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Story

We will begin with a focus on the capacity called “coordination,” the ability 
to “effectively collaborate with others in teams, partnerships, alliances, 
and remain responsive to evolving conditions.”1 As we mentioned in the 
previous chapter, Zara Serabian-Arthur, a member-owner of the film-
making cooperative Meerkat Media, has committed to the capacity of 
coordination. As Serabian-Arthur says:

For us, an equally exciting project as making our work was the 
project of figuring out: Was it possible to create work in a way that 
reflected our values? What might that look like? Engaging in that 
work, honestly, has been the most fulfilling work that I’ve done as an 
artist, because it’s all about manifesting: What do these values, and 
these ideas of a different world look like in our daily practice? What 
does it feel like? How does that transform us as individuals, how 
does that transform us in a group, in a neighborhood, in a commu-
nity, and what happens when we share those stories to transform the 
way things work more broadly?2

Worker cooperatives are values-driven businesses that put worker and 
community benefit at the core of their purpose, often run by workers. See 
Chapter 5: Capacities 0 and Chapter 13: Labor 5 for more.↗ f you have a 
desire to embody the capacity of coordination, to collaborate with others 
in teams, what upholds and what works against your ability to embody 
this capacity? Think about an experience you have had in a self-organized 
group: a group in class, a band, a sports team, an activist group, a faith-
based group, an emotional support group, or another group. 

•	 Has your arts education included learning about how to work 
in groups? Have you been taught to identify roles in groups, for 
example, around facilitating conversation, or around speaking, 
writing, and documenting a project? Have you been taught how 
to ask someone else to do something, to delegate? Do you know 
how to make group agreements, group decisions, or to mediate 
conflict?

•	 If you have, when and where did you learn these skills?
•	 If not, why do you think you were not taught these skills?

We ask you these questions to begin to explore the conditions that enable 
you to hold a capacity for coordination. By conditions, we mean the 
policies and histories that shape your identity and the circumstances that 
you live within; the conditions that allow (or disallow) you to be present 
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in a group, or in a space of learning at all. For example, throughout the 
nineteenth century, if you were an enslaved person in the United States, it 
was illegal to learn to read or write.3 Social activists who advocated (and 
continue to advocate) for equal education for all, working over decades 
and centuries, likely made (and are making) most people’s presence in 
your shared space of learning possible.

What are the conditions and the histories of your ability to be 
a student in school?

It was not until 1964, with a Supreme Court ruling, that it became illegal 
to segregate students based on race in public schools from kindergarten 
through high school. It was not until 1976 that private schools could no 
longer formally deny students on the basis of race. Segregation in youth 
education continues to this day, despite the ruling, by providing more 
resources to some schools and very little to others, specifically along 
race and class lines.4 Disabled people still cannot enter many classrooms 
because they are not built to be accessible. We know that the first white 
man to graduate from college in the United States graduated in 1636. It 
was nearly two hundred years later, in 1823, when the first man of color 
graduated from college, and not until 1849 that the first white woman 
graduated; the first woman of color graduated in 1862. These “firsts” are 
possible due to hundreds of people, coordinating together, to make change 
happen. Your very ability to gather with your peers today is shaped by 
your individual and shared conditions. See Chapter 4: Teacher/Facilitator 
Guides and Chapter 3: Who Do You Honor? for more.↗ If you and your 
peers decide to take action today to change school policies, you might 
make future students’ presence possible in a space of learning. 

If the desire to be an artist is described as an inquiry into how you 
are in the world, and how the world is in you, then we ask, who is 
included in and what worlds are being envisioned?

To visualize your ability to uphold a capacity (such as coordinate), and 
what counters that capacity, we will turn to a concept known as “historical 
consciousness.” Robert Sember, a member of the sound collective Ultra-
red, speaks of historical consciousness as “the understanding that we 
work in contexts informed and made by forces that connect us to a lineage 
of social activity…. This helps unsettle identity and institutions, opening 
it to shifts in social conditions … [showing us that] our actions today 
establish the conditions for the future.”5 A way of thinking about historical 
consciousness is to consider how your past and present actions impact the 
future and how that future then impacts the present and future of others.
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What conditions and histories shape your neighborhood as a space 
of learning? We will turn now to the story of James Weeks, a freed Black 
man who coordinated with a wide range of people to make a space of 
learning in Brooklyn in 1838, and to Joan Maynard, an artist who helped 
preserve the space, informed by her work with fellow students in a free 
class at Pratt in 1968.

