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INTRODUCTION
By Mary Jane Jacob, Executive Director of Exhibitions and Exhibition Studies
at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago

Making art—the art that comprises RISK—takes form and garners content 
through process. This process lives on in the individuals involved or touched by 
this art. All art does, or can do this, and we can even say this is the operational, 
Deweyian definition of art: art lives in and through those who experience it.[1] 
But, in fact, not all art does, not just because it might fall short of a certain level 
of quality or artistic achievement, but also because something in the environ-
ment intervenes, taking us away from being with even great art in the moment 
so that we never find our centeredness with the work and the artist’s prompt 
remains unfulfilled. But this art, the art of risk, draws from what is around us so 
that the environment or condition in which we live enriches the work and then 
allows it to continue to resonate over time. Has the devolution of the art experi-
ence over the 20th century into a museum encounter led us to this point where 
art demands a more overt relation between artists and audience as makers and 
participants? Did we need to take a deep breath, start again by front-loading experi-
ence, building it into the process, so that the art experience might occur and endure?

Art in this exhibition is at once there to see and not, yet to unfold as it is activat-
ed and changed over the weeks on view, taking on evidences of the experiences 
and attesting to the use of art. It’s a platform for speech, a place for lunch, a 
stage for others. Samantha Hill and Faheem Majeed double up, compound-
ing efforts, then welcome further collaboration. Even before these activities 
happened they began to be enacted (or eaten) on the night the show opened. 
Much more will follow….but I might pause to reflect on one work more “finished’ 
than others, already peopled, even though it will continue to ask questions of 
others and afford their engagement. Kirsten Leenaars’ video Under Construc-
tion might deceive us by being presented in the requisite gallery black box. It 
surely seduces us with the beauty of the rich, velvety background against which 
persons perform their roles: clumsily propping up “h-a-p-p-i-n-e-s-s,” singing and 
playing games. How did those policemen get in there with these high school 
students and what about those other adults? None of the participants were 
actors, rather they are members of the Edgewater community. Their engagement 
testifies to the realization that it is only through the lived process that this work came 

about. Those we see giving themselves—took the risk—to be part of what this artist 
imagined. Now in this show they project back onto us and we project ourselves onto 
them: empathy!

Empathy. This happens in the creation and the experiencing of this art. The 
process of its making—organic, generative, intensive—is constantly moving, re-
sponding along the way rather than going accordingly to a fixed plan. It is a lived, 
human process. In the field we often summarize this as “negotiation,” but in ac-
tuality it is more nuanced and more real. It is an understanding and empathy is 
the platform upon which this understating rests. Things tacitly known by a group 
or conflictually tangled with, nonetheless, go forward, because for those living 
the process the risk of not trying is greater than the failure of the attempt. Having 
seized on the urgency or necessity of the process, the work remains with them 
long after a show, for some forever. At once it transforms them as they transform 
the work, integrating the experience of it into their lives. For those seemingly 
less affected, beware: this work keeps doing its job and can come back in time 
to have an unexpected effect. So to appreciate RISK’s claim that social practice 
reveals our mutual dependencies, is to understand that mutual does not mean 
the same experience for everyone. That’s the beauty of experience after all.

But what kind of risk are we talking about? The risk of the relation. Here failure 
is personalized because process is embodied in persons engaged over some 
length of time, whether short or long, and who become known to artists as the 
artists become known by them. It’s polar opposite to that of the gallery visitor 
whose experience, if known at all, is tracked in less-than-felt ways. So while the 
experience is risky, it’s the beauty of having deep, direct experience that makes 
it worth the risk.  Yet if, as this show posits, risk emerges from an empathetic 
pact—the extension of one’s self to another, the idea that we can feel the feelings 
of others, and that there is value in that bond—then there is a risk that we might 
not connect.

Video still by Kirsten Leenaars.
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We study the self to know the self. 
We know the self to forget the self. 

We forget the self to know all others.

As the 13th-century Genjokoan of Zen Master Dōgen goes,[2] we are not only in 
an inextricable relationship in sharing the Earth, but also we are bound to each 
other to realize ourselves. For Dewey, it was only as “social individuals,” as he 
termed it, that we could realize ourselves. There has been much critical conster-
nation (and suspicion) around why members of the public would give themselves 
over to artists’ social practice projects. Accordingly, a reply has been that they 
are manipulated or exploited for the artists’ own careerist ends. This is part of a 
misguided thesis that in calling for critical distance in social practice expunges 
empathy from the argument. Have these critics ever fully, really, experienced 
social practice works, giving themselves to the process?

Art, as Dewey saw it, was a means of making meaning, and finding meaning is 
what we do when we consciously live life. This, as we have seen, necessitates 
looking both inwardly and outwardly beyond oneself. In the early 1990s a 
once-powerful and fierce Chicago art collector said in my presence that he was 
fed-up with hearing about “self-esteem art.” A century before in Chicago Dewey 
had awoken to the power of art to engender a sense of belonging that conferred 
both self-affirmation and self-situatedness in society.[3] Turn-of-the-last-century 
immigrants in this city in Dewey’s time had no exclusive claim to alienation; 
disconnection takes many forms and springs from various sources over one’s 
lifetime. To address this Dewey, as we today, drew upon art’s exceptional ability 
to provide a glimpse of something greater. To put faith in the power of art is to 
confront the human condition of powerlessness that in the flux of life is always 
lurking for everyone regardless of station. 

