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OF CIRCLES AND CYCLES: REMEMBERING, RITUAL,
AND RHYTHM IN BLACK QUEER FEMALE DANCES
Layla Zami

On a full moon night, | scroll mentally through my memories of the past year. This
full moon marks the first day of the year 2018 in the solar calendar. Some scientists
call it asupermoon, while some media refer to it by the Native American appellation
“wolf moon.” Images, sounds, feelings of 2017 come up to the surface of my mind,
and these various textures overlap into a moving memory assemblage. | remember
how another New Year started a few months ago, on September 20, 2017, Rosh
Hashana, year 5778 in the lunar-based Jewish calendar. | think about my upbring-
ing in a Black and Jewish household that celebrated two New Year’s Eves a year
and wonder how this experience developed my affinity for the multidimensionality
of time. | zoom into the ten days preceding Rosh Hashana, a narrow time frame
within which | attended four dance events in Lower Manhattan. Experiencing such
different and differentiated performances successively almost felt like journeying
through a cycle, witnessing Black Queer female embodied perspectives on life,
death, survival, mourning, visibility, and spirituality.

The physical settings that housed the performances varied greatly. The ample
sanctuary of Judson Church hosted the Movement Research fall season opening
on September 18, featuring works by Oxana Chi, Feng Jiang, Melanie Maar, Zac
Mosely, and Nia & Ness. Outside, the waiting line curled around the building,
reaching up to the backstage entrance on the corner. When the doors opened, a
rush of moving bodies, enthusiastic voices, and immanent emotions flew in and
formed a half-circle around the wide-open space. The Movement Research at the
Judson Church opening was a cycle in itself, punctuated by Black Queer female
performers, with Oxana Chi opening the event and Nia & Ness closing the night.
This circular dynamic seemed to contain the different energies of the massive
audience, which included artists and curators, religious ministers, tourists, local
students, and scholars.

Ten days earlier, | had attended Taja Lindley’s The Bag Lady Manifesta, an
“immersive performance” co-directed with Tanisha Christie at the legendary
queer performance laboratory Dixon Place. Here, the waiting space felt narrow,
yet also friendly, with several familiar faces and many artists greeting each other.
Each audience member was handed a black plastic bag in place of a ticket and
had to slowly descend into and pass through an audiovisual installation to enter
the theater where the stage, partly filled with chairs, turned each spectator into a
potential object of gaze.

In between these two events, | attended a new iteration (and the New York
premiere) of MBDance's dying and dying and dying at Gibney Dance. Entering
this venue, located a few steps away from the African Burial Ground Monument,
felt—that night—like entering a floating bubble made of gentle music, dim light and
otherworldly intimacy. Indeed, the audience was invited to participate in a pre-show
ritual. Before choosing seats, we were invited to choose one of the many personal
objects dispersed across the stage, to pick it up and set it aside. Thus, the entering
audience progressively cleared the stage, more or less consciously leaving enough
space for Maria Bauman and her crew to move freely.

What do these four performances share? A powerful and passionate rela-
tion to movement, and the fact that they were choreographed, conceived, and
performed by artists identifying and openly working as Black Queer women. | am
aware that some artists expressed doubts around the term “queer,” for instance
Maria Bauman (in a conversation with editor Jaime Shearn Coan) and Oxana Chi
(in conversations with me), especially because of its appropriation by mainstream
culture. At the time of writing, the five artists discussed here may have other words
to define their identity. For instance, Nia & Ness clearly self-identify as “lesbian” in
their performances. Yet, | hold on to the term “queer” as an umbrella under which
many bodies may stand, to name ways of life that clearly, openly and boldly, ques-
tion and challenge the norms of heteronormative patriarchy in the intimate, public,
and publicly intimate spheres. Here | also think of Natasha Tinsley Omise’eke’s
understanding of LGBT* identities beyond the realm of sexuality, and her definition

of “queer” as a “praxis of resistance [...] marking disruption against the violence
of normative order.”" In her analysis of Caribbean literature, the author unearths
queer “fluid-embodied imaginary, historical-contemporary spaces.”? | contend that
these spaces are also created on stage, where and when the Black Queer dancing
bodies themselves may well be, or become, those spaces.?

My proximity to the artists and works discussed here varies greatly.*It stretches
from the new encounter with Nia & Ness, who | had met a few weeks earlier at
their evening-length Run premiere, to the close, long-term relationship to my life
and work partner Oxana Chi. As a Resident Artist (music, poetry, theater, film) and
Scholar with Oxana Chi’s dance company since 2010, | have had many opportuni-
ties to be an observant participant in her work.

I was on stage with her when she premiered excerpts of Psyche in Berlin (at
the HAU theater) and in New York (at Dixon Place).® What an excitement to witness
the piece again, this time from the audience’s viewpoint, holding a video camera
in one hand and the program notes in the other hand. The notes describe “a cho-
reographic exploration of body memory,” in which Oxana Chi “searches for the
affinities between Psyche and Soul,” and “dives deeper and deeper into her inner
self, to discover her own humanity.” Gently, the soulful sound of Sylvestre Soleil’s
didgeridoo fills the church. Solar energy carries the flow of Oxana Chi's move-
ment, occasionally disrupted by pauses, which are sometimes restful, sometimes
explosive. They often bring about a change of rhythm, almost as if the solo dancer
would enter a different space-time, in which her motion is much slower than the
sound. In a seamless blend of Afro-diasporic storytelling tradition and German
Ausdruckstanz, the dancer at times alternates between mellow jumps reminiscent
of Trisha Brown, with one leg bent at a ninety-degree angle, the arms reaching to
the sides, and a propelling jump which transforms the body into an X with sharp
lines. Psyche's dancescapes are earthy, yet the ground is a base to reach up from.
In her red-and-black costume, filled with lines which could be blood vessels, energy
channels or geological paths, the dancer seems to embody an Afrofuturist twist on
Pearl Primus’s words: “The earth is a magic dancer. She lifts her arms and moun-
tains rise. She rolls down gently into the valleys. She hurls herself into space to
form the jutting cliffs. In her is birth and death, the From and the Into of all physical
forms. The earth is a magic dancer.”®

