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2025	VISITING	FACULTY	LECTURE,	July	17,	2025	
	
Ruth	Estévez:	 	[extensive	applause,	cheering;	Estévez	waves	coquettishly,	laughs,	
shakes,	eventually	ducks	behind	podium,	then	pumps	fist	in	response	to	someone]	Okay.	
[cheering	dies	down]	So.	Here	I	go.	[clears	throat]	
	
	 So	welcome,	everyone.	[exhales	deeply]	Today	is	a	special	day	for	all	of	us,	for	the	
ones	who	have	been	living	side	by	side	for	almost	six	weeks	now,	I	believe,	and	created	
what	I,	I	really	believe	is	a	very	special	community.	Also	for	those	who	visit	us	just	for	one	
day,	because	of	the	interest,	because	of	the	love	for	this	chool.	And	I	would	also	like	to	
extend	a	warm	welcome	to	all	of	the	ones	who	are	visiting	us	for	the	first	time,	and	just	
coming	here	to	listen	to	our	dear	Catherine	Liu.	But,	uh,	all	of	us	are	here	to	celebrate	
somehow	this	school,	especially	we	celebrate	our	class	of	2025.	[applause,	cheering]	
	
	 Saying	that	–	well,	for	those	of	us	who	are	just	here	for	today,	I	would	like	to	point	
out	that	we	have	already	gone	through	several	stages,	uh,	as	a	group	this	year.	The	
excitement	of	getting	to	know	each	other,	sharing	our	practices,	spending	time	together,	
spending	more	time	together,	and	more	time	together,	and	the	worries	of	everyday	
communal	life,	as	well	as	realizing	that	not	everything	is	perfect	and	that	community	life	is	
actually	more	than	a	theoretical	concept	so	beloved	by	our	discourses,	but	that	really,	it's	
something	that	you	really	need	to	rehearse	on	a	daily	basis.	So	between	desires,	and	
encounters,	and	non-encounters,	we	open	this	small	window	for	others	to	come	and	spend	
a	day	with	us,	and	experience	what	it’s	like	to	be	part	of	this	alternative	school	dedicated	to	
creating	that	we	like	to	call,	and	I	have	been	talking	with	some	participants	about	that,	a	
brave	environment	for	artists.	
	
	 This	is	especially	relevant	at	a	time,	I	believe,	when	trust	in	educational	settings	of	
all	kind	are	discredited,	and	in	some	cases	really	threatened,	not	only	affected	by	the	ones	
who	voice	are	eliminating	the	already	quite	ill-fated,	uh,	Department	of	Education,	they	are	
easy	to	blame,	but	also	by	the	discourse	of	a	status	quo	that	has	prevailed	in	our	sometimes	
beloved	art	world,	and	able	sometimes	to	take	a	look	at	itself	and	recognize	that	perhaps	
our	educational	and	cultural	system,	as	well	as	many	other	socialist	structures	in	our	
society	have	been	in	trouble,	um,	for	many	years,	actually.	
	
	 So	during	these	days	at	Skowhegan,	we	discuss	the	privilege	of	being	together,	and	
being	able	to	think,	to	reflect,	and	create	outside	our	regular	lives,	free	of	the	specific	duty	
of	being	an	art	worker,	or	just	being	a	citizen,	and	allowing	ourselves	the	luxury	of	
wondering,	and	wasting	time,	and	losing	yourself,	and	producing	or	not	producing.	We	feel	
really	fortunate,	but	also	guilty	at	the	same	time,	and	it	is	as	we	are	not	deserving	
sometimes,	to	be	here,	in	light	of	what	is	taking	place	sometimes	in	other	social	spheres.	
That	I	always	say,	make	no	mistake,	Skowhegan	does	not	leave	the	problems	outside.	
Rather,	everyone	brings	their	own	baggage	here.	So	I	prefer	to	think	of	Skowhegan	as	a	
place	where	one	can	recharge	energies,	and	rehearse	what	we	talk	at	the	beginning,	this	
eternal	falling.		
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So	we	are	attempting,	I	think,	um,	um,	in	this	uncertain	environment,	where	kind	of	
binary	and	polarized	opinions	are	rarely	given	a	place	for	debate,	I	am	very	pleased	today	
to	have,	um,	Professor	Catherine	Liu	here	with	us,	and	I’m	always	surprised	and	shocked	by	
Catherine’s	writings,	and	I	also	reward	within	myself	when	I	identify	with	many	of	the	
situations	she	discuss,	even	if	when	the	facts	are	not	especially	related	to	the	art	world	-
sometimes	they	are	–	uh,	it	certainly	allude	to	the	system	we	are	part	of,	and	that	heavily	
impact	the	narrative	we	have	all	constructed	to	justify	our	ways	of	living.	
	