When an artist’s project and the exchanges embedded in the process offer the 
chance to feel a sense of connectedness, there is a sensation of hope. This art, 
in being open to risk, models the openness to see things differently. Therein, we 

find the potential. And in the end isn’t our sense of agency more rooted in seeing 
potential than having power?  “The function of art,” Dewey said, “has always 
been to break through the crust of conventionalized and routine consciousness. 
Common things…not things rare and remote, are means with which the deeper 
levels of life are touched so that they spring up as desire and thought. This 
process is art.”[4] It is these “common things” that are the materials of social 
practice and with them artists are breathing life back into the art experience.

Yet common everyday things are not easy—not in life or when they make that 
transformative, transgressive move into art. It’s a risky operation, a task that 
takes care. So this socially engaged art practice has made greater demands 
on the curator’s role, but in turn helped define it in essential ways by bringing 
us back to this art-world job’s Latin roots: curare, to care for and to heal. In this 
process-based work, curators care for all the steps that make the work come into 
being so it can live; in this socially committed work, they care because they know 
this work matters. Risk and empathy are the unstable, but ultimately satisfying, 
foundation on which they work. This is what Amy Mooney and Neysa Page-Lieberman 
have undertaken and for which they showed foresight, commitment, and a good 
deal of courage. Now, with the artists, they pass the task on to audiences to live it.

1 John Dewey’s Art As Experience (New York: Minton, Balch & Company, 1934).

2 Frederic William Lieber, The Legacy of Empathy: History of a Psychological Concept 
(dissertation, Indiana University, 1995): 118.

3 See my essay “Like Minded: Jane Addams, John Dewey, and László Moholy-Nagy,” 
in Chicago Makes Modern: How Creative Minds Changed Society (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2012): 11-29.

4 Dewey, The Public and Its Problems in John Dewey: The Later Works, Volume 2: 
1925-1927 Jo Ann Boydston, ed. (Carbondale, Illinois: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1984): 349-350.
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THE QUANDARY OF SOCIAL 
PRACTICE: WHY EMPATHY? WHY RISK?
Amy M. Mooney, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Art History and Neysa Page-Lieberman, Director and 
Curator of the Department of Exhibitions, Performance and Student Spaces, Colombia College Chicago 

RISK: Empathy, Art and Social Practice considers the 
reciprocal role that empathy and risk play within the 
context of Chicago’s burgeoning social practice movement. 
The work included in the exhibition is divergent in medium, 
content and scope, but shares an interest in initiating and 
negotiating relationships through personal interaction.

To varying degrees, the participating artists extend themselves to others, risking 
the personal and the political. RISK highlights some of the most exciting projects 
emerging in this field and explores the motivations and expectations of social 
art practice. From Edgewater to Greater Grand Crossing, we invited viewers to 
traverse the neighborhoods where these actions took place and to engage in a 
robust series of programs and projects.

Looking to the city as a whole, we sought a wide-reaching network of sites, 
places, groups and neighborhoods that reflect the goal of unifying people in 
order to expand our understanding of ourselves and each other. The Chicago 
RISK map illustrates how artist-generated collaborations form points of 
connectivity and reveals socially engaged “hot-spots.” The initial exhibition 
partners—6018North, Hyde Park Art Center and Rebuild Foundation—are now 
joined by dozens more, including Chicago High School for the Arts, Civic Lab, En 
Las Tablas Performing Arts, Hemlock of Illinois, Museum of Contemporary Art, 
and Sacred Keepers Sustainability Youth Garden. The artists and organizations 
demonstrate how reciprocity, mutual dependence, interconnectedness and civic 
engagement occur not only on the level of the individual makers, but also within 
the organizations and communities that support and drive their work.

CHICAGO’S SHARED SOCIAL EXPERIENCE

Community engagement has played a central role in Chicago’s cultural scene. 
From classes at the historic Hull House to the establishment of the South Side 
Community Art Center, art was expected to provide a social opportunity. More 
recently, a significant number of Chicago artists have generated projects that go 
beyond a mutual experience, creating situations that rely on public participation. 
Collaboration and dialogue serve as tools central to the realization of this art 
form. In neighborhoods, community centers, museums and galleries, the efforts 
of socially engaged projects point to a growing movement toward interdepen-
dence rather than separation. Using formats that challenge our expectations of 
“art,” such as potlucks, story exchanges or dance parties, the artists produce a 
myriad of creative experiences, all working toward establishing relationships and 
connecting communities. To do so, the artists and their participants rely upon 
two linked phenomena: empathy and risk.

Drawing from the world of relational aesthetics, artists often employ empathy 
in their work when crossing social boundaries, seeking cooperation and the 
formation of new communities. Social practice reveals our mutual dependencies 
upon one another, yet the generosity, acceptance and reciprocity that such work 
demands is difficult to establish and even more challenging to sustain. Current 
evaluative determinants of “success” and “failure” fall short of explaining the ex-
perience of projects that are porous, in flux and process-based. The importance 
of reciprocity and the constant and careful work that its facilitation requires 

is something that many of the artists in RISK acknowledge. Yet the numerous 
meetings, emails and personal conversations that generate the projects are 
often only known to the artists and those involved. Further, the value of feeling 
included and socially accepted may not be readily quantifiable. 

Given the challenges of this art form, this survey exhibition considers how artists 
and collectives negotiate the efficacy, ethics and risks inherent in its realization. 
For many, “risk” implies an evaluative matrix of the extent to which one can 
sustain and maintain a practice during a period of uncertainty. Following the 
polemical assertions of Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society, we imagine a modern era of 
calculable outcomes and known circumstances that guide our decision making 
and daily interactions. For the artists in RISK, the ethical question of making 
such projections prominently plays out in their work. The contingency between if/
then, and/or, us/them constitutes a reality that is continually under negotiation. 
As such, the forms realized in the gallery serve as placeholders, symbolic of the 
artists’ broader practice and its reflexivity to people and their environments. In 
short, RISK challenges the negative connotations of the “culture of dependency” 
and calls out for a reconsideration of one’s relationship with self, society and site.

