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Around the world, questions around restitution, reparation, and the critique of museums more 

broadly, have become part of public debate. That ethnological collections and modern art have 

been included in the reckoning with colonial violence at all is mainly thanks to collective 

organizing, as we can see in the movement around Strike MoMA, the mobilizations against the 

Museum of Modern Art in New York. The following conversation took place within week four 

of the ten week period of activism ‘in furtherance of a post-MoMA future’, an initiative of the 

Strike MoMA Working Group of the International Imagination of Anti-National Anti-Imperialist 

Feelings (IIAAF).2 Activists and academics Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, Dalaeja Foreman, Shellyne 

Rodriguez and Nitasha Dhillon unravel histories of violence coagulated in modern art and its 

institutions, as well as the colonial time frame accompanying this. By imagining abolition in 

relation to art institutions, they point to how archives can function as receipts and how to 

rehearse and build alternatives.  

The edited transcript of this conversation condenses the arguments for the purpose of 

publication. But thereby it falls short in transporting the dynamic affective atmosphere of the 

lively debate, so we highly recommend also watching the recorded video.3 

 

 
1  The conversation took place on Apr 30, 2021, within Week 4 of “Strike MoMA”, URL: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA 
2 Strike Moma Working Group, “10 Weeks in Furtherance of A Post-MoMA Future.” Digital poster to announce 
the ten-week program of the strike from April 9th to June 11th, 2021, https://www.strikemoma.org/poster, last 
accessed September 9th, 2021. 
3 The talk started with an introduction of the speakers by Nitasha and a video presentation by Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, 
which we shortened, but as well recommend viewing. For Ariella Aisha Azoulay’s video “Modernity is an Imperial 
Crime. Outlines for a Working Group.”, see Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, “Modernity Is An Imperial Crime”, uploaded on 
April 23rd, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zYZIoRVKLv4, last accessed September 9th, 2021. The 
images accompanying this essay are stills taken from this video essay. 
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Nitasha Dhillon: I’m very excited for this conversation because I think it’s been long overdue. 

We’ve been having these conversations in street cafes, living rooms, and on Zoom for years. 

I'm really happy that we’re making this public because it’s very important that we build the 

imaginary of what exiting an institution looks like or nurture the idea that we don’t need 

institutions to be mediating our art practices and research as we start organizing in living, 

feeling and practicing art and community building.  

Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: Thank you so much, Nitasha. I’m as well really pleased to be in 

conversation with you, with Shellyne, with Dalaeja and with all the work that you are 

leading with Strike MoMA. With the framework of the strike, I felt – wow – some of my 

dreams are becoming real. It is exciting to exit the loneliness of thinking about Strike and 

think with others about museum abolition.  

Strike MoMA for me is an opportunity to think about the museum beyond the 

question of restitution of discrete plundered objects. The museum as a technology and 

institution is inseparable from the settler colonial state, the system of border and police and 

it operates through the category of the work of art, assumed as private property. The 

museum invites us to forget the violence in which it is entangled and to participate in its 

activities through our professional persona as artists, photographers, curators, etc., and to 

understand this activity as pertaining to objects and not to people. 

The museum’s constitutive violence resides exactly in the power to separate people 

from objects and to normalize this separation. The museum is the site par excellence through 

which objects plundered from different people, mainly nonwhite, are turned into private 

property. It is not about how many plundered objects exist in this or that museum, but about 

the regime of the primitive accumulation of art or visual wealth in the form of private 

property that is held in the hands of white public institutions created by a class of plunderers 

and along racial and class lines.  

Museums hold these objects against the people who were deprived of them and of 

the rights inscribed in the world of which they were part and in which they used to recognize 

themselves and were protected. The fact that restitution of plundered objects has become a 

question that experts deliberate on instead of simply responding to all restitution claims 

with the return of the objects is a good indication of the need to abolish the regime of the 

museum rather than engage with the dubious provenance of individual items. Given the 

scope of violence museums exercise in order to continue to hold millions of objects – 

pillages from different cultures that conditioned the destruction of non-western, non-
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imperial culture – the focus on restitution resembles the discourse about prisons or police 

reforms. Again, all restitution claims should receive a response, but restitution alone 

camouflages the broader organised crime continuing to be perpetrated by museums - 

keeping people apart from their objects. I’m not only talking about people whose objects 

were plundered from different places in the world but also the way museums operate as 

temples of private property against the communities in which they operate. Museums are 

built to host ‘precious’ objects that deserve extra care, while people are left to labor and die 

for the uninterrupted accumulation of capital. For museum abolition to happen, an 

unconditional restitution should be accompanied with a full disowning of what museums 

accumulated, so that communities could take over the infrastructures of the museum and 

lead their process of repair.  

In institutions like the Natural History Museum, the question of plunder is obvious. 

But somehow, modern art museums are not associated with plunder, as if the very idea of 

modernity could come into the world without the access of these museums to huge numbers 

of objects classified and organized along a temporal axis that creates the place for the 

modern as what comes “after” the plunder from all over the world in the first place. 

Museums of modern art continue to be perceived as innocent in regard to plunder. 