In the early nineteenth century, James Weeks, a man who had been 
enslaved in Virginia, found his way north in coordination with a group 
that aimed to manifest a vision for a free Black community in New York. 
In 1838, their vision was realized, only eleven years after slavery was 
abolished in New York. They purchased a large parcel of land (in present 
day Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn), and formed Weeksville, an autono-
mous community. Owning land was of critical importance because Black 
men could not vote in New York unless they owned land. Weeksville was 
self-sustaining, with churches, hospitals, schools, farms, businesses, and 
even a baseball team. Over 500 people lived there in the 1880s, but by the 
1950s, the community had all but dispersed.6 By the 1960s, few people 
remembered Weeksville.

In 1968, historian James Hurley wanted to understand his neigh-
borhood better and decided to offer a free class through Pratt Institute, 
inviting local residents to survey the area with him. A group of students 
enrolled, including Dolores McCullough and Patricia Johnson, both of 
whom were Civil Rights activists. One day, doing a survey of the area, they 
noticed something important that had not been visible from the main 
street. They realized that these “four wood-frame homes faced away from 
the modern street grid to a historic [Indigenous] path.”7 This was the 
rediscovery of Weeksville. The coordination required by James Weeks in 
1838 was echoed one hundred and thirty years later, as the group began 
to work with their neighbors to understand and preserve the history 
of Weeksville; the area was slated to be demolished and built upon. 
Remarkably, early support for the project came from third graders at 
Public School 243 who raised nine hundred dollars to support the rebuild-
ing of the homes. Public School 243 subsequently became known as the 
Weeksville School.8

Artist Joan Maynard—who drew covers for Crisis magazine, a 
publication funded by the NAACP—established the Society for the 
Preservation of Weeksville and Bedford-Stuyvesant History, aimed at 
turning the site into a museum.9 She became the first Director in 1972, 
saying, “Everyplace has a Weeksville, where ordinary people came first 
and labored to create a more hospitable living setting for their loved ones. 
The rediscovery and preservation of this local history provides a means 
of reestablishing a continuity with the past so that children, armed with 
the knowledge of the contributions of their forebears can gain strength 
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to meet the challenge of the future.”10 Today, Weeksville is a cultural center 
that hosts residencies and public events, with a mission to “document, 
preserve and interpret the history of free African American communities 
in Weeksville, Brooklyn and beyond and to create and inspire innovative, 
contemporary uses of African American history through education, the 
arts, and civic engagement.”11

The history of coordination continues, nearly 200 years later. Today, 
Weeksville Heritage Center is a member of New York City’s Cultural 
Institutions Group. The Center joined the Cultural Institutions Group 
after hundreds of artists and organizers advocated for Weeksville, using 
the capacity of coordination. The Center is the first new addition in more 
than twenty years, and the first black cultural center in Brooklyn to make 
the list.12 Pratt Institute is in the same neighborhood as Weeksville, but 
very few current Pratt students know the history of Weeksville.

We are sharing the story of Weeksville because both James Weeks 
and Joan Maynard demonstrate the capacity of coordination. The evolving 
conditions they faced included the abolition of slavery (for Weeks) and the 
slated demolition of a cultural heritage site (for Maynard). Often, these 
conditions and histories called for coordination because there is more 
power and momentum when a group acts together than when an individ-
ual is working alone. Like Weeksville, cooperatives rely upon people who 
embody the capacity of coordination. Jessica Gordon Nembhard, a his-
torian of cooperatives, says “name any famous African American leader, 
Ella Baker, [W. E. B.] Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, A. Philip Randolph, they 
were all proponents of co-ops … I can’t find any era when most of our 
leaders weren’t talking about co-ops in one form or another.”13 Members of 
Meerkat Media honor this legacy in their work as a cooperative dedicated 
to economic justice. Between 100 and 110 million Americans are members 
of co-ops, mostly through co-op credit unions. Around the world there are 
at least 800 million people who are co-op members.14