	 I	think	in	an	art	and	cultural	world	that,	as	I	said	in	my	inaugural	speech	a	few	
weeks	ago,	is	no	longer	a	community,	but	an	industry.	An	industry	that	far	from	accepting	
itself	as	such,	embeds	a	whole	series	of	placebos	in	order	to	rid	itself	of	any	complicity	that	
exist	in	the	system	to	sustain	it.	So,	a	few	months	ago	I	started	reading	Catherine’s	book	
Virtue	Hoarders:	The	Case	Against	the	Professional	Managerial	Class,	and	I	remember	my	
excitement	and	my	desire	to	share	it	with	everyone	around	me.	Catherine	say	this,	
Catherine	said	that,	I	don’t	know	what	to	think,	yes,	no,	perhaps,	is	this	right?	Oh,	go	see,	is	
this	right	or	no,	let	me	read	it	again	–	oh,	this	is	a	very	bold	statement,	I	am	not	sure.	
[laughter]	I	took	a	highlighter,	and	I	destroyed	it,	literally,	the	pages,	uh,	as	I	used	to	do	
during	my	years	as	a	young	art	student.	Nervous,	curious,	and	kind	of	lost.	Sometimes	
perplexed	by	my	own	contradictions	in	front	of	her	sharp	critique	of	the	progressive	
thinking	in	American	politics,	the	lack	of	history	sometimes	in	terms	of	social	movements	
and	how	this	has	manifested	in	our	institutions	many	times.	
	
	 So	–	and	I’m	going	to	finish	–	I	highlighted	this.	Yeah,	it’s	a	little	bit	out	of	context,	
but	I	want	to	read	it.	‘They	have	abandoned	one	cherished	professional	research	standard	
while	fetishizing	transgression,	or	better	yet,	the	performance	of	transgression.’	And	I	
double	highlighted	this!	‘We	have	to	engage	in	a	constant	struggle	to	overcome	the	political	
paralysis	to	which	both	centrism	and	pseudo-radicalism	lead.’	And	I	triple	highlighted	that.	
‘We	must	detach	ourself	from	its	crypto	puritanical	regulation	of	human	appetites,	and	
human	relations.	We	must	be	heretics.	We	should	blaspheme.’	So,	I	was	very	excited	to	
reading	that.		
	

So,	and	before	I	get	so	excited	again,	and	because	we	have	Catherine	here,	I’m	going	
to	calm	down	and	read	some	of	the	[laughter]	biographical	data	of	our	dear	Catherine	Liu.	
So,	Catherine	Liu	is	a	professor	of	film	and	media	studies	at	the	University	of	California-
Irvine,	renowned	for	her	incisive	critiques	of	contemporary	cultural	and	political	dynamics.	
Her	scholarly	work	delves	into	the	intersection	of	critical	theory,	political	economy,	and	
cultural	criticism.	

	
So,	Liu’s	publications	include,	of	course,	Virtue	Hoarders:	The	Case	Against	the	

Professional	Managerial	Class,	published	in	2021,	and	also	other	books,	like	The	American	
Idyll:	Academic	Anti-Elitism	as	Cultural	Critique,	which	explores	also	the	complexities	of	
anti-elitism	in	American	cultural	politics,	and	she’s	also	preparing	a	new	publication,	
Traumatized	that	will	be	out	by	I	think	Verso	in	2026.	But	she’s	more	than	anything	
somebody	who	I	truly	enjoy	reading,	and	highlighting.	So	welcome,	Catherine	Liu.	
[applause,	cheering]	
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Catherine	Liu:	 So,	thank	you	so	much	for	having	me,	Ruth,	and	thank	you	all	for	being	
here.	I	have	to	say	that	I	prepared	this	talk	really	for	artists,	so	I’m	changing	a	little	–	I	have	
to	change	a	little	of	its	orientation	because	we	have	a	diversity	of	professions	in	the	
audience.	So,	um,	forgive	me	also	if	it’s	a	little,	uh,	fragmented,	this,	because	of	this	great	
occasion	to	speak	to	you,	I’m	writing	something	new.	And	I’m	not	recycling	some	other	
talks	I	gave,	at	PS	1,	or	at	Georgetown.	So,	bear	with	me,	and	there	will	be	time	for	Q&A.	
	
	 But	I	also	thought,	in	the	spirit	of	being	in	Skowhegan,	and	at	an	art	school,	you	
could	bear	with	me	and	listen	to	a	talk	called	“Playing	and	Reality.”	Just,	all	the	subtitles	are	
still	there,	but	this	is	the	brief	title	of	the	talk.	
	