Marx’s notion of the primitive accumulation of capital is helpful in order to understand art 

as premised on processes of primitive accumulation of other people’s material wealth.4  

Without the primitive accumulation of art, the notion of modern art and the persona of the 

modern artist could not emerge. Let’s say it directly – without plunder modern art could not 

exist. The institution of the museum capitalised, one year after another, one decade after 

another, on what was already plundered. This primitive accumulation didn’t occur once and 

is now over but recurs in cycles – unless it is disrupted by strike or general disowning. We 

have to keep in mind that people from whom objects were taken are still exposed to violence, 

while the people who were enriched by primitive accumulation are those who continue to 

invest in art, museums, and education system, in order to continue to benefit from them. 

They are committed to the preservation of plunder as art. 

I’m thinking about unconditional disowning similarly to the way I’m thinking about 

the unconditional return of Palestinian expellees. Thinking about the continuity between 

 
4 Karl Marx, Capital. Vol.1. Part VIII: Primitive Accumulation, Ch. 26: The Secret of Primitive Accumulation, 1 (New 
York: Penguin, 1976). 
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the museum and the settler colonial state invites us to see Israel as standing in the way of 

Palestinians aiming to return. Israel is denying them their return, and we can assume that 

the museum will restitute the few objects for which receipts exist that will testify that they 

were plundered, but its exploitive infrastructure will still be kept in place.  

Disowning means upsetting the imperial geography of restitution and imagining 

different levels of reunification of people with objects. Who are these people? Not the 

inheritors of the plunder or those who have a stake in preserving the status of plunder. The 

abolition of the museum, though, is the abolition of the infrastructure in which inheritance 

of plunder leads the conversation about a museum. Hence strike MoMA. Hence abolish the 

museum.  

Nitasha Dhillon: Damn Ariella! There are some things that you’re pointing out that are really 

important to highlight. One of the things that we've seen with the abolitionist movement is 

that for people it's easier to think about the abolition of prisons, but they can't think of 

abolition of universities and museums. Ruth Gilmore 5  and Fred Moten 6  have said 

repeatedly that if you're asking for the abolition of a society that requires prisons, then 

museums and universities are the same kind of settler institutions that produce the same 

dynamics - especially around private property, as you’ve pointed out. We see that all the 

time in terms of private property, when work, land or people are being treated as private 

property. What’s really important about what you're doing is actually showing us those 

relationships as they function within the museum because we know them very clearly in the 

context of prisons and detention centers and land back movements.  But it hasn’t been so 

clear when it comes to museums.  

Lastly, one of the things that we see often is that whenever you say “Abolish MoMA”, 

or “Abolish any of these museums”, it’s very unsettling for people because they think “Oh, 

they’re going to burn down museums or universities”. But you point out that their archives 

are our receipts. In the Strike MoMA frameworks of struggle this becomes really important 

because their archives then become a source of potential history of the museum. It then 

 
5  Ruth W. Gilmore, Change Everything. Racial Capitalism and the Case for Abolition., ed. Naomi Murakawa 
(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2022); Kenton Card, Geographies of Racial Capitalism with Ruth Wilson Gilmore, 2020, 
https://antipodeonline.org/geographies-of-racial-capitalism/, last accessed September 9th, 2021.  
6 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, “The University and the Undercommons: Seven Theses.,” Social Text 79, no. 
22 (Summer 2004); Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study. (New 
York: Minor Compositions, 2013). 
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allows us to think about what the institution would look like concretely – based on the 

history of the violence that it has been part of. 

 

 

Shellyne Rodriguez: When we think about the questions “What is the university?” or “What 

is the museum?”, it becomes clear how they are part of the same kind of system. I was saying 

to somebody the other day  “You’re either going to go to university or college or you’re going 

to go to the penitentiary, but either way you’re going to get corrected.” In my short excursus  

“MoMA... and the template of imperialist violence. A view from the periphery”, I want to 

stress how some of these relations of violence are connected.  

The first scene I want to address is a TikTok video of these two young men that 

decided to go into the hood and cut down sneakers from power lines. Where we saw maybe 

a memorial or an alleged site where you can purchase drugs - both very valid reasons to have 

those sneakers up there according to the community - they saw profit. And so they went into 

the hood, disguised as electricians or workers for Con Edison and cut down the sneakers 

and proceeded to go and sell them. When I saw this video going viral last month, I saw 

Conquistadores in 1492. I saw the museums around the city, particularly the MoMA. I 
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thought about your book, Ariella, and I thought about the hip hop museum, which is 

currently under construction here in the Bronx. Many of the creators of what came to be 

known as hip hop will sit on the board of this museum. This is supposed to legitimize the 

museum so that we ignore that it is part of a greater real estate development project inching 

its way into the Bronx to complete the removal of the people here so that they can flip the 

land again and again, excavate through our things and place our mothers’ old vinyl albums 

and our uncles’ old adidas behind the vitrine. Behind the vitrine or behind bars, these are at 

the root of our options. This makes me think about the violence of visibility, which is 

packaged and sold to our people as revitalization or access or equity and representation, 

often causing internal strife amongst those of us clamoring to be recognized or canonized 

and those of us trying not to be dispossessed and erased in the process. The museum is an 

arm of this imperialist settler colonial violence. It doesn't matter how diverse its curatorial 

staff is or how progressive or radical its programming is. 