What conditions might require that you coordinate with your peers? 
Often, a critical part of coordination is peer-to-peer learning, outside of 
established classes or curricula. For example, Nembhard writes:

In 1932, during the depression in Gary, Indiana, an African 
American principal in a local high school called a meeting among 
African Americans to discuss how to better their economic con-
dition. They began weekly education meetings to learn about 
cooperative economics. After about eighteen months they established 
a buying club and then a network of cooperatives. The Consumer’s 
Co-operative Trading Company came to operate a main grocery 
store, a branch store, a gas station, and a credit union. In 1936,  
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the company was considered to be “the largest grocery business 
operated by [African Americans] in the United States.15

Again and again, self-study groups continue to form as a precursor to 
collective action. Today, the New York City Community Land Initiative 
has a self-study group focused on the history of the cooperative moment, 
for example.

Visualizing Historical Consciousness

We will use a social-ecological model to visualize historical consciousness, 
or the dynamic relationship between given beliefs and habits and the 
social contexts, institutions, and historical forces that surround us. We 
were introduced to the concept of the social-ecological model by the visual 
artist Christine Wong Yap who uses it in her project, Ways and Means,16 
and by the collective Generative Somatics who call their adaptation of this 
model Sites of Shaping, Sites of Change.17 

Here is how we will define each of the concentric circles 
in the diagram:

•	 You: your own beliefs that influence your behavior. Generative 
Somatics adds “emotional range, predominant mood, worldview, 
actions you can and can’t take easily, coping strategies, resilience 
strategies, relationship patterns.”18

•	 Intimate network: specific people that you see regularly that 
influence your behaviors, including family, friends, and peers. For 
example: your best friend.

•	 Community and Media: the media you are exposed to and the 
groups that you find yourself in relationship with based on your 
identity, employment, geographic location, and/or aims and 
learning interests. For example: artists, students, people born in 
your hometown, social media, The Washington Post, Fox News, 
The Guardian, Artforum, or Hyperallergic.

•	 Institutions and Rules: the regulations of organizations and 
social institutions, as well as the local, state, national, and global 
laws and policies that affect how your life is governed.19 For exam-
ple: your school’s policies, the state’s laws.

•	 Historical forces: the major cultural, environmental, and 
political events that have shaped this moment in time and space 
and will shape the future. For example: war, social movements, 
climate change.



Sites of Shaping and Change, Social-Ecological illustration by Topos Graphics for BFAMFAPhD. Adaptation 
with permission from Generative Somatics.
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•	 Earth/Soul/Mystery/Spirit: the way people “seek and express 
meaning and purpose and the way they experience their con-
nectedness to the moment, to self, to others in nature, and to the 
significant or sacred.”20

In this diagram, the central circle represents one person, while the outer 
circles represent increasing numbers of people, histories, and conditions. 
We use a social-ecological model to visualize historical consciousness 
because it is widely used in transformative justice and organizing work. 
Social-ecological models are also used in Public Health to explore the 
dynamic relationships between people and their environments: indi-
vidual, intimate networks, community and media, and institutions and 
rules.21 For example, a public health practitioner who is looking to support 
a patient who wants to quit smoking would not only focus on the indi-
vidual and prescribe a drug, they would also consider ways to address the 
wide range of factors that impact the smoker’s choices, from the people 
they hang out with, to the images they see of smokers.

Generative Somatics added historical forces to the model, for exam-
ple the policies that enable the tobacco industry to profit despite health 
hazards. As they write, “the institutions and social norms we are sur-
rounded by are currently and have historically shaped us. We are both in a 
historical moment, and strongly shaped by the flow of history before us…. 
Really, we are changing both our internal and external worlds simul-
taneously, because this social context has shaped us too.”22 Generative 
Somatics recognizes that memory lives in the present and that history is 
actively shaped by people. As Robert Sember says, “We are the history of 
the future.”23 Beyond who the smoker hangs out with, and what images 
they see of smokers, you can zoom out to consider the history of the 
tobacco industry. Generative Somatics also adds the earth/soul/mystery/
spirit to this model to honor the spiritual and ecological commitments of 
the social justice organizers they work with.24 For example, you can con-
sider the ecological devastation that the tobacco industry has brought to 
the soil ecology with tobacco monocultures.