In Psyche, the dancer conjures telluric magic from the dance floor, channels
it up through her twisting, struggling, jumping body, and releases it out into an
energizing, empowering dance. | see movements of suffocation and salvation
expanding into a svelte dance in which the soul becomes corporeally perceptible.
I smile when | witness associate pastor Micah Busey thanking Oxana Chi after the
show for the highly spiritual energy that she set in motion in the church. Through
the activation of her body memory, she seems to simultaneously embody and
transcend Black Queer womanhood, making her (and potentially her audience)
experience a sense of transformation of the past, liberation of the present, and
connection to the future.

In a different aesthetic but kindred spirit, the group work dying and dying
and dying possesses the rhythm of a long river, traversing changing environments.
The title is already a rhythmic move in itself, and to say it is almost to speak out
a raga-like beat. Both the piece and its maker Maria Bauman seem at times like
a little stream emerging in the mountains. At other times, they carry the energy
of a rushing ocean swirling from the United States to the African continent. The
cast includes the graceful Courtney Cook, Valerie Ifill, and Audrey Hailes, comple-
mented by the powerful spoken performance of dancer-actor Alicia Raquel (Maria
Bauman’s wife). The piece plays with the synchronicity and overlapping of the
performers’ bodies and voices in a gentle, uplifting and sometimes disturbing
manner. The dancers also use their sublime voices to name their ancestors and to
sing their praises. With the use of an evocative soundtrack featuring Alice Coltrane,
the piece connects not only to the familial lineage of the dancers, but also to the
legacy of African American dance and music cultures. At one point, they perform a
sumptuous, rewritten version of the spiritual “Run, Mary, Run,” singing “the right
to a natural death” and the need to “run” or “fly” to “get to the other side,” a feat
which they also enact through dance. Maria Bauman describes the work as “an
evening-length meditation on various kinds of endings.”” The piece transposes in
movement her will to “juxtapose” the realm of death—which she also associates

with rest and pause, as in the Yoga shavasana pose, and restlessness, or the pres-
sure of capitalist Western socialization—which she calls a “U.S. factory-mentality.”

The inflexibility of time in a Western linear sense is also addressed and cri-
tiqued in the solo performance The Bag Lady Manifesta—which is part of a larger
interdisciplinary body of work by Taja Lindley. By challenging the notion that past,
present and future are distinct from each other, the performance is in tune with
Michelle M. Wright’s Physics of Blackness, in which she advocates to shift from a
“hierarchical or vertical” to a more “horizontal” analysis when we examine Black
identities, and to account for “relationships” in the “now of the present moment.”®
In Lindley’s work, the “now” pierces through the performance space-time when a
clock suddenly starts ticking, putting an end to the initially celebratory soundtrack
and atmosphere. The harsh, repetitive rhythm stretches over several minutes, and
accompanies the performer in her physical transition towards becoming “the Bag
Lady,” as she changes from a white burlesque outfit to a costume constituted of
black plastic bags. Some members of the audience sit on chairs placed across the
stage, and there Lindley takes a seat and waits, at times patient, at times nervous,
staring afar. She challenges me to reflect upon my own position as a spectator
who sits on the audience’s side and waits for the performer to “act”. Later she
will also ask the audience to speak out loud and repeat the names of many Black
and Brown people killed in the United States. But now she raises her arms up, and
abruptly freezes with her hands in the air—as the clock momentarily stops. | think
of the “stop and search,” or what Sara Ahmed calls a “technology of racism” in
Queer Phenomenology: “How does it feel to be stopped? Being stopped is not only
stressful, but also makes the ‘body’ itself the ‘site’ of social stress.”®

Ahmed’s point suggests kinetic vulnerability for bodies of color in the public
space. Lindley and other Black Queer women reclaim their bodies on stage, embody-
ing not only stories of oppression, but also bringing to a corporeal life counter-
hegemonic feelings of bodily agency, power, and resilience.

Nia & Ness thematize and perform what it feels like for Black Queer women
to experience racism-sexism “again, and again, and again, and again...” as says
Ness White in blind spot. This cyclic statement echoes, in my ears, with MBDance’s
emphasis on the “and” in the title dying and dying and dying. In this Black Queer
women world, the “and” is togetherness, yet it also rhymes a liminal space of end-
less remembering and ritual. Nia & Ness's intimate relationship to each other is
simultaneously the theme and the structuring feature of their work. Although the
artists have a soundtrack running in the background, it is clear that the rhythm of
the piece—and of the movement—comes from the relationship between Ness's
intonation and Nia’'s flexions. Nia’s dance is fierce, and she moves fast and intensely,
raising her foot above her head, or briefly squatting down. Her agile moves pop
through the air where they meet her lover’s cascade of spoken words.

Interestingly, Black/PoC female couple collaborations play a role for all artists
discussed here. | already mentioned my daily personal and professional involve-
ment with Oxana Chi’s dance. Maria Bauman featured her life partner Alicia Raquel.
And after | attended Taja Lindley’s show at Dixon Place, it was her partner who sold
me the book that documents the performance creation. This may suggest that for
these Black Queer women dancers, the partner is not only a significant other, but
also a strong element of the work—and the self.