MOVING WITHIN AND WITHOUT: THE ART OF RISK

For those within the art scene, the nomenclature of this sort of socially engaged 
work varies—relational aesthetics, new genre public art, participatory art—yet 
it is increasingly difficult to categorize and ever-expanding. Recent publica-
tions such as Tom Finkelpearl’s What We Made: Conversations on Art and Social 
Cooperation and Claire Bishop’s Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics 
of Spectatorship testify to the contemporary relevance of this art form and its 
contested development. For Finkelpearl, “social cooperation” best describes the 
intellectual rigor that marks the negotiations of these ambitious and demanding 
projects that leave indelible marks on our civic consciousness, later influencing 
our sense of political enfranchisement. In contrast, Bishop is wary of the nego-
tiations between points of reciprocity and altruism, concerned that too many 
projects border on social work, reflecting the aspirations of “do gooders and 
hand-wringers” rather than the critical practices of artists. Other voices note that 
the rise in social practice parallels the loss of government entitlements and the 
proliferation of austerity measures.

Beyond these academic realms, the enactment of social practice is equally 
charged. The distinction between what is done for the community versus done 
with the community is significant. Too often, community members are asked to 
participate in such projects, but rarely consulted in the formation of objectives 
and structure. It is for this reason that several of the artists in RISK generate plat-
forms that can be utilized by the community, projecting the artists’ concern for 
their interests into the public realm. For example, Faheem Majeed’s Shacks and 
Shanties consists of dwelling-like structures with “front porch” stages for invited 
artists and neighbors to perform, gather and meet. Earlier manifestations, in an 
abandoned lot in Bronzeville and a rooftop in Hyde Park, provided a crossroads 
for “visiting” and nearby artists and neighbors to connect and experience each 
others’ work. Months of meetings, interviews and public conversations precede 
the choice of location, the start of building and the planning of program-
ming. The process of programming must stay fluid, constantly responding to 
audience desires and adversary critiques. For RISK, Majeed had to consider how 
presenting this work in an academic art gallery would impact its meaning for 
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audiences ranging from first year students to South Loop residents. He blended 
the emerging with the established, inviting Columbia College student Khalfani 
from Impolite Society to perform with the legendary post-industrial rock band 
ONO. Similarly, Columbia students infiltrated the Margaret Burroughs Collective, 
paying homage to the artist/activist who established the DuSable Art Museum. 
People gravitate toward the Shacks as its warm and worn surfaces breathe life 
into the space and provide a welcoming and engaging platform.

Like Majeed’s dependence on communities to activate his work, Kirsten 
Leenaars believes that individuals have an inherent desire to feel connected 
to others. Relationship-building, story-gathering, sharing and carefully estab-
lished trust are central to her practice as she delves into the hopes, aspirations 
and dreams of the people she works with. As a self-professed story collector, 
Leenaars gathers, archives and readapts others’ stories into collective nar-
ratives, often performed live or filmed in a soap opera format. The video and 
live performances of Not In Another Place, But This Place... (Happiness) is the 
culmination of a two year period that was initiated by the Edgewater gallery and 
performance site, 6018North. For this piece, Leenaars explored the political 
nature of happiness, guided by questions such as, “Who is responsible for happi-
ness?” and “How can individual perceptions about happiness be translated into 
a collective story?” As a neighborhood artist-in-residence, Leenaars immersed 
herself in the Edgewater community, establishing the “Bureau for Investigation of 
Strategies for Happiness, Community and Policy Development,” a pop-up space 
used to conduct interviews. Neighbors, city workers, local policy makers, the 
Alderman, community activists, students—anybody who felt like walking into her 
office—were welcomed to talk about what happiness meant to them. She invited 
these participants to be her artistic collaborators using the months of interviews 
to generate a loose script for Happiness. Some of the participants joined the cast 
and nearby Senn High School became the set for production of this three-chan-
nel immersive video installation. In conjunction with the exhibition, live perfor-
mances of the original score for the video were performed at 6018North by 
composer Dan Bitney and musicians Matthew Lux and Leroy Bahh, deepening 
the experience for those who saw their contributions realized for the first time.

Other artists in RISK use the community-driven model as a means for exposing a 
specific societal or political issue, revealing perspectives too often left out of the 
media spotlight. Cheryl Pope’s Just Yell project draws together youth from several 
neighborhoods and schools that are most affected by gun violence, whose voices 
are rarely given a public platform. Inspired by high school students’ personal 
experiences, Pope asks the students to write, perform and design, seeking new 
ways to attract the public’s attention. This collaborative and bold work manifests 
in finely crafted banners, artist books, and other visual and performance-based 
forms. For RISK, Pope invited students from Chicago High School for the Arts 
and the Museum of Contemporary Art’s Teen Creative Agency to create and 

perform a series of public events that explore how we grieve and remember 
teens who have died from gun violence. In a performance called Silence the 
Silence, students led visitors through the museum, stopping to punctuate 
moments through spoken word, song and dance. The performance culminated 
with an offering of white roses—one for every young person killed in the past 
year—leaving a chilling tribute on the gallery floor. Many of the students involved 
have been personally affected by gun violence and shared their own stories of 
loss, sorrow, rage and hope through their words and movement, leaving a lasting 
impact on their audience witnesses.