While everyone has a lived experience that is determined by each 
group (or circle in the model) at once, the model can be “read” in terms of 
a theory of social change which states that change occurs more slowly as 
more people and forces are involved (as the circles increase in size in the 
model). For example, you might decide to change your behavior right now, 
but a family or group of friends will take longer to change their behavior 
together, an institution will be slower still, a federal law or policy will take 
even longer.25 At the same time, you are shaped by the outer circles in the 
model, as these forces shape what you believe is possible and what actions 
you can take.
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For example, you could decide to embody the capacity of coordina-
tion, recognizing that it could take a while for your peers to acknowledge 
its importance. It may take even longer for your faculty or members of a 
professional community to acknowledge the importance of this capacity, 
and even longer still for the institutions around you to emphasize the 
capacity of coordination in the arts.

While you might have an impact on your friends, community, and 
institutions, your ability to imagine yourself and to imagine the possibility 
of change is overdetermined by your conditions of existence.26 For exam-
ple, the contradictions surrounding the focus on individualism in the arts 
(rather than coordination between artists) will not be “resolved” on the 
scale of an artwork or a dialogue between artists. Have you ever heard 
someone say, “artists cannot organize; it would be like herding cats!” or 
“artists don’t know how to collaborate”? If you dismiss the possibility of 
coordination in the arts, calling it impractical or impossible, we suggest 
that you attempt to become curious about this sense of impossibility. How 
might this contradiction be part of a historical debate or struggle about 
the field of art itself? Could this contradiction—between the individual 
and the collective—be generative? Robert Sember speaks about a contra-
diction as generative in the following way:

Usually, when we point out that something—a claim, situation, 
analysis—is a contradiction, we are declaring that it is wrong, 
inconsistent, illogical, a lie, and a failure. The remedy is to resolve 
the contradiction, usually by stating what is considered right and 
successful…. If we stop here, however, we risk closing the door on a 
critical site of inquiry and action. Contradictions do indeed point to 
a limit, to a point where an assertion, belief, condition, or concern 
comes up against situations that suggest a different belief or condi-
tion, a different reality. When we encounter such contradictions we 
might slow down and, rather than struggling to resolve them, follow 
where they lead. Contradictions reveal complexities, unreconciled 
historical conjunctures, and grand inequities. They are generative 
in that they are a place of insight and analysis. The resolution to the 
contradiction is not a logical statement, but transformative action. 
In this sense, generative contradictions are similar to dialectics, they 
are a point where different forces act on each other and make it pos-
sible for us to find new ways of moving forward, of reconfiguring our 
social and material worlds.27

What transformative action, over what timescale, is required to 
produce mentors, media, and institutions that support your capacity 
for coordination?
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Spheres of Influence. A representation of a student-centered model in arts education. Adaptation 
from Arts Education Field Guide, courtesy of Americans for the Arts. www.AmericansForTheArts.org
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We will now apply the social-ecological model, using an example art 
student we will call Maria. Maria’s desire to focus on coordination could 
be visualized as follows: 

•	 You: Maria might believe that the daily practice of collaboration 
is as valuable as the final project. (As Zara from Meerkat Media 
said, “An equally exciting project as making our work was the 
project of figuring out: Was it possible to create work in a way 
that reflected our values?”)

•	 Intimate network: Maria’s friends might have similar beliefs 
that reinforce her collaborative ideas and practices.

•	 Community and Media: The art magazines Maria reads might 
feature individual artists rather than art collectives, rarely focus-
ing on how artists work with one another. 

•	 Institutions and Rules: Maria might be required to complete 
projects individually or be asked to work in groups without any 
clarity or training in group roles, decision-making, or agreements.

•	 Historical forces: Maria recognizes that hundreds of thou-
sands of people worked together to make her presence in the 
classroom possible as a woman of color. She senses her part in 
actively working for cultural equity in the classroom, so that her 
children and grandchildren will feel welcome and seen in spaces 
of learning like these. She also recognizes that collaboration in 
the field of visual art is often not acknowledged or is made invis-
ible. As Leigh Claire La Berge writes, “Art is both the fantasy of 
the solitary self and, in its communicative potential, the utopian 
hope of transcending that individual selfhood; … art is a deeply 
contradictory category of commodity being, of reified social rela-
tions, and of the opposite: of social possibility, of genuine hope, 
of historical newness.”