In a way, all the pieces discussed here deal with the “social stress” encoun-
tered regularly by Black Queer female bodies, and its rhythmic patterns in their
lives. They also embody the recurrence of their resilience strategies, their beauty,
and assert without a doubt that Black Queer women are “Strong, powerful, wise!”
as affirmed repeatedly by Nia & Ness at the end of blind spot. This moment felt
incredibly intense, even more so because upon invitation, almost everyone in
the audience started repeating the magic triad. | have witnessed the duo in other
venues and contexts ever since and have always been mesmerized by the feel
of individual and communal empowerment across boundaries of race. In this
interactive aspect of the performance, Nia & Ness’s perspective briefly becomes
a “norm” that streams and vibrates through the space. In The Bag Lady Manifesta,
Taja Lindley motivates the audience to repeat that “we grow gardens out of graves,”
and | sense how it becomes a mantra. | also think of the heteronormative protest
song “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” also about cycles. This new imagery is
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costume actually reminded me of a traditional healer | met in Douala, Cameroon,
except that hers was made completely out of beige straw. The black plastic bags
serve Lindley’s intent of “drawing parallels between discarded materials and the
violent treatment of Black people in the United States.”'® Here | see parallels with
Maria Bauman's critique of the commodification of bodies, time and life. | also
find a fascinating kinship between the individual dance flow of Maria Bauman
and Oxana Chi. (Chi is Afro-German and has been based in New York since 2015.)
Despite diverse styles, they share similar preoccupations and a strong expressive
quality of embodied emotions.

The four performances correspond to what | call perforMemory, which | use
both as a noun and a verb to conceptualize the intersections between shaping per-
formance practices and informing memory discourses." For Black Queer women,
to perforMemory often leads to defying Western linear dichotomies between life
and death, past and present, subject and object, observer and participant, grief
and joy. The dances of perforMemory allow the “wake” to be a space-time to cel-
ebrate life and invite the audience to find their own way through their own spheres
of remembering, rhythm, and ritual.'?

As | conclude the first draft of this article, | come back to lunar cycles. One
month after the “wolf moon” that launched 2018, the Dog sign spearheads the
approaching Chinese New Year scheduled for new moon on February 16. | walk
through Chinatown in Manhattan, and see people selling dog items in all shapes
and sizes. | watch people recycling tremendous amounts of bags, which may well
end up in China, knowing that plastic trash is the sixth-largest U.S. export to China.'®
I find bodies of all races and genders populating the urban landscape, sometimes
sharing a narrow strip of space with the disposable plastic bags. In a country where
not every human being actually has a right to housing, | feel how urgent and pre-
cious it is to experience the diverse ways in which artists inhabit their bodies as a
dancing, malleable home. These gifted gatekeepers have the ability to arise in their
audiences a sense of hope. Their performances invite us to value “the individual
artist, their creative process and their vital role within society” as much as their col-
laborative endeavors.” These dancers not only claim, but physically embody their
right to be and to live as humans, and affirm, with each cycle of opening and closing
a performance, the realities and possibilities of Black Queer female circles of life.

This article was written and initially scheduled to be published by Movement
Research Performance Journal during 2018.

Dr. LaylaZamiis an interdisciplinary artist-scholar-teacher. She is Visiting Assistant
Professor at Pratt Institute and a Resident Artist with Oxana Chi Dance Art. She is
Co-Curator of Dance at the International Human Rights Art Festival.
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INSTITUTION BUILDING: ABRONS ARTS CENTER 1975-2017
Lo-Yi Chan and Tim Hartung

Following the Vietham War, and amidst a bankrupt New York City, miraculously
the Abrons Arts for Living Center (as it was originally called) was constructed and
opened as a part of the Henry Street Settlement in 1975 to house its various arts
programs. New York Times architectural critic Ada Louise Huxtable celebrated the
building as an “urban triumph,” perhaps referring to the way its design ran counter
to the top-down model of most modernist planning.

| first met Lo-Yi Chan—the architect who designed Abrons Arts Center—in April
2017 while | was an artist-in-residence, along with fellow artists-in-residence Kristen
Jensen and Xavi Acarin.We were interested in learning more about the building we'd
been spending so much time in, which has served the NewYork arts and lower east
side community for more than 45 years. | was immediately taken by Lo-Yi's kind-
ness and generosity, but also by the rich history of the building and its inception.

On my second meeting with Lo-Yi, | had the pleasure of joining him as he gave
a tour of Abrons to the Bloomingdale Aging in Place Group, a senior community to
which he belongs. After the tour, | began to think about the idea of “aging in place”
as a curious proposition. What is architecture’s fate if not to age in place? As theorist
Michel de Certeau has said in The Practice of Everyday Life, “New York has never
learned the art of growing old by playing on all its pasts. Its present invests itself,
from hour to hour, in the act of throwing away its previous accomplishments and
challenging the future.”

Following these meetings, | facilitated a more public discussion between Lo-Yi
and the architectural team designing Abrons’s next stage of renovations. The fol-
lowing is an excerpt of that longer conversation, featuring myself, Lo-Yi Chan and
Timothy Hartung of Ennead Architects, held on August 10, 2017, at Abrons Arts Center.
My hope, then as now, was to commemorate not only the Abrons Arts Center on
the eve of its renovation, but its architect as well.

