
EMPATHY, ART AND SOCIAL PRACTICE



THE QUANDARY OF SOCIAL PRACTICE: 
WHY EMPATHY? WHY RISK? 

“Social practice for me is the act of connecting with 
the public through meaningful actions. These actions 
can be the act of collaborating with the public to 
make the work or creating situations for the public 
to interact with the work. Both situations are an act 
of inclusion into the art world instead of only being 
passive observers of it.”

--Samantha Hill

“Empathy is a leveler of sorts, a reordering of the hier-
archy where the artist produces and hands down to 
the viewer. Empathy assumes that we are connected; 
we want to understand one another, the art process 
with some risk will deepen this understanding.”

--Cecil McDonald, Jr..

“If I am honest about my own privilege, and the symbolic 
power that art can have, then I have a responsibility to 
engage in a public dialogue through my art work. If 
risk is a measurement of potential loss, then it can 
be transformed through our actions, and sometimes 
even through art. Why not gamble on the possibility  
of potential benefits instead?”

--Fereshteh Toosi

CHICAGO’S SHARED SOCIAL EXPERIENCE 

Community engagement has always played a central 
role in Chicago’s cultural scene. From art classes 
at the historic Hull-House to the establishment 
of the South Side Community Art Center, art has 
been viewed as a shared social experience. More 
recently, a significant number of Chicago artists 
have generated projects that go beyond a mutual 
experience, seeking situations that rely on the 
creative participation of a public audience. Collab-
oration and dialogue have become tools central to 
the realization of this art form. In neighborhoods, 
community centers, and even museums and gal-
leries, the efforts of socially engaged projects point 
to a growing movement toward interdependence 
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, yet all work toward 
establishing relationships and connecting communi-
ties. 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 experience of projects that are porous, 
in flux, and process-based. The importance of rec-
iprocity and the constant and careful work that its 
facilitation requires is something that many of the 
artists in RISK acknowledge. Yet the numerous meet-
ings, emails, and personal conversations that generate 
the project are often only known to the artists and 
those involved. In addition, evaluative metrics of their 
work may require long-term tracking, and 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. 

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 themseleves 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 invite viewers to traverse the neighbor-
hoods where these actions are taking 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 diver-
gent people in order to expand our understanding 
of ourselves and each other. The included Chicago 
map illustrates how artist-generated collaborations 
form points of connectivity and saturation, and 
reveal the socially engaged “hotspots” in Chicago. 
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 Sustain-
ability Youth Garden (see full list below). 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. 

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 publications 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 negotiations 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 entitle-
ments 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 the RISK exhibition generate 
platforms that can be utilized by the community,    
projecting the artist’s concern for their interests into 
the public realm. For example, Faheem Majeed’s 
Shacks and Shanties consists of dwelling-like structures 
with “frontporch” stages for invited artists and neigh-
borhood locals to perform, gather, and meet. Majeed 
offers 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. Despite the solid structure of the shack, the 
process of programming and performance must stay 
fluid, constantly responding to audience desires 
and adversary critiques. Similarly, Kirsten Leenaars 
delves into the hopes, aspirations, and dreams of the 
people she works with, using this as the basis of her 
projects. Invited by 6018North to explore the political 
nature of happiness, Leenaars immersed herself in 
the Edgewater community. She invited local residents 
and passersby to be her artistic collaborators and 
months of interviews on the topic of happiness in 
an Edgewater storefront space formed the basis for 
the Not In Another Place, But This Place... (Happiness) 
script. Locals formed the cast too, including children 
and police officers, and Senn High School became the 
set and stage for the production of this three-channel 
immersive video installation that interrogates who is 
responsible for happiness? 