	 Why	is	it	so	hard	for	people	to	find	their	way	to	a	shared	reality	these	days?	I	will	try	
to	answer	this	question	obliquely,	with	a	question	in	the	back	of	my	mind	about	the	
hyperdevelopment	of	technocratic	and	liberal	ideologies	of	domination.	AI,	trauma	culture,	
etcetera,	and,	with	another	question:	why	is	the	artist	and	her	process	important	to	an	
account	of	what	is	broken	down	in	the	development	of	the	political	subject	and	what	we	
know	as	our	democracies?		
	

The	maturity	of	the	artist	is	dependent	on	her	ability	to	engage	with	what,	um,	some	
of	us	have	been	reading	for	the	seminar,	something	called	purposeless	purposiveness	–	
purposeless	purposiveness.	And	the	cultivation	of	creativity	and	total	living	that	is	
dependent	on	what	D.W.	Winnicott	called	environmental	provision.	And	I	think	those	of	
you	who	are	here,	who	have	been	here,	have	been	privileged	recipients	of	this	kind	of	
environmental	provision	so	critical	to	the	artist	and	to	creativity.	And	I’m	going	to	talk	a	
little	bit	about	what	those	elements	are.		

	
Mass	human	thriving	through	creative	engagement	with	a	shared	world	is	not	

something	that	capitalism	wants	to	see	realized.	Art	and	creativity	have	been	entirely	
reified	as	objects	and	processes.	[00:10:01]	The	artist,	caught	between	lumpen	
bohemianism	and	entrepreneurial	hustle,	provides	us	with	a	peculiar	example	of	thwarted	
individualism.	We	are	not	ready	to	become	political	subjects;	that	is	why	we	have	
embraced	completely	cliched	professionally	managed	identities	in	our	pursuit	of	both	
research,	knowledge,	and	art	itself.	As	cultural	workers,	we	should	raise	our	expectations	
about	the	language	we	use	to	talk	about	beauty,	work,	process,	art,	and	form.	Raising	
expectations,	according	to	labor	theorist	Jane	McAlevey,	was	so	important	in	union	
organizing,	saying	to	people	that	you	shouldn’t	be	satisfied	with	this;	the	boss	should	do	
better.	You	should	have	better	working	conditions.	And	for	artists	and	art	workers,	I	would	
say,	you	should	be,	you	should	not	be	satisfied	with	the	way	we’ve	talked	about	art.	You	
should	not	be	satisfied	with	its	in,	with	its	institutions.	

	
We	are	so	far	away	from	actually	having	artists	unions,	but	at	least	we	can	throw	off	

the	weighted	blanket	of	resignation	under	which	we	have	all	been	hiding,	in	order	to	ask	
more	of	ourselves	and	each	other.	It	is	so	sad	to	be	a	witness	to	the	complete	and	utter	
reduction	of	the	terms	of	play,	creativity,	and	destruction	to	Silicon	Valley	
instrumentalities.	It	is	also	deplorable	that	we	on	the	left,	because	of	the	liberal	capture	of	
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arts	institutions,	have	been	so	remiss	in	mounting	a	defense	of	art,	and	aesthetic	
experience.		

	
Critical	theory,	which	is	what	I’m	trying	to	do,	what	we’re	working	on	in	the	

seminars	that	I	lead	here,	critical	theory	itself	has	become	a	part	of	the	culture	industry,	
mined	for	profits	and	circulation	by	allegedly	not-for-profit	organiz	–	not-for-profit	
organizations,	like	university	presses	and	universities.	The	embrace	of	French	theory	and	
post-modernism	during	decades	of	de-industrialization	has	made	art	harder	to	practice,	
and	to	write	or	talk	about,	because	there	has	to	be	a	performance	of	specialization	and	
master	of	esoterism	that	is	always	exceeding	the	ordinary	language	necessary	for	artists	to	
communicate	to	themselves	and	each	other	about	the	work	that	they	do.	Innovation,	rather	
than	communication,	dominates	the	critical	theory	space,	as	much	as	any	other	part	of	the	
culture	industry.	It	is	not	an	accident	that	critical	fill	in	the	blank	here	was	inserted	into	the	
full	reification	of	thinking	and	doing	as	modes	of	feeling	and	compliance.	The	politics	of	
identity,	and	its	formation	of	critique	as	merely	anti-bias	training,	and	the	most	shallow	
forms	of	identitarianism	has	only	left	us,	has	only	left	the	rich	with	a	winning	hand.	The	
professionalization	of	art	practice	has	made	MFA	programs	powerful	credentialling	
machines,	and	allowed	for	a	small	group	of	tenured	artists	to	find	institutional	shelter	from	
the	anxieties	of	the	art	market.	But	art	itself	has	been	delivered	to	the	billionaire	class	on	a	
biomorphic	silver	platter.	