—Alan Ruiz

Lo-Yi Chan: | can’t see with this light, but when | can, | see a bunch of people
who weren’t born yet when this building was built. So, I'd like to start with
a little bit of history. When | say Henry Street Settlement people say, “Oh
wow, you're helping immigrants settle.” Well that’s true, but that’s not how
settlements started. The settlement program began in the late 19th century in
England, which was going through an enormous period of industrialization
in cities. There were pockets of poverty, with people working in some awful
conditions, and some of the wealthy middle class felt that they should move
in and settle in these poverty areas and in doing so they would improve the
health, welfare, culture. | mean, you think about it today, it's so quaint, it's
moralistic, but that's the way they thought and, of course, the Americans
picked it up. In 1893, a wonderful lady named Lillian Wald established Henry
Street Settlement. She was one of the people who settled into the lower east
side and created the settlement house, and originally it was really intended
to help to bring in children’s education and cultural activities. Then, in 1915
she created the Playhouse next door.

Now let me go to the issue of 1975.Those of us who were in school, back
in those days, remember very strongly the whole focus of our education was
on the cities, and the whole idea was, “Save the cities by design!” Almost.
Because of the interstate system, the white middle class moved to the suburbs,
and many cities were just dying. Our focus, as young architects, was that we
wanted to serve the cities. In fact, when | was in grad school, there were three
programs: city planning, architecture and landscape architecture. What we
thought as students was, “We're gonna do all three,” and the institution gave
it a name: “urban design!” Urban design, we don’t hear about it much these
days, but it was the keyword back in the 60s. What is urban design? It's as Jane
Jacobs proposed, about bringing the city back to the people.

Now, how does this relate to this building? One of the important things
in urban design is public, open space. If you look around on the lower east
side, there’s a tremendous amount of open space, scattered around with lawns
and trees, but what the public has access to are the streets and a few play-
grounds. With Abrons, | felt there needed to be a coherent, open space that
the public was invited to use. What | wanted to do was take various pieces of
the building and shape them in such a way that there was an open space that
was compelling. It pleases me to think about a snow storm some years back
when children were sledding down those steps.There is also a farmers market
on those steps. So people were using the space.

The second thing | want to talk about has to do with the balance between
education and performance, and what | call escalating aspirations. When | was
starting to work on this project, | didn't know that much about Henry Street, but
| found instructive one particular story about the dancer, Alwin Nikolais. As an
up-and-coming artist, Nikolais had come to the Henry Street Playhouse and,
over about 20 years, developed his program, Nikolais Dance Company, which
became internationally known. Now he started here because of an educational
project at the Playhouse. It eventually became Nikolais Dance Program, and
what happened was the educational function shifted to a presentational function
and the presentational escalated to the point where it was international. And
what happened was Henry Street kicked Alwin Nikolais out.You take someone
with international reputation and say, “No, you're not doing what our mission
needs.” I'm bringing that up because what we are seeing—in the plans today
for the next step for this building as this area becomes gentrified, | think it's a
cautionary tale. I've been around a long time, so I've seen these progressions,
and I'm hoping | won’t see the same thing again.

Alan Ruiz: Thank you for that great introduction, Lo-Yi. Picking up on your

last point, something you've articulated in a previous conversation that |

appreciate is the difference between architecture as art versus architecture as

a social function. For instance, you've distinguished yourself from architects

like Richard Meier who views architecture as an art form. | would love for you
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to unpack that statement because | think it's an important distinction, especially
as it relates to the Abrons Art Center.

LYC: Here, Tim and | have something in common. Because James Polshek and

| are two of five architects who met five times over the course of maybe four

or five years at the request, or suggestion, of a famous man named Philip

Johnson, one of the founders of the Museum of Modern Art. At the time, he

was a connoisseur, not yet an architect, but he was thinking about becoming

an architect. He got five of us together to talk about our work so he could learn

what we were doing. We had these wonderful soirees where we would go to

some fancy east side apartment where there would be a butler with white

gloves serving us martinis, and we would argue about the social purpose of

architecture. It quickly divided us into two camps: James and | were in one

camp and the other three were of the belief that architecture was an art, period.

In fact, Richard Meier once said to me—and | think back to this every time I'd

see him—"Social purpose is the death of architecture.” But our firm, Prentice &

Chan, Ohlhausen, as well as Polcheck (now Ennead), has stuck with our shared

belief that architecture is a balance. Of course you need both social purpose

and artistic excellence.
Tim Hartung: | think that ties back into urban design in terms of where some
of us came from, actually, and some people ignored that because they were
in the same schools.

LYC: | thought back on my design and wondered whether | could have been

more like Richard Meier. Could | have done that? And | thought, maybe, but

no. My position is too strongly etched in. | look back on the social purpose of

some past projects and | feel very good about it.
AR: Speaking of this idea of social purpose, I'm curious if the original construc-
tion of Abrons Art Center in 1975 received any federal funding. How was the
institution supported?

LYC: There's an interesting history here. The lower east side was populated

by mostly European Jewish immigrants working in the garment industry.The

people who started those industries became quite wealthy, and they were the

ones who funded Henry Street Settlement. Even as families moved to Long

Island or Westchester, they sent lots of money back, and that’s what funded

this place. And also that's caused a bit of a problem. Like when | said about

how Alwin Nikolais was finally forced out because he was too good, there

was a music school here, too—still is, upstairs—and it got so good that these

garment industry merchants who lived in fancy houses on Long Island, they

would send their children here on the weekends to take music lessons.
AR: Tim, how do you approach a project like the renovation of Abrons, par-
ticularly one with such a rich history and also one so specific to its context
and community?