Other artists use the community-driven model as a 
platform for exposing a specific societal or political 
issue that plagues a neighborhood or group, revealing 
stories and perspectives too often left out of the 
spotlight. Cheryl Pope’s Just Yell project drew together 
youth from several neighborhoods and schools that 
are most affected by gun violence, yet rarely given 
the opportunity to express their feelings. Inspired by 
high school students’ personal experiences, she asks 
them to write, perform and design, seeking new ways 
to attract the public’s attention. This collaborative 
and bold work manifests in cheer-type performances, 
finely crafted banners, artist books, and other visual 
performance-based forms. With a similar intention, 
Jim Duignan’s Stockyard Institute has invested 
decades into creating a public and creative platform 
for 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, if not sacred, the artist has built a roving 
podium for the exhibition. A fully equipped tool for live 
self-expression, the piece can be pulled into a public 
arena or into an intimate quiet space, and is available 
for anyone’s use. Active political engagement also 
persists in the work of the collective Museum of 

Contemporary Phenomenon. Working in numerous 
areas and with a range of issues, the group asserts 
that apathy is not what prevents individuals 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 has partnered with Civic 
Lab to produce role playing games that to empower 
those who want to speak for or fight against an issue. 

Alberto Aguilar’s dinner parties and Potluck: Chicago’s 
events are also inspired by the desire to form connec-
tions and ask participants to move outside of their 
comfort zone. The universal enjoyment of sharing 
a meal with others forms the basis for their food-
based events. Their gatherings draw inspiration from 
a moment in time in a particular location, flavoring 
the discourse around the table. 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 neighbor-
hood diversity and community improvement. For the 
exhibition, Aguilar will weave poetry, performance, 
and gift-giving into the fabric of a real-life wedding 
of a couple who answered a call on Craigslist. Their 
nuptials will be celebrated by unknown invitees and 
passersby alike, extending a private life event into a 
public celebration. Aguilar will also construct a lunch 
counter in the gallery where exchanges between drop 
in participants can foster their appreciation of the 
nourishing role that diversity plays in our daily lives. 
In preparation for the exhibition, Potluck: Chicago, a 
collective formed through Columbia’s civic engage-
ment 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. During the exhibition, they will host 
two additional potlucks, soliciting  contributions to 
their ever-expanding recipe box that will be shared 
with audiences across Chicago.   

The cultivation of food also informs the work of 
Fereshteh Toosi in her ongoing series, Garlic and 
Greens. This manifold project incorporates storytell-
ing, history, healing, and multisensory approaches. 
During the exhibit, Toosi will tend an Anxiety Garden 
in the gallery that focuses on the therapeutic prop-
erties of gardening for self-care and medicine, while 
also addressing the political anxieties of contemporary 
culture. From cans of Iranian pickled garlic to oyster 
mushrooms grown on a substrate of coffee grounds 
and used economics books, Toosi will consider the 
intersection between food production and public 
policy, underscoring the economic and cultural risks 
that dictate our diet. 

Another mode of social practice is the portrait driven 
photography and archiving of Samantha Hill and Cecil 
McDonald, Jr. Through capturing and collecting indi-
viduals’ likenesses, the two artists create narratives 
with knowing and unknowing subjects. McDonald can 
be found haunting public dance events all over the 
city, taking pictures by the hundred. Hill roams estate 
sales to collect intriguingly mysterious 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 current 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. McDonald will 
then invite his subjects to a public forum to discuss 
their representations, investigating the tensions 
between how one sees oneself versus how that self is 
viewed by others. Likewise, Samantha Hill’s practice 
depends on interviews with subjects as she seeks 
their collective voices to fill the lacunae of history. 
Hill’s current work is connected to Bronzeville where 
the tintype photos she produces, along with her 
vintage collection forms the basis for a “happening” 
at the Parkway Ballroom that re-enacts the Swing 
era. Further, as an artist in residence at the Hyde 
Park Art Center, Hill will construct an interactive map 
of her collection process, inviting the public to assist 
by adding their personal responses to the displays 
in the gallery, making the events and stories of the 
Bronzeville Renaissance more visible. 