With a similar intention, Jim Duignan’s Stockyard Institute has invested decades 
into creating and sustaining a creative platform for the voices of youth affected 
by gang violence. Making efforts to secure the anonymity of those involved, 
Duignan seeks out “safe” places (often in abandoned buildings) for participants 
to gather, share, write and produce work. Recognizing that having a platform 
to speak can be rare, Duignan offers this fully equipped mobile podium, for 
both formal and informal presentations and discussions. The Social Podium for 
a Public Rehearsal can be pulled into a public arena or into an intimate quiet 
space and is available for anyone’s use. The piece is designed to encourage 
people to develop a practice and process for public speaking. The artist envisions 
the gallery as a studio, a unique space and opportunity to build one’s agency and 
audience. Inside the podium, speakers will find materials, booklets and resourc-
es to guide their presentations, reflecting Duignan’s longtime commitment 
to pedagogy. The accompanying Venn diagram depicts the overlap between key 
elements of personal, physical and psychological states of public versus private 
speaking. Throughout the duration of the exhibition, Duignan invited anonymous 
groups as well as established advocacy collectives such as Proyecto Algarabía 
to join him in the gallery for workshops to engage in the transformative power of 
public speaking.

Active political engagement also informs the work of the collective Museum of 
Contemporary Phenomenon (MCP). Working in numerous neighborhoods and 
with a range of issues, the group asserts that apathy is not what prevents individ-
uals and communities from political engagement. Rather, it is a lack of access to 
systems and tools that hampers their enfranchisement. In an effort to continue 
broad work and activity, the group partnered with Civic Lab to produce I, Citizen, 
a role-playing game to empower those who want to speak for or fight against an 
issue. During the exhibition, MCP offered a series of workshops to explore strat-
egies for increasing public participation in the essential acts of citizenship. The 
gallery installation served as the participants’ portal, where potential MAKERS, 
PLAYERS and WATCHERS chose roles and received their first assignments. These 
designations helped to identify the interdependency of political systems and the 
ways that we can shift our degrees of engagement and responsibility as citizens. 
As the projects, tools and experience of the game developed, players of I, Citizen 
realized true participatory democracy consists of more than a mouse click.

Video still by Devin Cain picturing live footage of 
Cecil McDonald’s Video Dance Party.

Students visit from 
Changing Worlds /Dream Chicago. 

Photo by David Weathersby.
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Alberto Aguilar’s dinner parties and Potluck: Chicago’s meal-sharing events are 
inspired by the desire to form connections and ask participants to take certain 
risks along the way. The universal enjoyment of sharing a meal with others forms 
the basis for their multidisciplinary presentations. For RISK, Aguilar construct-
ed the Lunchroom Expanse installation where he offered bi-weekly catered 
lunches to foster the appreciation of the nourishing role that meal-sharing 
and place-making plays in our daily lives. Aguilar built this installation first and 
foremost as an aesthetic arrangement, something he feels can get lost in social 
practice. Constructed with a minimal selection of domestic materials, this space 
presents simultaneous visual obstructions and mirrored expansions. This place 
of uncertainty and anticipation reflects the experience of meeting and sharing 
a meal with strangers. Aguilar has a rich history of creating experimental dinner 
parties for guests comprised mostly of strangers. His invitations and agendas 
are shrouded in mystery, encouraging his participants to take a leap into the 
unknown and cross boundaries of comfort. In return, he strives to entertain, 
surprise and inspire his guests. His second piece for RISK wove poetry, perfor-
mance and gift-giving into the fabric of a real-life wedding for a real-life couple 
married at City Hall, but who could not afford to host their own wedding. Aguilar 
offered the couple a “free, artist-designed wedding” where their nuptials would 
be celebrated by unknown invitees and passersby alike, extending a private life 
event into a public celebration. Staged as Wedding to the Unknown, the multicul-
tural event kicked off with an American Indian ceremony, which led into a five 
course meal, all provided by Aguilar’s artist-collaborators. Guests were treated to 
henna tattooing, recipe sharing, an elaborate cake, and finally a ritual-led cleaning 
performance, all of which played out to a score of R&B music, mixed on vintage 
vinyl recordings by a live dj.

In preparation for the exhibition, Potluck: Chicago, a collective formed through 
Columbia College’s civic engagement program, hosted four collective meals 
around the city, soliciting recipes for comfort food. Their efforts underscore the 
ways that food can cut across cultural divides. Though many come to the table as 
strangers, they leave knowing of their shared experiences of immigration, family 
and cooking, as well as their commitments to neighborhood diversity and com-
munity improvement. Potluck’s interactive installation in RISK drew visitors of 
all ages, who pulled up chairs, wrote their favorite comfort recipes from memory 
and clipped their cards on to ever-expanding strands of other peoples’ recipes. 
During the exhibition, the collective hosted three more potlucks, soliciting even more 
contributions for their recipe box that will be shared with audiences across Chicag

The cultivation of food also informs the work of Fereshteh Toosi and her manifold 
RISK project, which incorporated storytelling, history, agriculture, healing and 
multisensory experiences. During the exhibition, the artist tended to multiple 
installations of Anxiety Garden (both on and off-site) which focused on the ther-
apeutic properties of gardening for self-care and medicine and simultaneously 
addressed the political anxieties of contemporary culture. From jars of Iranian 
pickled garlic to oyster mushrooms grown on economics books to the cultivation 
and distribution of medicinal herbs, Toosi considers the intersection between 
food production and public policy, underscoring the economic and cultural risks 
that dictate our diet. Toosi’s work celebrates ancestral wisdom and the ethics 
of “do-it-together” ecologies. She draws from a belief that folk traditions and 
community gardening can be sites of resistance to individualization. In close con-
sultation with her mother, family recipes and traditions, Toosi held a number of 
interactive events that addressed the intersection of food, culture and empathy. 
Operation Pickle focused on Persian new year traditions and homemade Iranian 
pickled garlic (torshi-eh seer), known as Seven-Year Pickle because it is left to age 

The participating artists extend 
themselves to others, risking the 
personal and the political.