TH: It was a real honor to be asked to come in and preserve and at the same

time, renew, what | consider, a mid-nineteenth-century wonder.There’s a lot of

talk about mid-century building and a lot of them have real muscle and bravado.

Abrons, however, is a quieter building that sits here in the neighborhood and

serves the community in a way that honors its original aspirations. When

we were brought on board, there was a different program director that was

driving things at that time, that was interested in the issue of Abrons’ place in

the community and New York City at large as a presenter. There was a desire

to make the Abrons Center more of a threshold, or a place to celebrate the arts,

than has happened in the past. So our mandate was: how to make it more of

a beacon for the community and for the city at large, how to put it more on

the map, how to enhance the public spaces to allow more public events like

this discussion tonight, how to prepare the spaces for more people than had

originally been planned for. Our approach to it was not to change things, but

to create a system of layers, if you will, that could enhance all these existing

aspects. It was about looking at how it was originally designed, although |

must admit we never talked to Lo-Yi originally. We were primarily following

the direction of the leaders of Henry Street in terms of what they hoped this

renewal would do.
AR: Your comment on what one has come to expect of mid-century architecture
is interesting, raising perhaps, the question of social and symbolic dimensions
of the building. Modernist buildings are not often landmarked, but are com-
monly demolished instead. The Playhouse, which Abrons is connected to, is
a landmarked building, yet Abrons is not. Do either of you have any thoughts
about historic preservation and the kind of architecture that is preserved and
isn't? It seems that there are certain histories and value structures implicitly
tied to this process.

LYC: I've often wondered whether this building should be landmarked. Yet,

because it's an art center and art changes so fast, | think it's better that it be

allowed to change. And it's happening. Looking back at my practice, I've seen

a lot of my buildings change dramatically, so I've gotten used to that idea.
AR: What is that like to see?

LYC: | think it's good, because it means it's still alive. These buildings are to

be used, and to be used for different generations. One of the most difficult

buildings | ever designed, which | poured my heart into, was the Connecticut

Hospice, the first hospice in America. It worked for about twenty years, but

by the end of the twenty years, it had fulfilled its function. It's now a nunnery

because it had a chapel, so things change. | see a question in the audience.
AUDIENCE 1: | don’t know if anyone can answer this question: Why is the
building being renovated and not restored? What is the objective?

TH: I can respond in terms of the task we were presented with by the organiza-

tion, which was to make it more public-friendly, more open, and to enhance

the presence of the building in the community —not just the community locally,

but the community in New York City. | think going back to the leadership of

Abrons would be maybe more direct in answering your questions, but that

was the mission we were presented with. .
AUDIENCE 2: We are very familiar with Abrons, being that we are inhabitants;
of the neighborhood, and our children use it. The space that you are opening
up, this very large window, is currently an art studio. Where is that program:
being moved to?

Tim: In terms of that space that is on the second floor, that will become a

two-story gallery space.There is a new two-story space being created on the




Rl

-

=

!
g
\

0

Abrons Arts for Living Center, Prentice & Chan,
Ohlhausen. 1975. New York, New York.

Axonometric Drawing. Abrons Arts for Living Center.
Prentice & Chan, Ohlhausen

second and part of the third floor adjacent to that new open staircase, but it's
not the same size, so | think there are plans for a shifting program within the
space, but | couldn’t answer that directly.
LYC: Originally that space was artists’ studios. We put the artists right out in
the open because we felt that that was the purpose, to showcase these people
and their work. For the residents of the lower east side, for the kids coming fo
their music lessons and so forth. That, of course, meant that the artists were:
very public, and it's very hard to make art when you're that public. Over time
it didn't work, but that was the original idea.
AR: As an artist-in-residence, | can tell you | very much liked having my privacy,
so I'm grateful that it was moved! But | understand the impetus of trying to
bring artistic process to the public, as it were. However, it does raise some
questions about transparency and how effective that actually is in bringing
in the public, because it presumes that some of these things are not based
on symbolic privileges. Perhaps there’s no real answer, but can either of you
speculate as to why there is a turn toward the use of transparency through
glass repeatedly in contemporary cultural spaces?
TH: | think transparency is used to entice people to participate more. You
showed the Brooklyn Museum earlier as a reference, which originally had a
grand staircase like the Metropolitan Museum. It was torn off in the 50s, and
what was left was a little mouse hole at the bottom against this huge blank
wall.The message to the community is, “You must be very privileged to come;
into this space.” So, now with the invention of modern materials, glass being
a primary one, one can do a lot more in terms of exposing what's inside the
building to entice people to come in and share in what's going on. | can say on:
all our cultural projects, that's a big push right now. Institutions want people to;
be engaged. They don’t want to guess what’s going on in those spaces. They:.
want to share what’s going on in those spaces.
AUDIENCE 3: Were steps being taken during the design process to ensure
that the new design still matched the aesthetics of the neighborhood and the
community? It was asked earlier: What if this new design might increase real
estate in a somewhat already gentrified neighborhood?
TH: It's a hard question to answer. | think there is a fine line between how much
do you enhance something and make it attractive so that it becomes more
iconic within the neighborhood, as opposed to being a quiet little something
that no one knows about. But | would hope what we are doing here will be:
drawing in the people who are already here and have been here for a long
time. This building is meant for people who live here and trying to bring a dif:
ferent kind of people in.
LYC: Let me try to answer this question, too; | appreciate what you just asked.
| think there is a fairly substantial change here, and the change is program-
driven. The shift is from arts for living centers (as primarily an educational
program) to the Abrons Center (with a greater emphasis on presenting the
arts). In order to do that, this renovation changes the whole entry process.
The steps in the original design were not the entrance to the building. This
initially worked because you came in as a student, a teacher, and the public
presentation was mostly focused on the Playhouse. The black box theater
was a fairly small function of the program; it was mainly a school. Now there
is much more emphasis on presentation, so when you have a production in
the black box theater, you're going to have a reception in front, and so on. It
makes sense to relocate the entrance up the steps.That is to say, | accept that
the program has changed. I'm also suggesting that the program may change
back someday. That’s the life of the building.