Lastly, I want to talk about a case that gets to the heart of this: In May of 1985, the city 

of Philadelphia mass executed eleven people, including five children, after a police 

helicopter bombed a compound in the middle of West Philadelphia that housed members 

of MOVE, a radical black liberation movement. Days ago, we discovered that the Penn 

Museum stole the remains believed to be of 14-year-old Tree Africa and catalogued her in 

their anthropology department.7 There's nothing that we can say here today or that can be 

written that gets to the heart of this matter more than this fact coming to light.  

Which brings me to my next point, to demand that all museums publicly produce a 

full inventory list of what is in their collection so that the public can sort through it and take 

back what belongs to their people. Are we going to find the remains of Attica prisoners in 

the collection of the MoMA executed on the orders of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, who 

was also the president of the MoMA board when he ordered the murder of 29 incarcerated 

brothers and ten workers?8 The incident at Penn Museum tells us that this is not a stretch. 

 
7 Ximena Conde, “‘We are not subjects of study!’: Protesters march on Penn Museum to decry handling of MOVE 
remains.”, Whyy Publishing, April 28th, 2021, https://whyy.org/articles/we-are-not-subjects-of-study-protesters-
march-on-penn-museum-to-decry-handling-of-move-remains/, last accessed September 9th, 2021 
8 “The Rockefeller Drug Laws were an essential mechanism of mass incarceration after the Black revolt of the 60s. 
As Governor, Nelson Rockefeller also called the shots of the Attica Massacre. Central to the Ford/Rockefeller 
presidential administration which scrambled to maintain U.S. hegemony after the victory of the North Vietnamese 
was strategic cooperation with the apartheid regimes of Israel and South Africa. The list of crimes by the 
Rockefeller dynasty against people and the planet is endless.” Strike MoMA Working Group, “Strike MoMA. 
Framework for Terms and Struggle.”, Ch. II: “Their Archives Are Our Receipts”, https://www.strikemoma.org, last 
accessed September 9th, 2021. 
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Let me remind you that the American Museum of Natural History still has the remains of 

Indigenous people in their collection. This, while it continues to insist on domination via 

the white supremacist violence of this statue of Roosevelt slated for removal – even after the 

efforts of Decolonize This Place! and indigenous communities throughout the years.  

 

Nitasha Dhillon: I just want to echo that especially in conversations about restitution and 

restoration, we often distance ourselves from thinking about what is being returned. We 

tend to think it is just objects, but for many these are ancestors, and for many these are 

actually people who are alive and living. Going back to the point that Ariella was making 

about  these crimes not being something in the past - This is a hurt that we feel today. It's 

not something that happened in 1985 and something that we can forget. These institutions 

work on accumulated violence that they continuously enact on our communities. 

Consequently, there isn't this difference between what happened in the past or what will 

happen in the future and in the present. It's almost as if we have to really expand our notion 

of time and bring it all together. 
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The Brooklyn Museum, for example, has the largest collection of indigenous and 

African remains, and there is no written inventory. We've been asking for that for five years 

now. That was one of the demands of the commission, but they continue to react very 

evasively.9 Additionally, with the kind of organizing that you did in the Bronx, Shellyne and 

Daleaja, and other groups working on gentrification, you showed us how these museums 

and institutions actively create violence on an everyday level in our communities.  

Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: Yes, it is in the museum that different struggles are being materialized, 

in the form of plundered specimens of cultures that are being doomed to vanish, and 

especially their struggles that must be assigned to the past to let gentrification thrive. I would 

like to briefly dwell on this separation between the tenses because it is key to understanding 

the harmful work museums are doing. In the museum plundered objects are immediately 

relegated to the past, as if their claimants have truly vanished, and thus the ground is 

prepared for the emergence of the modern artist. The modern artist is trained to understand 

themselves as being influenced by their predecessors, also modern artists, and as 

researchers when they explore “old” techniques or forms that were put in the public domain 

since they were plundered from others. The artist cannot be modern if they demonstrate 

acquaintance with art history, what and who come before and after, what matters and what 

does not.  

Dalaeja Foreman: I’m still taking in the MOVE family situation, and I'm like, this is too much. 

And that was in the 80s, right? I will speak more about time as it is a really important concept 

in the imperial imaginary. But, sorry, that really pissed me off, still. 

Nitasha Dhillon: We can take a second, Dalaeja. I think if we need to, we can take a second. 

Dalaeja Foreman: Just give me one moment. 

Nitasha Dhillon: I'm totally unsettled with you as well. 

Shellyne Rodriguez: I’m sorry you are fucked up. 

Nitasha Dhillon: No, thank you for bringing that up. But I think what we also need to do is 

care, that means to be able to hold each other through the shit show. I mean, that's the thing. 

It's not just something that happened. It’s really fucked up. 

 
9 The initiative Decolonize This Place wrote an open letter to the Brooklyn museum offering the “opportunity to 
participate in forming a Decolonization Commission that would address deeply rooted injustices pertaining to the 
museum.”, Decolonize This Place, “Brooklyn Museum, We Await Your Response To The Call For A Decolonization 
Commission.”, April 2018, https://decolonizethisplace.org/bk-musuem, last accessed September 9th, 2021. 
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Dalaeja Foreman: Yeah. And contemporarily fucked up - in the concept of time this happened 

yesterday! I just want to talk about how we, as oppressed people, as people rendered non-

human by the imperialist gaze, how our archives and our cultural production are always 

living. It is a living space, which is not about being captured, but about us being in these 

spaces. It happens on street corners. It happens in subways. It happens on building walls 

with graffiti. 