Potluck performing at Wedding to the Unknown. 
Photo by David Ettinger.

Fereshteh Toosi leading Heritage Tea Time event. 
Photo by Jess Zambrano.

Risky Encounters performance.
Photo by Kelsey Lindsey.
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imposition and response that artists expect from their audiences as well as the 
audience’s expectations for interactivity and inclusivity. Her humorous contribu-
tion references carnival cutouts where viewers can assume different identities 
by inserting their heads and taking a photo. Using a caricature of her previous 
projects, she queries whether audiences really want to authentically connect 
with others or merely accumulate the signs and experiences of participatory 
culture. Mills exposes how engaging in and documenting one’s participation 
does not necessarily correspond with a sincere commitment to social change. 
Further, the artist asks if the context of an art gallery or museum diminishes the 
power of social engagement, or validates its artistic value. Many visitors took the 
artist’s tongue in cheek critique with a grain of salt, and accepted Mills’ good-hu-
mored invitation to Step Right Up and smile for the camera.

The limitations of our social engagement are further interrogated by the collabo-
rative efforts of Industry of the Ordinary (IOTO). Working with Hemlock of Illinois, 
a “death with dignity” organization, IOTO seeks to address our continued social 
relationships with the deceased as well as our own struggle to come to terms 
with mortality. During the exhibition, and beyond, the artists offer contracts in 
which they promise to create a portrait of the participant upon her or his death. 
As part of the agreement, the subject relinquishes control over the display and 
promulgation of the resulting image, potentially allowing for a distribution of their 
portrait within an unknown context. Participants begin to form a group whose 
only connection is a similar desire to be depicted postmortem. Interested parties 
contact IOTO through email to arrange an initial consultation to discuss their 
motivation for participation. Following the precedent of a pre-paid funeral, the 
portrait commission will involve a set of aesthetic choices for sitters to make, 
yet the final likeness will never be seen by them. This project is an extension of a 
larger inquiry as to the role of the portrait in society. For their recent mid-career 
survey at the Chicago Cultural Center, the collective commissioned seventy-one 
portraits of themselves from Chicago-based artists. The intention of the project 
was threefold; to create a collective work that reveals the artists behind the 
portraits; to reflect on the place of the portrait in contemporary art practice; 
and to consider the motivations behind the enduring urge to fashion a likeness. 
Certainly, a portrait promises immortality, yet the uncertainties of this project 
undermine the expectations of mimesis and memory.

CONCLUSION AND LOOKING FORWARD

Chicago has had a significant role in supporting and generating the imaginative 
experiments that fill the city. From John Dewey to Jane Addams to Emmanuel 
Pratt, we are the inheritors of the pragmatic progressives’ vision of the social 
experience of art. Pivotal organizations and sites such as Dorchester Projects, 
Experimental Station, South Side Hub of Production and Stockyard Institute are 
the present day manifestations of these ideals. Local cultural makers, produc-
ers and advocates keep Chicago in the international spotlight. Tricia Van Eck, 
founder of the alternative exhibition space 6018North, presents the cutting-edge 
of social art practice in Chicago, introducing countless artists into the public art 
dialogue. Her program RISKY ENCOUNTERS, which accompanied the RISK exhibi-
tion, demonstrated how audience participation directly affects artistic production 
and reception. Ever aware of the flux of public engagement, curator Mary Jane 
Jacob is launching an exhibition and series of books that examine the historical 
precedents for Chicago’s explosive social art scene. Co-produced with artist and 
educator Pablo Helguera, this multi-tiered project, A Proximity of Consciousness: 
Art and Social Action, considers Chicago as a crossroads for socially conscious 
art where the last two decades of social projects can be traced back to the city’s 
activist thinkers and movements of the early twentieth century. The artists, 
curators and collaborators of RISK embrace this legacy, and through risk and 
empathy, push it forward.

for seven years before consumption. Another event featured the transplanting of 
seedlings of powerful medicinal herbs—skullcap, valerian, St. John’s Wort—from 
the gallery to the College’s outdoor Papermakers’ Garden where Toosi intends to 
maintain and distribute them indefinitely.

Another mode of social practice is demonstrated through the portrait driven pho-
tography and archival culling by Samantha Hill and Cecil McDonald, Jr. Through 
capturing and gathering likenesses, the two artists create narratives that 
illustrate the fluid shift between individual and collective identities. McDonald 
haunts public dance events, taking pictures by the hundreds. Hill roams estate 
sales to collect intriguing, discarded portraits. The artists display their work in 
ways that not only reveal fleeting moments, but also suggest social relationships 
that could fill lost chapters of history. Both are drawn to dance, as a unifying 
form of expression and as a historical marker of significant cultural moments. 
McDonald’s work is driven by Chicago House music and involves taking pictures 
of dancers, dj’s and onlookers, acknowledging the city’s deep influence on the 
international currency and political agency of this musical form. With Columbia’s 
Black Student Union and a crew of cinematographers, McDonald and DJ Sadie 
Woods held a dance party to launch RISK, recording the virtuosic “flash” of 
dancers in both still and video formats. Culling through the footage, McDonald 
then layered in clips from a wide array of sources—from a 1950s science fiction 
film called Tarantula to the agility and trickery of the Martinique dance, Ag’ya 
Danmye Ladja, to a frenzied excising of a person afflicted with tarantism—to 
demonstrate the universal and collective ecstasy generated through dance. 
During the exhibition, McDonald invited the dancers to a public forum to discuss 
their representations, investigating the tensions between how one sees oneself 
versus how that self is viewed by others.