Timothy Hartung is a Founding Partner and Management Partner at Ennead Architects

Lo-Yi Chan is an architect and campus planner known for his careful balance of socia
responsibility and aesthetic excellence, including the original Abrons Arts Cente
which opened in 1975 under the title of the Abrons Arts for Living Center.

61



ARE PRISONS
OBSOLETE?

Angela Y. Davis

An Open Media Book

SEVEN STORIES PRESS
New York

space now occupied by the prison can eventually start to
crowd out the prison so that it would inhabit increasingly
smaller areas of our social and psychic landscape. Schools
can therefore be seen as the most powerful alternative to jails
and prisons. Unless the current structures of violence are
eliminated from schools in impoverished communities of
color—including the presence of armed security guards and
police—and unless schools become places that encourage the
joy of learning, these schools will remain the major conduits
to prisons. The alternative would be to transform schools
into vehicles for decarceration. Within the health care sys-
tem, it is important to emphasize the current scarcity of
institutions available to poor people who suffer severe men-
tal and emotional illnesses. There are currently more people
with mental and emotional disordersin jails and prisons than
in mental institutions, This call for new facilities designed to
assist poor people should not be taken as an appeal to rein-
stitute the old system of mental institutions, which were—
and in many cases still are—as repressive as the prisons. It is
simply to suggest that the racial and class disparities in care
available to the affluent and the deprived need to be eradi-
cated, thus creating another vehicle for decarceration.

To reiterate, rather than try to imagine one single alter-
native to the existing system of incarceration, we might
envision an array of alternatives that will require radical
transformations of many aspects of our society. Alternatives
that fail to address racism, male dominance, homophobia,
class bias, and other structures of domination will not, in
the final analysis, lead to decarceration and will not advance
the goal of abolition.

It is within this context that it makes sense to consider
the decriminalization of drug use as a significant component
of a larger strategy to simultaneously oppose structures of
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Abolitionist Alternatives

“Forget about reform; it’s time to talk about abolishing
jails and prisons in American society . . . Still—abolition?
Where do you put the prisoners? The ‘criminals’? What'’s
the alternative? First, having no alternative at all would
create less crime than the present criminal training cen-
ters do. Second, the only full alternative is building the
kind of saciety that does not need prisons: A decent redis-
tribution of power and income so as to put out the hidden
fire of burning envy that now flames up in crimes of prop-
erty—both burglary by the poor and embezzlement by the
affluent. And a decent sense of community that can sup-
port, reintegrate and truly rehabilitate those who sudden-
ly become filled with fury or despair, and that can face
them not as objects—'criminals’—but as people who have
committed illegal acts, as have almost all of us.”

— Arthur Waskow, Institute for Policy Studies!29

If jails and prisons are to be abolished, then what will replace
them? This is the puzzling question that often interrupts
further consideration of the prospects for abolition. Why
should it be so difficult to imagine alternatives to our cur-
rent system of incarceration? There are a number of reasons
why we tend to balk at the idea that it may be possible to
eventually create an entirely different—and perhaps more
egalitarian—system of justice. First of all, we think of the
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racism within the criminal justice system and further the
abolitionist agenda of decarceration. Thus, with respect to
the project of challenging the role playedby the so-called War
on Drugs in bringing huge numbers of people of color into the
prison system, proposals to decriminalize drug use should be
linked to the development of a constellation of free, commu-
nity-based programs accessible to all people who wish to
tackle their drug problems. This is not to suggest that all peo-
ple who use drugs—or that only people who use illicit
drugs—need such help. However, anyone, regardless of eco-
nomic status, who wishes to conquer drug addiction should
be able to enter treatment programs.

Such institutions are, indeed, available to affluent com-
munities. The most well known program is the Betty Ford
Center, which, according to its Web site, "accepts patients
dependent on alcohol and other mood altering chemicals.
Treatment services are open to all men and women eighteen
years of age and older regardless of race, creed, sex, national
origin, religion or sources of payment for care.”130 However,
the cost for the first six daysis $1,175 per day, and after that
$525 per day.131 If a person requires thirty days of treatment,
the cost would amount to $19,000, almost twice the annual
salary of a person, working a minimum-wage job.

Poor people deserve tohave access to effective, voluntary
drug treatment programs. Like the Betty Ford program, their
operation should not be under the auspices of the criminal
justice system. As at the Ford Center, family members also
should be permitted to participate. But unlike the Betty Ford
program, they should be free of charge. For such programs to
count as “abolitionist alternatives,” they would not be
linked—unlike existing programs, to which individuals are
“sentenced”—to imprisonment as a last resort.

The campaign to decriminalize drug use—from marijua-
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current system, with its exaggerated dependence on impris-
onment, as an unconditional standard and thus have great
difficulty envisioning any other way of dealing with the
more than two million people who are currently being held
in the country’s jails, prisons, youth facilities, and immigra-
tion detention centers. Ironically, even the anti~death penal-
ty campaign tends torely on the assumption that life impris-
onment is the most rational alternative to capital punish-
ment. As important as it may be to abolish the death penal-
ty, we should be conscious of the way the contemporary
campaign against capital punishment has a propensity to
recapitulate the very historical patterns that led to the emer-
gence of the prison as the dominant form of punishment.
The death penalty has coexisted with the prison, though
imprisonment was supposed to serve as an alternative to
corporal and capital punishment. This is a major dichotomy.
A critical engagement with this dichotomy would involve
taking seriously the possibility of linking the goal of death
penalty abolitionism with strategies for prison abolition.

