet	Post-colonialism	also	reveals	the	tenacity	of	cultures	to	respond	to	

oppression,	finding	identity	both	in	‘alterity’	(the	state	of	being	‘other’)	and	cultural	

‘hybridity’	(regaining	control	by	creating	‘transcultural’	identities	out	of	their	and	

their	oppressor’s	culture).		How	do	we	overcome	the	‘us-and-them’	binary?	Said	

revealed	that	“we	construct	an	‘other’	in	order	to	define	ourselves”19.		

Postcolonialism	reminds	us	that	the	‘other’	ultimately	is	‘us.’		Humanizing	the	‘other’	

ultimately	humanizes	ourselves.		Empathy,	like	art,	is	the	ability	to	imagine,	to	see	

oneself	in	the	‘other.’	In	the	words	of	Grant	Kester,	a	leading	scholar	of	‘dialogue	

aesthetics’:	“We	can	never	claim	to	fully	inhabit	the	other’s	subject	position;	but	we	

can	imagine	it,	and	this	imagination	can	radically	alter	our	sense	of	who	we	are.”20	

A	Metaphysical	Framework	

Why	pursue	these	goals?	At	the	deepest	level	is	a	vision	of	wholeness	that	I	

trace	to	a	Judeo-Christian	articulation	within	its	Creation	account:	a	universe	and	all	

its	component	parts	existing	moral	and	relational	in	nature	and	function.	In	this	

																																																								
18	Dr.Jeane	S.M.	Willette,	“Post-Colonial	Theory:	Edward	Said,”	Arthistoryunstuffed.com,	Sep	
6,	2013,	accessed	March	25,	2017,		
http://arthistoryunstuffed.com/post-colonial-theory-edward-said/	
19	Gary	A.	Olson,	“Encountering	the	Other:	Postcolonial	Theory	and	Composition	
Scholarship,”	JAC,	Vol.	18,	No.	1,	Special	issue:	Exploring	Borderlands:	Postcolonial	and	
Composition	Studies	(1998),	51.	
20	Grant	H.	Kester,	Conversation	Pieces:	Community	and	Communication	in	Modern	Art	
(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2004),	115.		
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account	a	cosmic	rupture	caused	by	the	introduction	of	sin	into	a	morally	perfect	

universe	compromises	every	existing	relationship,	whether	between	Creator	and	

Created	realm,	humans	to	the	self	or	to	other	human	beings,	or	human	beings	to	the	

rest	of	nature.		What	follows	is	the	imperative	to	play	a	part	in	reconciling	and	

rebuilding	these	relationships	over	the	course	of	human	history	in	a	return	to	

universal	wholeness.			

I	find	it	fascinating	to	see	this	endeavor	described	by	Psychoanalysis	as	the	

devastation	and	separation	of	birth-trauma	and	our	consequent	life-long	attempt	to	

regain	what	was	lost	and	return	to	a	state	of	one-ness.		In	seeing	my	goals	through	

the	eyes	of	Psychoanalysis,	the	resulting	breaking	of	the	ego	to	regain	wholeness	

takes	place	less	through	self-destruction	than	through	self-denial,	eschewing	among	

other	things	the	power	that	comes	with	naming.		In	the	context	of	my	work	‘re-

union’	is	both	spiritual	and	social	in	nature,	the	return	to	‘the	way	things	should	be’	

based	on	a	framework	for	a	universal	wholeness	that	is	moral	in	nature.		The	danger	

of	this	view	becoming	just	another	totalizing	discourse,	oppressive	in	its	disregard	

for	cultural	difference	is	off-set	by	an	understanding	of	transcendence,	and	the	

resulting	epistemology	that	places	absolute	truth	by	definition	beyond	the	reach	of	

created,	limited	human	beings.		The	understanding	of	truth	as	an	infinite	asymptote	

to	be	humbly	approached	(yet	never	fully	reached),	rather	than	a	fixed	Cartesian	

point	to	be	claimed,	changes	our	stance	to	the	‘other.’		It	inverts	Foucault’s	power-

knowledge	relationship	as	knowledge	is	produced	by	letting	go	of	power	and	

stepping	into	the	shoes	of	the	‘other.’		This	kind	of	knowledge	empowers	us	in	the	

tasks	of	empathy	and	connecting	to	the	humanity	of	the	‘other.’		Empathy	becomes	
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both	morally	imperative	and	intellectually	feasible	and	thus	lies	at	the	root	of	my	

attempt	to	break	the	‘us-and-them’	binary	through	my	art.		

The	concept	of	the	wholeness	and	interconnectedness	of	all	things	is	also	

affirmed	by	Phenomenology.		In	countering	the	misleading	body-mind	duality	

created	by	Greek	philosophy	and	Modernism,	Phenomenology	echoes	the	Hebrew	

cosmology.		To	an	artist,	both	Genesis	and	Phenomenological	readings	explain	the	

power	and	agency	that	visual	and	sensory	objects	exert,	and	the	profound	role	that	

senses	play,	connected	by	a	spiritual	consciousness.		The	artist	embodies	the	

rejection	of	dualism	in	breaking	the	mind’s	control	over	the	body	through	“disabling	

the	markers	of	certainty.”21		As	an	artist	I	seek	to	make	my	artwork	affective	by	

breaking	naming.		Through	this	phenomenological	breaking	of	visual	naming,	I	hope	

to	achieve	a	breaking	of	naming	in	the	context	of	human	relationships.			And	thus	in	

visualizing	and	championing	the	multi-valent	nature	of	human	identity	I	hope	to	

break	the	core	‘us-and-them’	binary	and	in	the	process	move	ever	so	closer	to	a	

universal	moral	wholeness.		

																																																								
21	Patrick	Kinsman,	“Phenomenology:	The	interpersonal	character	of	perception,”	Class-
room	Lecture,	Herron	School	of	Art	&	Design,	Sep	30th,	2016	
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