•	 Earth/Soul/Mystery/Spirit: Maria believes that all sentient 
beings are energetically interconnected, and that what impacts 
one of us impacts the whole. Maria believes that she can coordi-
nate with human and non-human beings in her projects, to honor 
this interconnectivity.

We, Susan and Caroline, have simplified the social-ecological model with 
a diagram for two-dimensional graphic purposes because it helps us 
understand the model. We imagine that it will help you, because visual 
artists think visually. Picture the social-ecological model as a series of 
concentric circles, drawn on your floor, so that it takes up the whole 
room. The artist Chloë Bass uses a similar model in a workshop called 
It’s Amazing We Don’t Have More Fights, from her ongoing project, The 



Sites of Shaping and Change, Social-Ecological Model. Adaption from Generative Somatics. 
Designed by Will Rhodes.
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Book of Everyday Instruction. In this workshop, participants get in pairs, 
measure the distance between them using string that the artist has cut 
to specific lengths, and discuss how varying distances feel. What we call 
“intimate network” in the social-ecological model, Bass calls “intimate 
space,” and occurs when people are eighteen inches apart. What we call 
“community and media,” Bass calls “personal space,” and occurs at four 
feet. What we call “institutions and rules” maps onto Bass’s “social space” 
at twelve feet, and “historical forces” occurs in what she calls “public 
space” at twenty five feet. This is one way to visualize the social-ecological 
model in space. You might picture the social-ecological model as a donut, 
or a möbius strip, with historical forces, earth, soul, mystery and spirit 
folding in on “you” and flowing out of “you.” All rings in the concentric 
circles impact one another; they are interconstituitive. After applying 
the social-ecological model, Maria might have a greater sense that her 
personal experience is impacted by greater forces. This is what we mean 
by “How are you in the world and how is the world in you?” As the cul-
tural geographer J. K. Gibson-Graham writes, “if to change ourselves is 
to change our worlds, and the relation is reciprocal, then the project of 
history making is never a distant one but always right here, on the borders 
of our sensing, thinking, feeling, moving bodies.”28 What image comes 
to mind for you? 

We are interested in the productive tensions that result between a 
desire to embody a capacity—say, a capacity for coordination—and what 
feels feasible or realistic in your life, what some theorists would call your 
“material conditions.” For example, suppose Zara Serabian-Arthur from 
Meerkat Media asked you this question: “Is it possible to create work in 
a way that reflects your values?” You might answer: “It doesn’t matter,” 
because you do not believe that your daily practices impact the people you 
interact with in any meaningful way. Or you might answer: “Absolutely 
not!” You might feel that you do not have the time to patiently build rela-
tionships of trust, because you are working nonstop to keep up with rent, 
loans, and family. This reveals a tension between your material conditions 
of existence and your desire to embody the capacity of coordination. Or 
you might answer, “YES!”, because you believe, as Maria does in the exam-
ple above, that the actions you take today become someone else’s future 
tomorrow. As the artist Andrea Fraser said, “It’s important to remember 
that our personal experiences and individual histories are only particular 
instances of the possible, of who and what it is socially and historically 
possible to be and do.”29

We also use a social-ecological model to recognize both personal 
agency and institutional forces; both the hegemonic cultures of “common 
sense” and the counter-hegemonic cultures that allow for ways of being 
which may not be part of a dominant culture. Cultural theorist and 
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activist Stephen Duncombe summarizes the concepts of cultural hege-
mony and “common sense” as defined by the late Italian philosopher 
Antonio Gramsci in the following way:

The repository of consciousness is culture. This includes both big-C 
Culture, culture in an aesthetic sense, and small-c culture, culture in 
an anthropological sense: the norms and mores and discourses that 
make up our everyday lives. Culture, in this sense, is what allows us 
to navigate our world, guiding our ideas of right and wrong, beauti-
ful and ugly, just and unjust, possible and impossible…. The power 
of cultural hegemony lies in its invisibility…. It doesn’t seem “polit-
ical,” it’s just what we like … or what feels comfortable. Wrapped in 
stories and images and figures of speech, culture is a politics that 
doesn’t look like politics and is therefore a lot harder to notice, 
much less resist. When a culture becomes hegemonic, it becomes 
“common sense” for the majority of the population.30

Now that you have additional vocabulary to describe the ways that you 
are in the world and the world is in you, we will offer a framework to 
guide your production process. We hope that this framework will help 
you explore both who you are becoming as you make projects and also 
what the project is becoming as it takes shape and circulates in the world. 
In the next chapter, we will ask you to consider which aspects of your 
production process appear to be “common sense” and where these ideas 
have come from.