As part of the same imperial project of who gets to be considered worthy of being 

viewed in a museum, we also see who gets to be criminalized. Because you don't get 

criminalized for dropping bombs on children, but you get criminalized as a 10- or 15-year-

old kid doing graffiti on some random building. And why is that? Because that random 

building is owned by someone who is considered human in this context, while someone who 

is of an underclass, poor or working class, is just not considered in that definition. I'm a big 

fan of Sylvia Wynter. So, her definition of what it means to be human is something I think 

about a lot. 10  Defining humanity based on what has been stolen and what has been 

plundered is far more fruitful than us trying to make sense of ourselves in something that 

was literally designed to kill us at every turn. 

 

 
10 Sylvia Wynter, “The Ceremony Must Be Found: After Humanism,” Boundary 2 12/13 (1984): 19–70. 
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Living, cultural production spaces are really key, and we know that's not possible in 

a museum or an institutional space because these are spaces where essentially culture goes 

to die. That's where it goes to be hung up, to be put in a coffin and to be observed. So what 

does it mean for us as people, who are never even considered human beings in this context 

or in any colonial context, to completely deny or stop trying to make sense of ourselves in 

spaces that literally don't want to see us - or they want to see us through a paradigm, 

particularly as black artists, that censors our death and the consumption of our death. 

So that's something I like to pose particularly to artists who are black, brown and 

indigenous: Really consider what you're doing by continuing to legitimize this thing. It’s 

done! I like to say it’s like painting the walls in a burning house. So, let’s just get over it, you 

know? 

And then I also want to speak a bit about the intentional act of invisibilisation that 

Shellyne discussed a little earlier. We know this through marronage, we know this through 

a lot of means of opposing colonial violence, opposing the idea that we are not human. I 

think it’s very important for us to really begin and – not even begin but continue – the 

legacies of not wanting to be visible to these people. 

I’m at a point personally where I don’t want to be perceived by institutions. The 

whole recent uptick after the George Floyd murder has shown how neoliberal colonial 

capitalism will do whatever it needs to do, co-opt whatever it needs to co-opt, to remain 

relevant. Now we see, for example, in the non-profit field where I work as a nine-to-five, how 

diversity, equity and inclusion is pushed. I don’t want to have equity or be included. I’m 

good, you know! Because that is just a further legitimization of a process that is illegitimate, 

that is violent, that is useless at this point. It further indoctrinates us into the colonial mind 

frame of wanting to be seen by these institutions. It’s like Munchhausen syndrome, if people 

really want to be recognized by these institutions - for what? Because at the end of the day, 

once you're inside this institution, your job is to conform to the institution, no matter how 

much we're going to change from the inside. It's not going to happen. There are too many 

century old structures keeping these same ideas, keeping these same violences completely 

intact. So, if we continue to go in there and sweep the floors and paint the walls and try to 

fix it up on the inside, give it a facelift, it’s still the same violence. When people are like, oh, 

I'm going to be the different cop. No, you’re not. No, you're not. And if you try to be a 

different cop, or the different whatever, you're going to be reprimanded. Because that's the 

only space made available in this context.  
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Part of denying the imperial gaze is just us creating the alternatives. As Nitasha 

mentioned about me earlier, I'm really interested in debunking violence by creating 

alternatives. I totally believe in following utopian dreams because I’d rather not sit here and 

die. If this is our utopia and our utopia looks like this, why is it that our lived reality is the 

complete opposite and what has made that possible? And I think that's a far more fruitful 

place than being like, “Oh, all of this is trash”. Now what? Because people are demoralized 

by that and our people are tired. Our people are literally trying to fight to make sure they eat 

every day. Our people are worried about when they’re going to be evicted, when our eviction 

moratorium is up. No one wants to hear that the end is coming. The end has already been 

here. We’ve been at the end. The question is, where’s the restart? And something I really 

appreciate about Sylvia Wynter’s work, for example, is this idea of the creation of the 

human.11 And I like to believe that in the creation of man as human, or European ownership 

class as human, that's what was the end of time. I think time is at a standstill in this colonial 

matrix. And the only way to actually continue on with time in a way that is cyclical and non-

linear, that does not render us being in the past, is by stopping, and not engaging with this 

shit anymore. It’s a waste. And obviously, we’ve seen it crumbling around us, many of us for 

much, much longer time than 2020, but it just exacerbated.  

With that being said, part of the cyclical process - as Ariella has said - is re-engaging 

with what’s been lost. We have to really look to our ancestors as our compass. But our 

ancestors’ belongings, our ancestors’ ideas, our ancestors’ epistemologies are caught behind 

walls, are caught in vitrines, and are completely decontextualized. This is the only way we 

can actually become balanced again, as a people; it is through political education, through 

understanding dialectical materialism. Hereby we oppose the institutional idea of what 

knowledge is – this happened, then this happened, then this happened, but none of them 

are connected. Somehow our lives don't exist that way and this creates psychosis within our 

people because this is how we're taught to understand history. This is how we're taught to 

understand our objects. This is how we're taught to understand everything: without context. 

If we actually understood the cohesion of our histories, we'd be in a very different 

circumstance. People wouldn't be settling for whatever random job. We have been taught to 

think “How else do I legitimize my existence?” “If I’m not a worker, then do I exist?” “If I’m 

 
11 Wynter, Sylvia. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its 
Overrepresentation - An Argument.” CR: The New Centennial Review 3, no. 3 (2003): 257-337. 
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not being exploited, then do I exist?” If you have a cultural context, then you realize you do 

exist outside of those contexts anyway.  