	
On	the	one	hand,	in	universities,	we	saw	at	the	dawn	of	the	twenty-first	century	the	

emergence	of	stupid	acronyms	like	STEAM	(adapted	from	STEM,	science,	technology,	
engineering,	and	math)	that	tried	to	fit	arts	education	into	the	world	of	applied	scientific	
research.	With,	for	a	moment,	avant-garde	artists	imitating	science	and	technology	
researchers	in	allegedly	playful	laboratory	set-ups.	On	the	other	hand,	[laughter]	–	sorry.	
[cheers,	applause]	Sorry.	[laughs]	Okay!	I’m	glad	you	guys	laughed	at	that.	Okay.	On	the	
other	hand,	we	have	the	proliferation	of	[making	air	quotes]	‘experiences,’	like	The	Van	
Gogh	Experience,	or	Inside	Matisse,	the	new	immersive	exhibition.	As	pseudo-popular	
spectacle,	these	technologically	virtuosic	installations	are	parasitic	on	the	work	of	two	
painters,	whose	work,	who	life	work	represents	different	apprehensions	of	modernity	and	
modern	vision.	The	Van	Gogh	Experience	applies	that	we	all	need	more	of	an	experience	
than	just	a	Van	Gogh	painting.	We	need	to	be	surrounded	by	spectacles	of	projection,	
pixelation,	and	technologically	produced	immersive	environments.	I	am	sure	in	the	next	
stage	there	will	be	an	AI	Van	Gogh	replicant	who	will	be	living	in	his	bedroom	that	we	can	
visit.	He’ll	be	looking	out	his	window,	thinking	about	his	clogs,	and	the	sunflowers.	Because	
as	Walter	Benjamin	already	understood	a	hundred	years	ago,	fully	a	hundred	years	ago,	
technology	wants	us	to	believe	that	images	can	be	brought	within	reach,	piped	into	our	
consciousness,	miniaturized	or	exploded	into	our	sensoria	with	minimal	effort	on	the	part	
of	the	viewer.	Aesthetic	experience	conveyed	in	this	way	does	not	ma	-	in	fact	make	people	
more	curious,	or	tolerant,	of	artists	of	art	making.		

	
I	have	yet	to	see	someone	go	to	The	Van	Gogh	Experience	and	be	like,	wow,	I	really	

admire	artists.	[laughing;	Liu	shakes	her	head	and	laughs]	Doesn’t	happen.	I’m	sorry,	I	just	
didn’t	see	it.		
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Um,	it	makes	people	more	anesthetized,	more	stupid	about	relating	to	other	people	
or	art	objects,	in	a	field	not	fully	saturated	by	technology,	the	market,	or	its	ideology.	For	
my	entire	career	in	academia,	it	was	forbidden	to	criticize	popular	technological	culture	
industry	objects	in	this	way,	because	you’d	be	called	an	elitist,	and	that	was	worse	than	
being	a	capitalist	like	Ross	Perot,	or	Donald	Trump,	who	had	preserved	with	utter	integrity	
the	philistine	taste	habits	of	your	average	person.	[an	audience	member	cheers]	The	
cultural	populism	–	this	cultural	populism	was	a	poor	substitute	for	political	solidarity,	and	
yet	it	has	reigned	supreme	in	the	halls	of	academe	for	my	entire	career.	It’s	time	to	break	
with	compliance	regarding	the	degradation	of	aesthetic	experience,	and	the	critical	
language	and	discourse	around	art	that	has	become	ahistorical,	obscurantist,	reactionary,	
and	profoundly	anti-humanist	as	a	matter	of	radical	style.	

	
The	title	of	this	talk	is	an	homage	to	D.W.	Winnicott,	and	it	is	about	playing	and	

reality.	Not	playing	with	reality.	Which	is	what	the	Randian	tech	capitalists	of	our	time,	in	
their	intense	investment	in	A,	AI,	and	the	Metaverse,	whatever	that	was,	wants	to	do	with	
our	shared	world.	They	think	they	have	bent	reality	to	their	will,	and	Groked	their	way	into	
our	unconscious.	But	something	about	the	way	we	work	and	play	resists	algorithmic	
domination.	And	that	quality,	the	quality	of	authentic	play,	and	aesthetic	experience,	is	
what	I’m	trying	to	get	at	today.	