Samantha Hill’s transdisciplinary practice is inspired by archiving, portraiture, 
oral recordings and artful facilitations. By capturing and collecting individuals’ 
likenesses and their personal stories, Hill builds narratives and reclaims history. 
Often working on site-specific projects, she conducts extensive interviews 
with neighbors and walk-ins to her roving “studio.” Her current work focuses 
on Bronzeville where she produces and collects vintage tintype photographs, 
forming the basis for a Swing era “happening,” called Stompin’ at the Parkway 
Ballroom. This historic venue, with its jazz legacy, complements Hill’s intent of 
connecting contemporary audiences with the historic relevance of the Great 
Migration and the Chicago Black Renaissance. Further RISK projects included 
a satellite installation at Hyde Park Art Center, where Hill constructed an inter-
active map of her collection process and invited the public to make the events 
and stories of the Bronzeville Renaissance more visible by adding their personal 
responses to the display. For the Glass Curtain Gallery, Hill told the story of 
Sherry Williams, founder of the Bronzeville Historical Society. Using photographs, 
recordings and projections within the interior of Faheem Majeed’s Shack, Hill 
crafted The Gatekeeper to connect Williams’ life to the collective experience of the 
Great Migration, noting that like many African Americans, her family relocated to 
Chicago from the south. Through her tribute to this cultural leader, Hill furthers 
the mission of the Bronzeville Historical Society celebrating, educating and 
encouraging the preservation of black life and culture in Chicago.

As previously noted, the relevance and categorization of some forms of social 
practice continues to inspire debate. Projects by Jennifer Mills and Industry of 
the Ordinary take a conceptual approach to social practice, while also subtly 
critiquing the art form. Mills’ collaborators are almost exclusively strangers 
to her, whom she meets during her live performances. With a background in 
improv, she often performs in character and incorporates participants without 
their knowledge or prior agreement. Her work calls into question the degree of 

The relevance and categorization 
of some forms of social practice 
continues to inspire debate.
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ALBERTO 
AGUILAR

Lunch Room Expanse [installation], 2014; and 
Lunch Room Expanse [series of events],
February 14, 26, March 12, 26, April 11, 25 
Building materials, drop leaf table, mirror tile, hat 
rack, blinds, and latex paint. Six lunches were per-
formed during the exhibition for groups of strangers 
who answered a call for participants.

Wedding to Unknown, March 21
An unknown couple was presented with an actual 
wedding and celebratory reception, joined in union 
before a group of strangers. In collaboration with 
Jeremy Blake, Collective Cleaners, David Ettinger, 
Megan Isaacs, Jorge Lucero, Eric May, Potluck: 
Chicago, Edra Soto, Michael Soto, Strawberry Moon 
Women Singers, DJ Mr. Wiggles aka John Phillips 
and Ben Yahola.

“ For me [social practice] is making work with and around 
others...it is giving my work into the hands of others to come 
to new results and outcomes...it is using my interaction 
with others as raw material for making new works and 
conducting experiments...it is leaving the isolated space of 
the studio with the hopes of creating an expansive space 
and a larger conversation.”

Photo by Clare Britt.
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Photo by Ben Greiner.

Photo by David Ettinger.
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Photo by Clare Britt.
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JIM DUIGNAN
Social Podium for a Public Rehearsal, 2014
Reclaimed lumber from Chicago schools, 
centers and parks
 
Private Versus Public Speaking: Notations on a 
Personal History, 2014
Graphite, cardboard and tape

Social Podium: Lauren Lystrup with Proyecto 
Algarabía, April 9
An interactive talk at the podium about using the 
power of art, oral history and popular education to 
develop tools for survival, resistance and shifting 
current paradigms.

“ Through the Stockyard Institute, an artist project started in 
1995, I have explored communities as a form and a force for 
working out questions and building relationships with local 
artists, activists, performers, teachers and residents.”

Social Podium participant, on her 100th birthday. 
Photo by Jim Duignan.
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The Gatekeeper, 2014
Multimedia installation with tintype photography, 
video, and audio. In partnership with Blanc Gallery, 
Bronzeville Historical Society, Hyde Park Art Center, 
Parkway Ballroom, and Sacred Keepers Youth Garden

Stompin’ at the Parkway Ballroom, April 12 
Photography installation and dance event featuring 
live Blues/Jazz/Soul music from Chicago musicians 
at Bronzeville’s historic Parkway Ballroom.

Sweet Tea Party, May 3 
Garden party installation with sweet tea and work-
shops on seed collection at Sacred Keepers Youth 
Garden.

Topographical Depictions of the Bronzeville 
Renaissance, February 2 – May 18 
Interactive, community built installation at 
Hyde Park Art Center.

Photo by Clare Britt.

Photo by Samantha Hill
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“ My project is a collaboration between Bronzeville community 
organizers and myself. I am asking the community to share 
their stories about Bronzeville and access to their archives to 
create an interactive installation for the public. The purpose 
of this project is to create an artwork with the Bronzeville 
community about the area, which will allow the public to expe-
rience the cultural renaissance in an intimate way. Project 
participants will be active collaborators in the art making 
process.”

SAMANTHA HILL

Photo by Clare Britt.
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INDUSTRY OF THE ORDINARY
(ADAM BROOKS AND MATHEW WILSON)

After Life (Post Mortem Relational Aesthetics), 2014 
Frame, photo-sensitive paper, legally binding codicil, 
limited-edition seeded informational cards, informa-
tional cards. In partnership with Hemlock of Illinois.