FURTHER READING: The concept of historical consciousness, which we 
visualize with the social-ecological model, for us, draws from a lineage 
of thinkers, including Michel Foucault, J. K. Gibson-Graham, Antonio 
Gramsci, Elizabeth Grosz, Karl Marx, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
amongst others, who provide analyses of how people become who they 
are based on the historical conditions that shape them. We are drawn to 
Elizabeth Grosz,31 Maurice Merleau-Ponty,32 and Generative Somatics 
who honor historical and embodied experience as a form of knowledge.

Negation

“I’m not a political artist.” / “I make art for art’s sake.”

This book is guided by the second wave feminist principle that the per-
sonal is political. This means that our private lives are always understood 
to be in relation to power dynamics, governance, and the value and 
belief systems that structure our lives. For example, the United States 
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government reproduces symbols of white male power on national cur-
rency. The currency has never depicted a white woman or a person of color. 
All cultural forms of expression reproduce or critique the order of things. 
For example, the monuments that surround our public spaces glorify 
dominant histories and perpetuate the marginalization of other histories. 
Whether you are an artist who believes that art exists to hold a mirror 
up to the world, to beautify the world, or that art can actively change the 
world, your expressions reflect a politics. In addition to the projects you 
make, your process will always have a politics. Your decisions about where 
to get your materials, how to ask for help, and where you would like your 
project to be encountered are all informed by your politics.

Our framework requires that you make your production process vis-
ible to yourself and to your community of peers. We ask you to do this so 
that you can sense what values and beliefs underlie your ways of making 
and being, and to consider aligning these with your goals for your own 
growth. This does not mean that your production process must be focused 
for example, on the solidarity economy, a core concept that we describe. See 
Chapter 7: Lifecycle Phases and Framework.↗ When we ask you to identify 
the capacities that are important to you, you might see how your politics 
are implicated in the actions you take. See Chapter 5: Capacities 0.↗

You may have heard the phrase “art for art’s sake.” This phrase 
suggests that artworks refer specifically to other artworks that have come 
before it.33 The idea is that art gains legitimacy by being in a historical 
dialogue with itself. In opposition to “art for art’s sake,” we claim that art 
is a mode of production that always and only takes place within social 
relations, histories, and political contexts. Meaning, artworks reflect the 
worlds we inhabit and cannot exist outside of those worlds.

“[Progressive] politics is the struggle for equal recognition 
within society and aesthetics is at the core of this battle.” 
—Artist , 201934

Reflection

1.	 Andrea Fraser, speaking about her path as an artist as something 
that was not possible for her mother due to her gender and class, 
said, “It’s important to remember that our personal experiences 
and individual histories are only particular instances of the pos-
sible, of who and what it is socially and historically possible to be 
and do.”35 What is socially and historically possible for you that 
was not socially or historically possible for your parents, grand-
parents, or caregivers?

2.	 Can you identify some of your behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs 
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which might be culturally hegemonic? Think of examples. 
Remember, Stephen Duncombe writes that “Cultural hegemony 
lies in its invisibility…. It doesn’t seem ‘political,’ it’s just what we 
like … or what feels comfortable.”36

3.	 After seeing our social-ecological model, draw an image or dia-
gram that visualizes the scales of intimacy and structural forces 
that determine your beliefs, behaviors, and actions. It can be as 
nuanced or absurd as you like. For example, see Adelheid Mers’ 
drawing, The Artist As a Ceiling Fan.

4.	  What feelings and sensations came up for you while you were 
reading this chapter? For example, did you feel surprise, frustra-
tion, or excitement? How did you hold these in your body? For 
example, did you sense these emotions in your shoulders, neck, 
and back while reading this chapter? See the Social-Emotional 
Intelligence Project Reflection activity in Chapter 4: Teacher/
Facilitator Guides.↗
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