As discussed above, 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 imposition and response that 
artists expect from their audiences as well as the 
audience’s expectations for interactivity and inclu-
sivity. Her humorous contribution references carnival 
cutouts where viewers can assume different identities 
by inserting their heads and taking a photo. Using a 
caricature of her own prior work, she queries whether 
we really want to authentically connect with others 
or merely accumulate the signs and experiences of 
participatory culture? Mills exposes how engaging in 
and documenting your participation, does not neces-
sarily 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. The limita-
tions of our social engagement are further interrogat-
ed by the collaborative efforts of Industry of the Ordi-
nary (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, the artists will offer contracts in 
which they promise to create a portrait of the partici-
pant upon her or his death. As part of the agreement, 
the subject will relinquish control over the display and 
promulgation of the resulting image, potentially allow-
ing for a massive distribution of one’s visage within 
an unknown social group whose only connection is a 
similar willingness to take risks post-mortem. 

CONCLUSION AND LOOKING FORWARD 

Chicago has had a significant role in supporting and 
generating the imaginative experiments of Dorchester 
Projects, Experimental Station, South Side Hub of 
Production and Stockyard Institute. Ever aware of the 
flux of public engagement, curator Mary Jane Jacob 
in conjunction with The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago will present an exhibition in fall 2014 that 
examines the historical precedents for Chicago’s 
explosive social art scene. 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. In this spirit, the RISK exhibition launches 
the dialogue of a second generation of artists who 
embrace this legacy, and through risk and empathy, 
push it forward.  

–Amy M. Mooney and Neysa Page-Lieberman, Curators

A full-color catalogue documenting the various 
performances and installations of the exhibition, 
including artists’ statements on the role of risk and 
empathy in their work will be available in April 2014. 
Visit colum.edu/RISK for more information.

JANUARY (pre -opening events)

Collective Ecstasy: Video Dance Party with Cecil 
McDonald, Jr.
Friday, January 31, 9:30–11:30pm
Columbia College Chicago, Conaway Center,  
1104 S. Wabash Ave.

FEBRUARY

Opening Reception
Thursday, February 13, 5:30–8:30pm
Glass Curtain Gallery
(see address at bottom of page)

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*
Friday, February 14, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery 
Catering for all Lunch Room Expanse events is 
generously provided by Spanglish Mexican Kitchen,  
555 S. State St.

Just Yell: Silence the Silence with Cheryl Pope and 
Chicago High School for the Arts
Tuesday, February 18, 6–8pm
Museum of Contemporary Art
220 East Chicago Ave.

Cecil McDonald, Jr.: Nice People Dancing to Good 
House Music. Interview with Columbia student Tiffany 
Berry.
Wednesday, February 19, 11–12pm
Glass Curtain Gallery 

“I, Citizen” Game Design Workshop with Museum of 
Contemporary Phenomena and Civic Lab
Sunday, February 23, 1:30–4pm
Civic Lab, 114 N. Aberdeen Street

A+D Gallery Spring Lecture Series presents Jim 
Duignan, Stockyard Institute: A 20 Year Portfolio on 
Social Engagement 
Tuesday, February 25, 6–7:30pm
Columbia College Chicago, A+D Lecture Hall, 623 S. 
Wabash Ave., Room 203

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*  
Wednesday, February 26, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

Samantha Hill’s “The Photographer’s Studio”
Friday, February 28, 6–9pm
Blanc Gallery, 4445 S. King Drive

MARCH

RISKY ENCOUNTERS at 6018NORTH*
Interactions—presented by Murat Adash, Kirsten 
Leenaars, Alyssa Moxley, Michal Samama, and 
Sanaz Sohrabi
Saturday, March 8, 7–9pm and
Sunday, March 9, 4–6pm
6018 N. Kenmore Ave.