Nitasha Dhillon: Thank you for that, Dalaeja. I love that formulation of culture going to die 

in the museum, because it's actually true. The American Museum of Natural History is a 

good example. The only time one could think about going into that institution was for the 

Anti-Columbus Day Tours because they broke that linearity of time by which the institution 

works.12 Whereas the dead space of the museum – by our own bodies going in and activating 

that space – became this completely other space. It is as if we build our own pockets of time 

outside of this colonial time and outside of this linearity of time and also outside of the 

violence that is enacted every day.  

Regarding these institutions I was thinking about the idea that they want the art but 

not the people: They’re very happy to just get your art. We have seen this in so many of our 

movement spaces: that they're very happy to just get the diversity and want us to be happy 

with that. But they don’t want the people. This goes back to Ariella’s point as well, about the 

separation of people from their objects. These normalizations of and through separations 

are happening in so many ways. 

 

 
12 Hakim Bishara, “Hundreds March from American Museum of Natural History to Metropolitan Museum for Anti-
Columbus Day Tour“, Hyperallergic, October 14th, 2019 URL: https://hyperallergic.com/522454/anti-columbus-
day-tour-2019/, last accessed September 15th, 2021. 
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One last thing about time: I love how Karen Barad breaks down time, in terms of 

ontological time. She proves how time is not linear and how there are so many different 

parallel dimensions.13 We’re always living in parallel dimensions of time. For example, the 

state is operating on its own time. But we as a community have our own time, too. It’s a joke 

in so many of the communities that we're always late, never one time and so on. I think that 

this is also part of not following the colonial logic of time where we have to be on time for 

something and we are late. I specifically like Barad’s idea about the thick now, being that the 

past, present and the future all exist now.14 It is not that the future exists elsewhere, and the 

past exists elsewhere.  

Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: Thank you. It’s brilliant to listen to all of you. I have a few questions 

and comments. Let me start with what you ended with, Dalaeja: If we knew our history, 

everything would be different. But everything is meant that we will not know our history, 

right? That we know art history instead, or any other generalized history - except ours. That 

we will not know our history, is not only an epistemological violence, but also an ontological 

violence. This is how we should understand the forced displacement of people and objects 

and their separation. All modes of transmission are impacted, and replaced by one model of 

knowing history, that can never be ours. Do we know who we are? No! Since the world in 

which we could recognize ourselves outside of the imperial and racial capitalist formations 

was destroyed. We spend years, decades, centuries as groups, as communities to unlearn 

what we have been told that we are or that we are not. What you mentioned in relation to 

our ancestors is really crucial for me. 

When I think about my ancestors, I do not think of my immediate ancestors, because 

in a certain way they betrayed me when they agreed to become citizens of settler colonial 

states. I have to think beyond my immediate ancestors. The work of unlearning cannot stop 

at our immediate ancestors, since they were scripted to socialize us to this world. Some of us 

were not betrayed by our ancestors. I don't want to speak in general, but I am thinking, for 

example, about my great grandmother who was born in Algeria immediately after the 

 
13 Karen Barad, “Troubling Time/s And Ecologies of Nothingness: Re-Turning, Re-Membering, And Facing The 
Incalculable,” New Formations: A Journal of Culture/Theory/Politics 92, no. 1 (2018): 56–86. 
14 Karen Barad, “After the End of the World: Entangled Nuclear Colonialisms, Matters of Force, and the Material 
Force of Justice,” Theory & Event 22, no. 3 (2019): 524–50; Karen Barad, “TransMaterialities: 
Trans*/Matter/Realities and Queer Political Imaginings,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 21 (May 8, 
2015): 387–422, https://doi.org/10.1215/10642684-2843239. 
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French forced the Arab Jews to forget who they are and that they were colonized by the 

French and to become French citizens in their own country! Obviously I didn’t know her, 

but when I think about her parents calling her Marianne, which is the name of the French 

republic, I think about them struggling to survive in this new colonial reality to which they 

opposed five years earlier. But at the same time, their resistance could not be totally buried 

under the struggle to survive, and when Marianne had a daughter, she called her Aïcha, as 

if she was saying – “Fuck you, France and your racial classifications - I call my daughter with 

a Muslim name!” Not only a Jewish name, but a Muslim one. But with time, as the colonial 

rule was not gone, other descendants betrayed, counter betrayed, et cetera. So, there is 

something about this imperial violence that is never only epistemological – about how we 

know our histories, but also ontological, since our worlds have been ontologically destroyed, 

even if never fully destroyed. 

I want to raise another key point. I think that all of us in this conversation somehow 

and completely differently were first attracted by art and obviously the known venues where 

it can be encountered, and only later, once we got to know this system from the inside, 

understood that something is completely rotten there, right? So, I think that when we speak 

about museums, we have to speak also about art education and the persona of the artist. We 

have to speak about the institutions of art and the ways that they nurture also the notion of 

the person of the artist as a persona that is not grounded in the world, a persona that 

produces objects to be shown in the most considered institutions and sold at the highest 

price possible. The persona of the modern artist was invented not as someone who 

participates in worldbuilding but actually participates in world destroying, one who is 

expected to act against one’s relatives and kin and normalizes this imperial crime of 

modernity. Through the museum the separation of people from their objects seems normal, 

becomes normal. So once we understand that the museum operates like a wedge, which 

keeps people and objects apart, we can easily see that the artist herself is being trained to 

separate herself from the objects and assign those objects to the temples of the imperial 

market. When we speak about ancestors, we have to recall that art making today is 

irreducibly bound to the idea of art as imperialism succeeds in shaping it – discrete objects 

to be displayed, circulated, interpreted, to have a price and to be rarified through the 

different formats of their mediation and documentation.  