It is true that if we focus myopically on the existing sys-
tem—and perhaps this is the problem that leads to the
assumption that imprisonment is the only alternative to
death—it is very hard to imagine a structurally similar sys-
tem capable of handling such a vast population of lawbreak-
ers. If, however, we shift our attention from the prison, per-
ceived as an isolated institution, to the set of relationships
that comprise the prison industrial complex, it may be easi-
er to think about alternatives. In other words, a more com-
plicated framework may yield more options than if we sim-
ply attempt to discover a single substitute for the prison sys-
tem. The first step, then, would be to let go of the desire to
discover one single alternative system of punishment that
would occupy the same footprint as the prison system.
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na to heroin—is international in scope and has led countries
such as the Netherlands to revise their laws, legalizing per-
sonal use of such drugs as marijuana and hashish. The
Netherlands also has a history of legalized sex work, anoth-
er area in which there has been extensive campaigning for
decriminalization. In the cases of drugs and sex work,
decriminalization would simply require repeal of all those
laws that penalize individuals who use drugs and who work
in the sex industry. The decriminalization of alcohol use
serves as a historical example. In both these cases, decrimi-
nalization would advance the abolitionist strategy of
decarceration—that is, the consistent reduction in the num-
bers of people who are sent to prison—with the ultimate aim
of dismantling the prison system as the dominant mode of
punishment. A further challenge for abolitionists is to iden-
tify other behaviors that might be appropriately decriminal-
ized as preliminary steps toward abolition.

One obvious and very urgent aspect of the work of
decriminalization is associated with the defense of immi-
grants’ rights. The growing numbers of immigrants—espe-
cially since the attacks on September 11, 2001—who are
incarcerated in immigrant detention centers, as well as in
jails and prisons, can be halted by dismantling the processes
that punish people for their failure to enter this country
without documents. Current campaigns that call for the
decriminalization of undocumented immigrants are making
important contributions to the overall struggle against the
prison industrial complex and are challenging the expansive
reach of racism and male dominance. When women from
countries in the southern region are imprisoned because
they have entered this country to escape sexual violence,
instead of being granted refugee status, this reinforces the
generalized tendency to punish people whoare persecuted in
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Since the 1980s, the prison system has become increas-
ingly ensconced in the economic, political and ideological
life of the United States and the transnational trafficking in
U.S. commodities, culture, and ideas. Thus, the prison
industrial complex is much more than the sum of all the
jails and prisons in this country. It is a set of symbiotic rela-
tionships among correctional communities, transnational
corporations, media conglomerates, guards’ unions, and leg-
islative and court agendas. If it is true that the contemporary
meaning of punishment is fashioned through these relation-
ships, then the most effective abolitionist strategies will
contest these relationships and propose alternatives that
pull them apart. What, then, would it mean to imagine a
system in which punishment is not allowed to become the
source of corporate profit? How can we imagine a society in
which race and class are not primary determinants of pun-
ishment? Or one in which punishment itself is no longer the
central concern in the making of justice?

An abolitionist approach that seeks to answer questions
such as these would require us to imagine a constellation o.
alternative strategies and institutions, with the ultimate
aim of removing the prison from the social and ideologica
landscapes of our society. In other words, we would not be
looking for prisonlike substitutes for the prison, such a
house arrest safeguarded by electronic surveillance
bracelets. Rather, positing decarceration as our overarching
strategy, we would try to envision a continuum of alterna
tives to imprisonment—demilitarization of schools, revital
ization of education at all levels, a health system that pro
vides free physical and mental care to all, and a justice sys
tem based on reparation and reconciliation rather than retri
bution and vengeance.

The creation of new institutions that lay claim to th
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their intimate lives as a direct consequence of pandemics of
violence that continue to be legitimized by ideological and
legal structures.

Within the United States, the “battered women’s syn-
drome” legal defense reflects an attempt to argue that a
woman who kills an abusive spouse should not be convict-
ed of murder. This defense has been abundantly criticized,
both by detractors and proponents of feminism; the former
do not want to recognize the pervasiveness and dangers of
intimate violence against women and the latter challenge
the idea that the legitimacy of this defense resides in the
assertion that those who kill their batterers are not respon-
sible for their actions. The point feminist movements
attempt to make—regardless of their specific positions on
battered women’s syndrome—is that violence against
women is a pervasive and complicated social problem that
cannot be solved by imprisoning women who fight back
against their abusers. Thus, a vast range of alternative strate-
gies of minimizing violence against women—within inti-
mate relationships and within relationships to the state—
should be the focus of our concern.