Heritage Tea Time with Fereshteh Toosi
Monday, March 10, 12:30–1:30pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

FEBRUARY 10–APRIL 26, 2014

EMPATHY, ART AND SOCIAL PRACTICE

Glass Curtain Gallery
1104 S. Wabash Ave
Chicago, IL 60605
deps@colum.edu

With the exception of the starred events, all 
are free and open to the public. Starred events 
require advanced registration, see  
www.colum.edu/risk for more information.

colum.edu/RISK

Generously supported by a grant from
The Joyce Foundation

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*
March 12, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

Performance @ Faheem Majeed’s “Shacks and 
Shanties” Performances by P. Michael Grego and 
travis of ONO and Khalfani of Impolite Society
Thursday, March 13, 7–8pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

RISKY ENCOUNTERS: Performance at 6018NORTH*
Interactions—presented by Murat Adash, Kirsten 
Leenaars, Alyssa Moxley, Michal Samama, and 
Sanaz Sohrabi
Saturday, March 15, 7–9pm and
Sunday, March 16, 4–6pm 
6018 N. Kenmore Ave.

Food for Thought: Operation Pickle with Fereshteh 
Toosi and Asian American Cultural Affairs*
Tuesday, March 18, 12–1:30pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

Alberto Aguilar: Wedding to Unknown*
Friday, March 21, 6–11pm
Held at an undisclosed location

“I, Citizen” Game Design Alpha-Test with Museum of 
Contemporary Phenomena and Civic Lab
Sunday, March 23, 1:30–4pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

“Just Yell: Walk with Me,” Cheryl Pope with Ayinde 
Cartman and Chicago Youth
Tuesday, March 25, 6–8pm
Museum of Contemporary Art
220 East Chicago Ave.

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*
Wednesday, March 26, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

APRIL

Faheem Majeed’s “Shacks and Shanties” 
Performance with Margaret Burroughs Collective 
featuring Jenae Taylor and Viktor Le 
Wednesday,  April 2, 10–11:30am
Glass Curtain Gallery

Samantha Hill’s “Stompin’ at the Parkway Ballroom”*
Saturday, April 5, 7–11pm
4445 S. King Drive Ave.

Potluck: Chicago at Dorchester Place*
Sunday, April 6, 12–6pm
6916 S. Dorchester

Jim Duignan’s Social Podium: Lauren Lystrup with 
Proyecto Algarabía 
Tuesday, April 9, 10–11am
Glass Curtain Gallery 

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*
Friday, April 11, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

“I Citizen” Game Beta-Test Weekend with Museum of 
Contemporary Phenomena and Civic Lab
Friday, April 11 and Saturday, April 12
Location TBA

Samantha Hill’s The Parlor Room
April 12 through May 18
Bronzeville Historical Society @ Stephen Douglas 
Monument Park, 636 East 35th St.

Just Yell: Bring to Light, Cheryl Pope with the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Teen Creative Agency
Tuesday, April 22, 6–8pm
Museum of Contemporary Art
220 East Chicago Ave.

Lunch Room Expanse with Alberto Aguilar*
Tuesday, April 25, 12–1pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

Green Art & Social Practice (GASP) Fair with 
Fereshteh Toosi and Koch Unni
Tuesday, April 25, 2–6pm
Columbia College Chicago, Conaway Center Lobby 
1104 S. Wabash Ave.

Exhibition Closing Reception and Catalogue Release
Friday, April 25, 4–6pm
Glass Curtain Gallery

Out There: Enquiries about Civic Practice,

Civility and Art
Saturday, April 26, 1–6pm 
A Symposium at the Museum of Contemporary Art
220 E. Chicago Ave.

MAY (post-closing events)

Sweet Tea Party with Samantha HIll 
Sunday, May 3, 12:30–2pm 
Sacred Keepers Youth Garden at 48th & S. King Drive

Samantha Hill’s Topographical Depictions of the 
Bronzeville Renaissance
Tuesday, May 6, 6–7:30pm
Hyde Park Art Center
5020 S. Cornell Ave.

CALENDAR OF EVENTS

Alberto Aguilar
Jim Duignan
Industry of the Ordinary
Samantha Hill
Kirsten Leenaars
Faheem Majeed
Cecil McDonald, Jr.
Jennifer Mills
Museum of Contemporary

Phenomenon
Cheryl Pope
Potluck: Chicago
Fereshteh Toosi

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

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