	
Silicon	Valley	may	have	countercultural	roots,	but	the	original	flower	children	have	

long	since	wilted.	The	counterculture	wanted	to	restore	playfulness	and	ludic	innocence	to	
everybody,	to	every,	and	everyday	bourgeois	life.	The	call	for	play	embodied	by	the	
Situationist	slogan,	‘Sous	les	pavés,	la	plage,’	‘beneath	the	paving	stones,	the	beach,’	has	
been	realized	in	the	digital	blending	of	work	and	pleasure	in	my	start	–	in	my	sta,	in	my	
smartphone.	[holding	up	her	phone	in	her	right	hand]	I	play	and	I	work	here!	

	
Also,	sous	les	pavés,	la	plage	has	become	a	towel	brand.	[laughter]	That	has,	that	

looks	like	paving	stones,	and	you	put	it	on	the	beach,	and	[gesturing	doing	so]	you	like	pull	
it	up,	and	there’s	the	sand.	[laughter]	

		
The	California	ideology	has	distorted	and	vulgarized	reality	and	play.	For	the	

development	of	the	infant,	and	the	emergence	of	the	artist,	playing	and	reality	find	–	
reality-finding	are	critical	risky	creative	processes.	Not	all	children	are	artists,	but	their	
development	certainly	follows	an	itinerary	with	which	a	real	artist	is	familiar.	The	adult	
artist	preserves	certain	destructive	and	obsessional	relations	with	material,	which	also	
confronting	realities	from	which	children	are	protected.	Playing	and	the	pathway	it	opens	
up	to	reality	are	critical	to	the	psychological	and	intellectual	development	of	all	human	
beings.		

	
I’m	gonna	go	through	some	of	the,	some	of	the	features	of	play,	that	according	to	

D.W.	Winnicott’s	theory	of	holding	are	articulated	through	his	final	theory	about	mental	
health	and	creativity.	I	say	mental	health	with	a	big	sigh,	because	a	lot	of	like	Gen	Zers	use	it	
completely	negatively.	Like,	I	have	mental	health;	I	can’t	do	that.	Actually	[laughter]	–	oh	
yeah,	you,	y’all	know	what	I	mean,	right?	Cause	I	was	in,	‘God,	I	have	mental	health.’	
Actually	having	mental	health	is	a	good	thing!	[laughter]	Just	sayin’.		
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But,	um,	so,	I’m	gonna	talk	about	what	we,	what	are	critical	elements	that	are	

important	for	the	education	of	the	artist,	which,	this	education,	which	we	know	today,	has	
been	streamlined	according	to	the	institutional	demands	of	MFA	programs,	of	which	most	
of	you	have	been	a	part.	[00:20:00]		

	
So,	um,	before	I	do	that,	I’m	just	gonna	give	a	little	bit	of	an	introduction	into,	um,	

trauma	culture,	which	is,	and	Traumatized,	the	book	that’s	coming	out	with	Verso	next	year.	
Because	you’ll	see	how	this,	the	trauma	identity	has	been	something	that	has	been	
ideologically	produced	so	that	the	individual	subject	tries	to	fit	him	or	herself	into	a	
narrative,	a	liberal	narrative	that	I	say	is	just,	it’s	bad	for	art,	bad	for	democracy,	bad	for	the	
achievement	of	individual	subjectivity	as	such.	

	
So,	in	my	upcoming	book	Traumatized:	The	Gentrification	of	Suffering	and	The	Death	

of	Liberalism,	I	argue	that	the	dissolution	of	the	boundary	separating	the	personal	from	the	
political,	as	engineered	by	the	New	Left,	has	not	prevented	the	hyperaccumulation	of	
capital,	and	the	immiseration	of	the	working	class.	In	fact,	it’s	promoted	it.	Things	have	just	
gotten	worse	since	the	New	Left	was	in	power	–	or,	was	effervescent.	

	
Trauma	culture	has	been	content	to	win	a	cultural	revolution,	in	which	members	of	

the	professional	classes	monopolize	language	of	trauma,	suffering,	and	recovery	in	order	to	
make	every	space	a	space	of	potential	personal	anger,	and	symbolic	violation.	Under	the	
aegis	of	trauma	culture,	a	particularly	brittle	subject	is	promoted	as	an	avatar	of	
psychological	vulnerability,	to	which	the	majority	must	be	subjugated.	This	socially	
engineered	intersubjective	field	erases	the	possibility	of	authentic	collaboration,	or	
solidarity.	Its	reified	form	of	human	relations	extracts	empathy	in	the	most	reified	forms,	
and	suppresses	dissent	and	demands	–	and	demands	absolute	compliance	with	its	own	
form	of	ideological	irrationality.	Denouncing	ideas	of	universality,	as	in	Winnicott’s	
universal	principles	of	play,	or	Marx’s	idea	of	the	u	–	Marx’s	idea	of	the	universal	
experience	of	wage	labor	under	capital,	trauma	culture	and	its	ancillary	political	forms	
romanticize	pre-industrial	sensibilities	and	cultural	practices,	and	reifies	tradition	and	
takes	for	granted	the	productive	capacity	unleashed	by	capital	itself	as	it	supplanted	
feudalism	and	agricultural	modes	of	production.	