These diverse practices that were destroyed together with the plunder of objects 

from different places in the world, were practices where artists participated in world 

building. Coming back to what Dalaeja said: “I don't want to be seen by the institution.”, I 
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would reply: “Yes, but you want to be part of the world!” And the idea of abolishing MoMA, 

abolishing museums of modern art or abolishing museums in general, needs to be furthered, 

because they colonized the different practices of making art to a point where making art 

means being in the world against others rather than with others. It’s really not only about 

the abolition of the museum, but about abolishing the scheme of what it means to make art. 

Dalaeja Foreman: Yes, definitely on so many levels! That makes me think about the ways in 

which there’s the very intentional hierarchy that separates arts from crafts, it separates what 

is art versus what is something that is a productive object. And so central to that project is 

completely separating the artist from the community, because if you’re producing a thing 

that people use, you have to engage with people. If you’re producing something that is going 

to be purchased for a million dollars, you don’t have to interact with much of anyone, except 

for the people you have to please to get that million dollars. 

Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: We could even say it is another murder of what we have in our body, 

which are certain skills that were called craft, as a way of devaluing them. But these skills 

called craft are skills that we share with others in building, repairing, recognizing ourselves 

in the world. But once entering the world of art – people are being told that they are 

irrelevant and artists are trained to outsource what they could have done themselves, and 

thus reaffirm themselves in the food chain. This is part of the formation of the modern artist 

as a person who doesn’t need worldly skills. They are made irrelevant so that others provide 

this work for the artist, but the symbolic capital will not be shared.  

Shellyne Rodriguez: The hard questions, right now as I’m sitting here: Are we right now 

ancestors in the making? Are we committing betrayal right now? I have this post-it in my 

studio, it says: “We were never supposed to get this comfortable here”. This makes me think 

about Fred Moten when he talks about how, whenever he would come home from college 

with his friends, his mom would come in a room and be like, “So what are y’all going to do?” 

And she was like “Yeah, go to school and do something to maintain yourself because, you 

know, you gotta eat.” But also: “How are you going to carry on your responsibility in carrying 

the torch for the black radical tradition?”15 I think we all have it hanging out in the back of 

 
15 For more reflections by Fred Moten on his mother’s specific relationship to education see also this dossier: 
Jesse McCarthy, “The Low End Theory. Fred Moten’s Subversive Black-Studies Scholarship.,” Harvard Magazine, 
2018, https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2018/01/fred-moten-black-and-blur, last accessed September 15th, 
2021. 
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our head: Are we in the process of betrayal right now? And so perhaps some of the questions 

and some of the thoughts have been years in the making.  

As Dalaeja and Nitasha were saying, it's already crumbling, we already are among 

ruins. Perhaps the job is to tear it down. To get rid of it because it's done, it’s a done deal. But 

what about the hard part? What are we going to do with our museums? Are we really this 

unimaginative? Can we not think together on what comes after? I was thinking about 

archive memory and the stewardship of this. As public intellectuals and community 

organizers embedded in our community, we can say that our archives and memories are 

always under threat in the sense that our collective stories are denied and silenced through 

the violence of the state; the museum then acts like a distribution platform, the middleman 

and a paywall. How can we reimagine the safekeeping of our collective stories without this 

entity, without replicating the same imperialist violence? 

For example, Kool Herc deserves to be remembered for his contributions. Grand 

Wizard Theodore deserves to be remembered as a guy who scratched the first record. I tell 

my students about this. I’m just using hip hop as one example of many. But how do we hold 

these things in stewardship? How do we hold these things in a way that does not replicate 

that violence, as the Bronx Hip Hop Museum is inevitably poised to do?  

Dalaeja Foreman: This makes me think of the significance of real culture, the significance of 

community programming that would historically have held that space to tell these stories. 

We ask: what do we do if we don’t have the museum? The first thing I thought was: I can 

look out my window and probably see three or four unused lots. Do an exhibition down the 

block - this is something I'm interested in. I think it's about reclaiming all these spaces. We 

obviously know that we live in the real estate state city, here specifically, of course. We live 

in the heart of Empire, it sucks.  

But we know that the police response time is about three minutes out here when it 

comes to space in particular. So what does it mean for us to be self-organized and part of 

maroon studies? The significance of being invisible is to say: “OK, so if we know that the 

police go on lunch from this time to this time at this precinct, and we’re going to do 

something in a lot near the precinct garden, then we all have an exit plan. We know who’s 

going to take the art when we need to dip. We know there's this space that we'll all meet at. 

Or if you get caught, this is who you call, etc..” And I think it's really important for people to 

see that and stop looking at these empty spaces that are literally in our neighborhoods 

waiting to be plucked by developers as just useless. I think that’s a good start for alternative 
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art spaces. I would love to curate an exhibition in a garden or some space that's being 

reclaimed by community because people need to see that this is what these spaces are for. 