“ The greatest risk you can 
take is to surrender control 
over the way that you are 
remembered.”

Photo by Clare Britt.

Photo by Clare Britt.
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KIRSTEN LEENAARS
Not In Another Place, But This Place... 
(Happiness), 2013 
Three-channel video installation. Videographers 
Paul Deuth and Will Goss, music composer Dan 
Bitney, audio/sound montage Mathew Jinks.

List of participants: Robert Kane, Mike Specht, 
Paula Basta, Thom Green, Tom Tresser, Lori 
Waxman, Renee Waxman, Ann O’ Connor, Allen 
Stryzack, Bill Van Eck, Liz Joynt Sandberg, Julie De 
Grandpre, Ginger Williams, Camille Laut, Emma 
Sims, Jacob Reedy, TJ Nieset, Sam Goldstein, Keith 
Buchholz, Keith Buchholz jr, Layla Muchnik, Jiyun 
Park, Nick, Kniola, Damian Sandoval, Kimberlee 
Ombalino, Michael Alvarez, Samuel Choi, Zoe Stein-
hardt, Vanessa Manuel, Fermin Espino, Jaylon Allen. 
In collaboration with 6018North.

 “ My projects always start with a set of questions, never with 
an idea of what a work will look like in the end. Responding 
specifically to a given community, situation or site, I start to 
collect personal stories in response to these questions. I see 
this as a collaborative form of research, a process of shared 
vulnerability in which I don’t have all the answers and maybe 
not even all the right questions...In the production phase of 
my video projects this uncertainty is a very creative space for 
me, allowing for fluidity, improvisation, and continuation of a 
responsive process.” 

Photo by Clare Britt.
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FAHEEM MAJEED
“Although all of the Shacks and Shanties have a similar aesthetic, each structure functions 
differently solely because of the surrounding residents, community partners and commu-
nity members. There is no schematic or defined plan for the structures because they are 
defined by what objects I find, the topography of the location, the people I engage in the 
construction, the potential use of the space by community members, etc. Part of the risk 
comes from allowing this organic construction to take place...I would say that as an artist 
engaged in a social practice, much of what I deliver goes beyond what I create directly and 
moves into one part curation and one part program management. Bringing so many artists 
together in an odd or unusual space over a tight period of time is also a risk. Part of my pro-
cess is building relationships over time and engaging in reciprocal trust because, in many 
cases, I am basically handing over the keys.”

Shacks and Shanties, 2014 
Recycled building materials

Performance I @ Shacks and Shanties, March 13 
P. Michael Grego and travis of ONO and Khalfani of 
Impolite Society

Performance II @ Shacks and Shanties, April 2 
Jenae’ Taylor and Viktor Le of the Margaret 
Burroughs Collective

Photo of ONO by Jess Zambrano.
Photo of the Margaret Burroughs Collective 
by Jacob Boll.  
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Photo by Clare Britt.
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Photos by Cecil McDonald, Jr.
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CECIL MCDONALD, JR.
Nice People Dancing to Good House Music, 2014 
Archival pigment prints and video. In collaboration 
with D Cain, Ian Curry, Stephen Flemister and DJ 
Sadie Woods.

Collective Ecstasy: Video Dance Party, January 31 
House music party where the artist captured individu-
als dancing for his work in the exhibition.

“ My works depend on the public for its very existence! I seek 
the public, family, friends and friends of friends to participate 
in my photographs, videos and performances. This initial 
interaction is usually the first layer, often the photograph, 
video, etc. will take place in a public manner/space where 
the public may encounter the interaction. This interaction 
may also be recorded creating a second layer of complexity 
in the final work.”

Photo by Clare Britt.
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JENNIFER MILLS

Step Right Up!, 2014 
Acrylic paint on birch veneer plywood, freestanding 
wood easel. In partnership with Ron Kobold Studio.

“ For this work, I explored the underside 
of empathy and consider the moments 
where that ideal can fall apart. I’m 
interested in the social responsibility of 
working with relationships as a material. 
Works may claim to be giving, when they 
are actually taking advantage of the artist 
or the viewer. In my own practice, I have 
composed hundreds of social exchanges in 
a gallery setting, and the moments when I 
identified more with a ‘circus freak’ than an 
artist began to open up a world of questions 
for me. What were many times real and 
meaningful exchanges could other times 
give way to something entirely different. 
The exchanges that felt from either party to 
be forced, selfish or unproductive gave me 
pause. I feel that loss is possible from su-
perficial or forced exchanges, and I bring this 
to attention with the unrelated, flat figures 
in the circus- themed peep through board.”

Photo by Clare Britt.

Photo by Neysa Page-Lieberman.
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I, Citizen, 2014 
Digital flatbed print on Sintra panels, pamphlets, capsule 
vending machine, buttons, business cards, chair. 
In partnership with The CivicLab.

I, Citizen Game Design Workshop, February 23 
Makers, civic activists, design thinkers, and more 
invented a world-based, real-time game that 
empowers citizens to enact changes in their city 
and beyond.

I, Citizen Game Design Alpha-Test, March 23 
MCP alpha-tested the I, Citizen game with a panel of 
seasoned Chicago activists.

I Citizen Game Beta-Test Weekend, 
April 11 and April 12 
I, Citizen was played in its prototype phase.