	
Trauma	culture	is	a	powerful	formula	that	promulgates	recognition	at	the	expense	

of	redistribution.	And	it	allows	for	the	domination	of	the	wage	relation	to	remain	intact,	
while	the	expansion	of	identity	inclusion	stages	a	performative	set	of	ritual	tolerance	
activities.	Tolerance	is	very	weak	sauce	for	truly	living	with	other	people.	Liberal	
hegemony	may	have	beaten,	may	have	been	beaten	back	today	by	the	far	right,	but	if	the	
left	doesn’t	mount	a	powerful	critique	of	liberalism’s	own	ideological	failures	and	its	forms	
of	effective	coercion,	we	will	have	no	hope	for	envisioning,	much	less	leading,	a	mass	
movement	against	oppression,	domination,	and	the	carnivalesque	reactionary	politics	that	
have	turned	out	to	be	the	greatest	sign	of	political	decadence	in	our	times.		

	
Creative	and	authentic	forms	of	play	cannot	exist	without	one	critical	factor	-	and	

this	is	Winnicottian,	and	psychoanalytic,	Freudian	–	aggression.	The	infant	as	a	subject	who	
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plays	must	be	able	to	experience	aggression	or	hatred,	symbolically,	on	a	world,	on	the	
world,	or	the	other,	a	caretaker,	usually	the	mother.	And	this	mother	or	caretaker,	and	the	
world,	has	to	be	resilient	enough	to	survive	the	attacks	of	the	infant.	The	mother	or	primary	
taker	has	to	be,	at	the	same	time,	entirely	preoccupied	for	a	short	period	of	time	with	the	
needs	of	a	dependent	child,	and	as	she	adapts	to	her	infant’s	emergence	as	a	node	of	world-
finding	aggressive	impulses,	she	also	learns	to	pay,	to	forget	the	child’s	needs	herself.	This,	
this	dance	between	[alternating	left	and	right	hand	coming	out	in	front	of	her]	dependency,	
indifference,	preoccupation,	aggression,	is	something	that’s	performed	intuitively	and	
beautifully	by	each	one	of	our	mother’s,	or	caretakers.	The	fact	that	we	can	sit	in	this	room	
today	means	that	another	human	being	performed	this	dance	for	us.	Very,	very	critically.		

	
So,	most	caretakers	perform	this	dance	without	thinking,	and	without	knowledge	of	

the	complexity	of	the	infant	world	dyad.	But,	there	are	critical	processes	of	displacement	
and	aggression	in	the	transitional	space	between	the	me	and	the	not	me	that	we	can	
theorize	for	our	own	purposes,	and	that	allows	the	infant,	as	a	kind	of	primordial	
allegorical	figure	for	the	artist	and	the	human	being,	to	trust	her	surroundings	enough	to	
play	with	the	other	by	using	it.	This	model	of	tolerance	and	toleration,	which	is	the	
tolerance	of	the	world	and	the	tolerance	of	the	caretaker	for	the	child’s	use	of	the	world	
and	this	person	is	really	dependent	–	is	very	critical	to,	to	the	emergence	of	this	transitional	
space	between	the	me	and	the	not	me.	Where	playing	and	cultural	experience,	for	
Winnicott,	can	take	place.	

	
Destructive	instincts	in	this	space	are	critical	to	psychological	development.	The	

incapacity	of	today’s	liberals	to	tolerate	aggression	and	destructive	instincts	makes	them	
uniquely	incapable	of	confronting	and	differentiating	between	symbolic	aggression	and	
material	exploitation.	The	environmental	movement,	and	extreme	ecology	movements,	
promote	the	idea	of	a	fragile	and	angry	earth,	Gaia.	The	anti-family	anti-natalist	political	
formation	promoted	a	hatred	of	kindship,	and	would	like	to	abolish	the	family	as	a	libidinal	
and	credit-bearing	institution	in	the	absence	of	a	socialized	network	of	care,	that	would	
replace	it.	In	fact,	sociologist	Jennifer	Silva	has	shown	that	today’s	working	class	young	
person	has	a	far	less	chance	of	forming	stable	relationships	and	families	as	compared	to	her	
PMC	counterpart.	So	it’s	really	ironic	that	this	sort	of	radical	group	can	say,	‘Let’s	take	this	
thing	away	from	working	class	people	who	have	so,	such	a	hard	time	even	achieving	it.’		