They’re for us. They’re not for anyone else. 

Nitasha Dhillon: I think it’s also about aesthetics. How can we start thinking of aesthetics as 

well? Because many people have written about aesthetics, about sensing the world and 

feeling beauty and feeling sadness. But we’re living in a colonial time frame connected to an 

aesthetic that MOMA propagates as art. We see this especially in the separation between 

community and object: the way modern art works is that it will put cracks to something that 

a culture and a people do. Against this we find community-based practices that function as 

something that does not fit into this kind of framework of cultured, civilized, modern art that 

can be bought and sold on the market for millions of dollars. When we make this the core 

of our aesthetics, it changes how we use aesthetics on a day-to-day level. That’s why it’s 

important to think about it in terms of our own lives: how do we feel joy and how do we feel 

sadness and anger and how do we process these things collectively? What do we really desire 

to be as people? What we can see with these institutions: They’re more interested in our pain 

than our own desire because our desire will unsettle their shit. 
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Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: This is why we speak about abolition, which also leads us back to the 

inventory question. More than expecting museums to make lists of everything that they 

have as if they plan to redistribute the accumulated wealth, we have to prepare those lists 

ourselves because what they have are not only discrete objects but rather infrastructures 

that can be repurposed by different communities.  

It is crucial to think about our relation also to these infrastructures and space. There 

are these infrastructures around the corner that you can take advantage of in order to 

organize exhibitions that do not worship the neat institution, but rather use its spaces. These 

infrastructures were accumulated and shaped over centuries with the blood, sweat and 

objects of our ancestors and there is no reason to give up on them. So rather than thinking 

how to show or curate in these institutions we have to think about how to analyze these 

infrastructures and conceptualize our rights to and in them. 

The question of the infrastructure of art institutions is striking in relation to slavery. 

The forced migration of objects from Africa was construed as totally disconnected from the 

kidnapping of people from Africa and their enslavement. Following the abolition of slavery, 

enslaved people were deprived of the possibility to be reunited with the objects that were 

plundered from their worlds in Africa. Museums were built to keep them apart from their 

objects, and thus prepared the terrain for the Jim Crow regime. Museums started to be built 

and plunder objects from Africa at the same time when slavery was abolished, and formerly 

enslaved people could “find their receipts” – to use Strike MoMA’s campaign - in those 

museums. Until today, their receipts are held in those museums, receipts for the worlds from 

which they were kidnapped and of which they were deprived. 
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There are several paradigmatic structures of separation between people and objects. 

The movements of people who are trying to enter to countries that colonized or plundered 

their wealth, should also be understood in connection to the presence of their objects in 

museums in those places that deny them entry. Rather, they are being let to drown in the 

sea or killed at the borders. They are kept separated with the justification that those objects 

were plundered in the past. When these institutions or their experts say, those objects were 

plundered many years ago, and at best agree to restitute several of them to their places of 

origin, they are trying to foreclose the possibility that some of those people do not 

necessarily want to stay in those places and seek to be reunited with their objects in the 

places that were enriched from their captivity.  

We have to unsettle this imperial geographies and temporalities and to understand 

the infrastructure of plunder not in the narrow chronological time, but in the framework 

that of 1492 proposed by Sylvia Wynter, Silvia Federici, Abraham Sarfati, Houria Bouteldja,  



 

INTERFERE | Vol 2 | November 2021| 196 

and others.16  We are speaking about centuries of plunder, of manipulation of the body 

politic, of generating modes of not-belonging, of separation of people from their objects and 

creation of a regime of protection of private property and disposability of people. When 

people are separated from their objects held captives in those institutions, they are turned 

vulnerable and exposed to violence. Of course, we came here together because we don't 

believe that we can fix the institution, but we have to analyze what are its infrastructures 

and whose rights are inscribed in those infrastructures, not only in discrete objects.  

Nitasha Dhillon: Thank you for that idea. This just brings us back to the question of tactics 

and strategy around the institutions and our very struggle. I think we should talk about it in 

the context of assimilation. We are not assimilating in that structure by analyzing the 

structure of the institution. If you look at each and every board member of these institutions, 

this by itself is an explosion of accumulated violence over the years and centuries. 

Shellyne Rodriguez: The term interlocking directorate helps us to see how the boards of 

museums are equipped with very powerful members, that are not only influential in the 

field of Modern Art, but rather exercise power in quite different institutions.17 What does 

this mean for us, as artists? If you can identify what an interlocking directorate is and see 

how all of these institutions and oppressive structures work together, then how are you in 

opposition to that? That might mean your desires for upward mobility are at risk. Are you 

willing to risk that? Are you willing to risk that for a different future? Or are you ready to be 

the ancestor that betrays? 