“ By placing itself outside the art world and 
in the world of Chicago activism, I, Citizen 
engages everyone who is curious about 
making and playing a game for democratic 
participation with real-life consequences. 
The gallery installation is one portal for par-
ticipants to gain access to a series of public 
events for making and testing the game, 

MUSEUM OF 
CONTEMPORARY 
PHENOMENON
(HELEN SLADE, RASHMI RAMASWAMY AND MIKE NEWMAN)

but a second portal exists online, and with 
our growing community of game MAKERS 
and PLAYERS, our third portal is our actual 
participants. At the completion of the 
exhibition, the game will continue to evolve 
citywide with their help: a living tool to guide 
people through the process of enacting 
meaningful change in the civic realm.”

Photo by Clare Britt.Photo by Mike Newman.
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CHERYL POPE

A Silent I, 2014 
Nylon and tackle twill banners. In partnership with 
Sarah E. Goode Stem Academy.

Just Yell: A Guide Book to Yellers, 2013 
308 page hand bound book, vinyl cover, gold leaf 
stamped, stipple archival paper. In partnership 
with Farragut Career Academy, Lindblom Math and 
Science Academy, William Taft Academic Center, 
Walter Payton College Prep, Alfred Nobel Elementary, 
and Phoenix Military Academy.

Just Yell: Silence the Silence, February 18 
A memorial parade to grieve, acknowledge, and call 
attention to the many Chicago youth killed by gun 
violence. In collaboration with Chicago High School 
for the Arts.

“ In order to offer reactions, ideas, or solutions, one needs to 
step into the situation and consider all the angles. It is in this 
process that the makers will develop empathy to infiltrate 
into their designs. There is then the potential that this 
empathetic consideration embedded in the work will evoke a 
reaction or thought or awareness in the viewer that can lead 
to further empathy.” 

Just Yell: Walk with Me, March 25 
Walk with Me paired visitors one on one with a 
teen to hear a spoken word piece. In collaboration 
with After School Matters, Air Force Academy High 
School, and poet Ayinde Cartman.

Just Yell: Bring to Light, April 22 
Bring to Light is an evening of performances curated 
by the MCA Teen Creative Agency showcasing the 
top Chicago youth living in communities on the 
south and west side. All Just Yell events held at 
Museum of Contemporary Art.

Photo by Clare Britt. Photo of Silence the Silence by James Prinz.
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Photo by Clare Britt.



26

POTLUCK: CHICAGO

Chicago Recipe Box Installation, 2014 
Mixed media installation. In partnership with 
6018North, Dorchester Projects, En Las Tablas 
Performing Arts, From the Roots (formerly known as 
Social Innovation Advocates), North Branch Projects 
and Territory Urban Design Team.

Potluck: Chicago at Dorchester Projects, April 6 
Potluck: Chicago, ReBuild Foundation, and 30 
guests share a comfort food potluck brunch, 
followed by a series of workshops and conversations 
at Dorchester Projects.

“ Through the empathic act of bringing a 
taste of your favorite comfort food from 
your culture to a table of strangers, the 
potluck fosters a connection among 
diverse cultures and generations over the 
common need for nourishment. These 
moments of mutual generosity, when the 
story of one dish is exchanged for another, 
often reveals additional commonalities 
and dependencies among a seemingly 
incompatible group of people.”

Photo by Clare Britt.

Photo by Kelsey Lindsey.
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FERESHTEH TOOSI
Anxiety Garden: Financial Crisis 
Mycoremediation, 2014 
Pleurotus pulmonarius strain of oyster mushroom, 
rye seed, glassware, rubber bands, water, books: 
The Map and the Territory: Risk, Human Nature, and 
the Future of Forecasting by Alan Greenspan, 2013; 
A Practical Guide to Risk Management by Thomas, 
S. Coleman, 2011; The Plan: Big Ideas for America, 
by Rahm Emanuel and Bruce Reed, 2006; Deng 
Xiaoping and the Making of Modern China by Richard 
Evans, 1995; The Risk of Economic Crisis by Martin 
Feldstein, 1991; The Financial Crisis Inquiry Report: 
Final Report of the National Commission on the 
Causes of the Financial and Economic Crisis in the 
United States by Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission, 
2011; The Road to Serfdom: Text and Documents by 
F.A. Hayek, 2007; Margaret Thatcher: The Autobiog-
raphy by Margaret Thatcher, 2013; Memoirs of an 
Unregulated Economist by George Stigler, 2003

Anxiety Garden: Do not open until 2021, 2014 
Glass jars, glass weights, garlic, malt vinegar, sea salt, 
and grape molasses

Anxiety Garden: Green Art + Social Practice (GASP) 
Fair and Reference Library, 2014 
Lemon balm, chamomile, lavender, skullcap, valerian 
seeds, seed-starting soil mix, propagation trays with 
hoods, water, sunlight, and books

“ In the Persian language, there is a common 
expression “ghorbanet beram.” The literal 
English translation is “I will sacrifice myself 
for you” but it simply means “Thank you 
very much.” The structure of Iranian culture 
and language emphasize the importance 
of putting other people before yourself. 
Sometimes this self-deference is sincere 
and advantageous, other times it is a 
facade that can be debilitating. Empathy 
might be a similar kind of etiquette. It is a 
habit of mind that is cultivated long before 
the work is made by an artist. If and when 
my creative processes approach affective 
transformation, I hope that it does so in a 
genuine way, rather than as a token ges-
ture of false virtue.”

Heritage Tea Time, March 10  
Conversational event including sampling heritage and 
heirloom foods and healing tea.

Food for Thought: Operation Pickle, March 18 
While sampling Iranian foods, a group learned 
about Persian new year traditions, including the 
pickling of garlic. In partnership with Asian American 
Cultural Affairs.

Green Art & Social Practice (GASP) Fair, April 25 
Educational micro-presentations about the art of 
science. In collaboration with Koch Unni.

Photo by Clare Britt.

Photo by Clare Britt.
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