The alternatives toward which I have gestured thus far—
and this is only a small selection of examples, which can
also include job and living wage programs, alternatives to
the disestablished welfare program, community-based recre-
ation, and many more—are associated both directly and
indirectly with the existing system of criminal justice. But,
however mediated their relation might be to the current sys
tem of jails and prisons, these alternatives are attempting to
reverse the impact of the prison industrial complex on ou
world. As they contest racism and other networks of socia
domination, their implementation will certainly advance
the abolitionist agenda of decarceration.
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Creating agendas of decarceration and broadly casting the
net of alternatives helps us to do the ideological work of
pulling apart the conceptual link between crime and punish-
ment. This more nuanced understanding of the social role of
the punishment system requires us to give up ourusual way
of thinking about punishment as an inevitable consequence
of crime. We would recognize that “punishment” does not
follow from “crime” in the neat and logical sequence offered
by discourses that insist on the justice of imprisonment, but
rather punishment—primarily through imprisonment {and
sometimes death)—is linked to the agendas of politicians, the
profit drive of corporations, and media representations of
crime. Imprisonment is associated with the racialization of
those most likely to be punished. It is associated with their
class and, as we have seen, gender structures the punishment
system as well. If we insist that abolitionist alternatives
trouble these relationships, that they strive to disarticulate
crime and punishment, race and punishment, class and pun-
ishment, and gender and punishment, then our focus must
not rest only on the prison system as an isolated institution
but must also be directed at all the social relations that sup-
port the permanence of the prison.

An attempt to create a new conceptual terrain for imag-
ining alternatives to imprisonment involves the ideclogical
work of questioning why “criminals” have been constituted
as a class and, indeed, a class of human beings undeserving
of the civil and human rights accorded to others. Radical
criminologists have long pointed out that the category “law-
breakers” is far greater than the category of individuals who
are deemed criminals since, many point out, almost all of us
have broken the law at one time or another. Even President
Bill Clinton admitted that he had smoked marijuana at one
time, insisting, though, that he did not inhale. However,

acknowledged disparities in the intensity of police surveil-
lance—as indicated by the present-day currency of the term
“racial profiling” which ought to cover far more territory
than “driving while black or brown”—account in part for
racial and class-based disparities in arrest and imprisonment
rates. Thus, if we are willing to take seriously the conse-
quences of a racist and class-biased justice system, we will
reach the conclusion that enormous numbers of people are
in prison simply because they are, for example, black,
Chicano, Vietnamese, Native American or poor, regardiess
of their ethnic background. They are sent to prison, not so
much because of the crimes they may have indeed commit-
ted, but largely because their communities have been crim-
inalized. Thus, programs for decriminalization will not only
have to address specific activities that have been criminal-
ized—such as drug use and sex work—but also criminalized
populations and communities.

It is against the backdrop of these more broadly conceived
abolitionist alternatives that it makes sense to take up the
question of radical transformations within the existing jus-
tice system. Thus, aside from minimizing, through various
strategies, the kinds of behaviors that will bring people into
contact with the police and justice systems, there is the ques-
tion of how to treat those who assault the rights and bodies
of others. Many organizations and individuals both in the
United States and other countries offer alternative modes of
making justice. In limited instances, some governments have
attempted to implement alternatives that range from conflict
resolution to restorative or reparative justice. Such scholars
as Herman Bianchi have suggested that crime needs to be
defined in terms of tort and, instead of criminal law, should
be reparative law. In his words, “[The lawbreaker] is thus no
longer an evil-minded man or woman, but simply a debtor, a

liable person whose human duty is to take responsibility for
his or her acts, and to assume the duty of repair.”132

There is a growing body of literature on reshaping sys-
tems of justice around strategies of reparation, rather than
retribution, as well as a growing body of experiential evi-
dence of the advantages of these approaches to justice and of
the democratic possibilities they promise. Instead of
rehearsing the numerous debates thathave emerged over the
last decades—including the most persistent question, “What
will happen to the murderers and rapists?”—I will conclude
with a story of one of the most dramatic successes of these
experiments in reconciliation. I refer to the case of Amy
Biehl, the white Fulbright scholar from Newport Beach,
California, who was killed by young South African men in
Guguletu, a black township in Capetown, South Africa.

In 1993, when South Africa was on the cusp of its transi-
tion, Amy Biehl was devoting a significant amount of her
time as a foreign student to the work of rebuilding South
Africa. Nelson Mandela had been freed in 1990, but had not
yet been elected president. On August 25, Biehl was driving
several black friends to their home in Guguletu when a
crowd shouting antiwhite slogans confronted her, and some
of them stoned and stabbed her to death. Four of the men
participating in the attack were convicted of her murder and
sentenced to eighteen years in prison. In 1997, Linda and
Peter Biechl—Amy’s mother and father—decided to support
the amnesty petition the men presented to the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission. The four apologized to the
Biehls and were released in July 1998. Two of them—Easy
Nofemela and Ntobeko Peni—later met with the Biehls,
who, despite much pressure to the contrary, agreed to see
them.133 According to Nofemela, he wanted to say more
about his own sorrow for killing their daughter than what

hadbeen possible during Truth and Reconciliation hearings.
“I know you lost a person you love,” he says he told them
during that meeting. “I want you to forgive me and take me
as your child.”134

The Biehls, who had established the Amy Biehl
Foundation in the aftermath of their daughter’s death, asked
Nofemela and Peni to work at the Guguletu branch of the
foundation. Nofemela became an instructor in an after
school sports program and Peni an administrator. In June
2002, they accompanied Linda Biehl to New York, where
they all spoke before the American Family Therapy
Academy on reconciliation and restorative justice. In a
Boston Globe interview, Linda Biehl, when asked how she
now feels about the men who killed her daughter, said, “
have a lot of love for them.” After Peter Biehl died in 2002,
shebought two plots of land for them in memory of her hus-
band so that Nofemela and Peni can build their own
homes.135 A few days after the September 11 attacks, the
Biehls had been asked to speak at a synagogue in their com-
munity. According to Peter Biehl, “We tried to explain that
sometimes it pays to shut up and listen to what other peo-
ple have to say, to ask: ‘Why do these terrible things hap-
pen? instead of simply reacting.”136

ARE PRISONS OBSOLETE?
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