		
The	most	extreme	forms	of	these	allegedly	radical	cultural	positions	contain	with	

them,	within	them,	a	hatred	of	human	life	itself.	Transhumanism,	extreme	ecology,	seem	to	
be	self-defeating,	until	you	see	that	they	are	conveniently	positioned	within	credentialing	
institutions	that	thrive	on	novelty.	The	professional	class	fetish	for	radicalism	and	novelty	
has	dominated	left	liberal	spaces	for	so	long	that	many	of	us	have	simply	giving,	given	up	
questioning	their	first	principles.	In	their	world,	the	space	of	the	artist	is	then	completely	
circumscribed	by	a	reified	identity,	and	morality,	as	well	as	the	pursuit	of	virtue	in	the	form	
of	transgression,	anti-normativity,	and	anti-universalism,	which	is	related	to	the	quote	that	
Ruth	read.	Thank	you,	Ruth.	

	
According	to	Winnicott,	there’s	something	called	quote	unquote	creative	

apperception.	And	that	makes	the	in	–	this	kind	of	unconscious,	instinctual	attitude	towards	
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the	world	makes	the	individual	feel	as	if	life	is	worth	living.	This	is	in	Playing	and	Reality.	
Creativity	is	an	attitude	towards	external	reality.	Intelligence	may	serve	creativity,	but	it	is	
not	creative	in	and	of	itself.	That’s	why,	like,	all	the	tech	bros	think	that,	like,	they’re	so	
smart,	and	they’re	-	I’m	not	gonna	go	there.	[laughter]		

	
Um,	the	opposite	of	the	creative	attitude	toward	the	world	is	the	compliant	one.	This	

is	really	important,	from	Winnicott.	You	have	crea,	creative	attitude,	or	compliant	attitude.	
Compliance	for	Winnicott	produces	a	sense	of	futility.	And	anyone	who’s	filed	their	taxes	
knows	that.	And	I	would	say	resignation	and	cynicism	that	reified	language	and	ideological	
formations	demand	of	us.	Creativity	has	something	to	do	with	the	coordination	of	impulse	
and	form.	And	with	pleasure,	that	is	corporeal	and	tactile.	Winnicott	himself	remains	
frustratingly	vague	on	what	creativity	actually	is.	Except	as	an	attitude	that	is	not	
necessarily	attached	to	creation,	or	a	product.	For	him,	the	field	of	creativity	lies	in	his	
accounts	of	the,	of	his	clinical	practice,	and	he	was,	by	all	accounts	and	purposes,	an	
enormously	creative	analyst.	

		
In	the	essay,	quote,	“The	Location	of	Cultural	Experience,”	he	writes	that	‘it	is	not	

possible	to	be	original,	except	on	the	basis	of	tradition.’	Winnicott	continues,	quote,	‘the	
interplay	between	originality	and	the	acceptance	of	tradition	as	the	basis	of	inventiveness	
seem	to	be,	seems	to	be	just	one	more	example	–	and	a	very	exciting	one	–	of	the	interplay	
between	separateness	and	union.’	The	anti-traditional	anti-normative	impulse	within	
radical	liberal	circles	is	all	about	separateness.	In	–	and	we	wonder	why	everyone’s	so	
alone,	and	isolated.	[00:29:59]	

	
In	this	theoretical	exposition	about	culture,	creativity	locate	–	the	creativity	located	

in	everyone,	and	anyone,	is	dependent	on	the	individual’s	emergence	from	a	state	of	
identification	and	fusion	with	the	environment	and	an	acknowledgement	of	our	ability	to	
use	that	environment	that	existed	before	her.	It	is	to	acknowledge	the	separateness	of	the	
world,	in	order	to	become	an	individual	subject	that	can	share	the	world.	

	
Quote,	‘Of	every	individual	who	has	reached	the	stage	of	being	a	unit,	with	a	limiting	

membrane,	and	an	inside	and	an	outside,	it	can	be	said	that	there	is	an	inner	reality	to	that	
individual,	an	inner	world	that	can	be	rich	or	poor,	that	can	be	at	peace	or	in	a	state	of	war.	
This	helps,	but	is	it	enough?	My	claim	is	that	if	there	is,	there’s	a	third	part	of	life,	not	just	
the	inside	or	the	outside,	there’s	a	third	part	of	life	to	the	human	being,	a	part	that	we	
cannot	ignore.	An	intermediate	area	of	experience,	to	which	the	inner	and	outer	reality	
remain	separate	yet	interrelated.’	End	quote.	