Dalaeja Foreman: It seems to be a question of how far you have control over which 

contradictions. Because sometimes it's made easy through hegemony to be like, “Oh, well, 

there's nothing I can do about it because everything is bad, right?” I think the question is, 

within everything, what do you actually have control over? And I think those are the pivotal 

 
16 Sylvia Federici, Caliban And The Witch: Women, The Body, and Primitive (London: Penguin, 2004); Abraham 
Serfaty, Lutte antisioniste et revolution Arabe (France: F. Della Suda, 1977); Houria Bouteldja, Whites, Jews and 
Us (Cambridge: Semiotext(e), 2016); for the full argument see also: Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, “A Gathering Against 
History”, Verso Blog, (blog), October 2019, https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4470-a-gathering-against-
history, last accessed September 15th 2020. 
17 For Strike MoMA, the term “interconnected directorate” was quite important. Firstly, to point at the material 
entanglements of board members with weapon industries and other corporations. Secondly, as a segway to what 
they termed the need for an “interconnected struggle”, an activism aiming at criticizing and overturning many 
dimensions of institutions and its acteurs. See also: Valentina Di Liscia, “MoMA Announces New Board Chair to 
Replace Leon Black”, Hyperallergic, April 28th 2021, URL: https://hyperallergic.com/641899/moma-announces-
new-board-chair-to-replace-leon-black/, last accessed September 15th, 2021.;  or: Strike MoMA Working Group, 
“What does Interconnected Struggle Mean?”, Official Group Instagram Account @strikemoma, Post from May 
27th, 2021,  https://www.instagram.com/p/CPYRf9Xlubx/, last accessed September 15th, 2021. 
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moments that people have to constantly ask themselves: “Of my very few options in the 

grand scale of what we could be doing as human beings and what we're caught in, what can 

I not invest my time in? What can I not invest my talents in and what can I not invest my 

energy in?” I also work in contradiction. I work for an institution that I really don't fuck with. 

But I know that that's part of my plan to transition out of citizenship. What is that plan? 

That's something that I'm always excited to hear people discuss and be in community with, 

people who are actually thinking about plans or alternatives, because it is not that abstract. 

And there are many people around the world who do not have the amount of contradictions 

that we have; that are surviving despite all of the things that are literally built to destroy 

them. So, folks can do it in other contexts with way less resources. What I really dislike 

particularly about this moment is the ways in which people are just constantly co-opting 

liberation, language and liberation ideology for an aesthetic and how that aesthetic of 

liberation is just being more and more pulled into the institution. 

Shellyne Rodriguez: 2019 was the year in which the abolition conversation accelerated. Now 

it's just everywhere. People are embroidering their underwear with abolition. My discontent 

is not rooted in me not wanting abolition, but in the fear of what it means to get diluted by 

trends and hypes. 

If we could have serious conversations about what it means to abolish the police and 

we understand what police are – which is essentially the guard dog for the ruling class – then 

it follows that we should abolish the reason why they are guard dogs. And if we go that step 

then we need to look at all of the ways that the ruling class that owns the guard dogs have 

manipulated us, e.g. controlling costs, taking things from us, regurgitating them in some way 

and giving them back to us. We need to look at all of the ways that these things work together. 

And so, if we can even open the door a little bit to feasibly see a world without police, then 

that means that we are thinking about better ways to show up to care for each other. How 

are we mediating our interpersonal relations with each other so that we do not end up being 

cops to each other? That means we imagine together, so if we open the door just a little bit 

to see a world without police, then we can open the door a little bit more to see how we 

change. We don't really have a choice. The umbrella over all of this is climate change. 

Ariella Aïsha Azoulay: Maybe I’ll address this anxiety of what will come after abolition? 

Tomorrow morning the museum is not going to be abolished because we had this wonderful 

conversation tonight. Rehearsing abolition is necessary, nonetheless. It enables us to think 
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together across and in continuity with the abolition of museums, prisons, police, borders, 

nation states and racial capitalism. Many rehearsals are needed. We can ask that question, 

still driven by anxiety, differently - “What will happen if we lose this museum?” The work 

of abolition is about imagining that we don’t need or want the museum.  

Dalaeja Foreman: I think that in the process and practice of art making, we get to prototype 

the alternatives. We get to prototype what we just discussed. That’s the space where we 

actually have playfulness and are not so inundated by all the violence that we’re 

experiencing in other institutions. It’s a place where we have the space to be vulnerable 

enough to make mistakes and realize where we see things go wrong? Where we can reassess 

that in a moment when it isn't someone's actual safety at risk? And I think that's really central 

to us building these new ways of existing in the world. We have to practice them. So, when 

the moment comes where the risk is high, people already have the feeling of what to do and 

how to move forward with it. Art practice or particularly community arts, can be the beta 

test for conflict resolution. It could be the beta test for communal living. It can be the beta 

test for a lot. But we have to see it as such. Then, art can be a great space for us to have the 

theory and practice actually become our action. That can help us create the steps toward the 

world that we deserve, and our ancestors deserve. Part of the significance of people being 

able to play and imagine the realities they want, is that it is central to an internal 

decolonising process making all these concepts tangible and material. 

Nitasha Dhillon: I want everybody to strike. The reason why we decided to do these 

conversations is because we realized that people just perceived our actions as protest forms, 

whereas we are doing all this cultural and aesthetic knowledge production work. Research, 

organizing, aesthetics are not separate. And so, it's movement generated, artillery action, 

organizing, living. We are actually really talking collectively about how to exit from this 

institution and build our own, but also where do we have power and how do we strike? I 

think it’s important that abolition, and all decolonisation practices, does not really have a 

blueprint. There isn’t an end goal. It’s part of the process. In a way we dismantle these 

institutions by the way we look at their archives, their history, their receipts, but also their 

present aesthetics. That inherently is part of the revolution and the re-composition of 

institutions. 
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