	
Winnicott	called	this	intermediate	space	an	area	of	experience	that	is	the	

transitional	space,	where	transitional	objects	reside.	In	this	space	lies	the	potential	for	
cultural	experience,	and	the	symbolization	of	me	not	me.	I	mean,	to	make	it	very	concrete,	I	
actually	should	have	put	this	in	here,	but	when	the	infant	realizes,	calls	out	for	the	mother	
in	the	very	deepest	states	of	dependency,	the	mother	always	responds.	But	then	the	infant	
learns,	the	infant	is	able	to	be	more	frustrated,	and	the	mother,	you	know,	kind	of	forgets,	
or	doesn’t	pick	the	infant	up	right	away.	And	to	compensate	for	the	state	of	frustration,	the	
infant	who	thinks,	who	thought	of	himself	as	omnipotent,	suddenly	is	able	to,	um,	find	a	
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substitute,	and	that	substitute	can	be	a	thumb,	it	can	be	the	corner	of	a	blanket,	something	
like	this,	and	for	Winnicott,	this	thing	that,	you	know,	because	we’re	all,	we	all	demand	oral	
satisfaction,	this	thing	we	put	in	our	mouth	in	the	absence	of	the	mother,	or	the	pro,	the	
caretaker,	becomes	like	the	transitional	object,	becomes	our	attempt	to	metonymically	
substitute	some,	one	thing	for	another.	And	it’s	here	in	this	space	that	we	are	able	to	
acknowledge	that	there	is	a	world	that’s	not	me,	there’s	me,	and	here	we	learn	to	play,	as	
well.	

	
So,	in	the	e,	in	the	space	lies	the	potential	for	cultural	experience.	Here	lies	the	space	

of	what	Winnicott	calls	–	and	this	is	like	a	crazy	list,	okay?	Lying,	creativity,	and	addiction.	
For	Winnicott	as	a	psychoanically	-	psychoanalytically	oriented	therapist,	the	process	of	
therapy	is	for	him	best	theorized	as	two	people	playing	together.	When	the	patient	is	
incapable	of	play,	the	process	of	healing	begins	by	the	restoration	of	her	capacity	to	do	so.	It	
is	difficult	today	to	imagine,	with	the	pressures	of	managed	care,	and	the	austerity	budgets	
of	Medicare,	and	the,	um,	punitive,	um,	attitudes	of	American	insurance	towards	mental	
health	care,	that	we	could	find	this	kind	of	playfulness	in	a	ten-session	allotted,	um,	time	
period	that	you	might	have	with	your	therapist.		

	
The	formu	–	so,	the	formulaic	solutions	offered	by	the	therapist	are	ago,	

algorithmically	groomed,	and	checklist	adjust,	adjusted.	You	can	see	this	burnout,	about	
dealing,	about	not	being	able	to	play,	or	heal,	amongst	clinicians,	who	are	confronted	day	in	
and	day	out	with	people	desperate	for	help,	but	so	deeply	identified	with	overdiagnosis	and	
descriptions	of	their	distress,	as	they’ve	been	to,	as	they’ve	been,	as	they’ve	been	described	
on	social	media,	and	in	media	sanctioned	diagnoses.	Bipolar,	PTSD,	and	other	personality	
disorders	in	which	the	contemporary	consumer,	and	distressed	person,	finds	temporary	
solace	in	an	acronym.	

	
Ten	sessions	have	to	be	pre-approved	by	your	insurance	company,	unless	you	can	

pay	your	therapist	or	analyst	out	of	pocket,	and	out	of	network,	and	these	prices	continue	
to	be	more	and	more,	um,	can	even	be	astronomical,	out	of	the	reach	of	ordinary	people.	
The	kinds	of	play	that	Winnicott	describes	is	not	therapeutic	as	such.	Play	becomes	a	
dynamic	for	relating	to	the	world,	and	to	others,	that	the	analyst	interprets.	

	
And	I	should,	um,	also	say	that	he	practiced	during	the	war,	and,	um,	Second	World	

War,	after	the	war,	when	the	National	Healthcare	Service	in	the	UK	was	established.	During	
the	war,	um,	psychiatrists	and	doctors	were	compensated	for,	being	compensated	by	the	
government,	of	course,	and	he	saw	a	lot	of	displaced	children	during	that	time.	A	lot	of	his	
observations	about	children	had	to	do	with	his,	um,	treatment	of	children	who	are	
separated	by,	from	their	parents	during	the	bombing	of	London.	Right,	it’s	like,	they	sent	
the	kids	to	the	countryside,	to	save	them.	And	he	observed,	like,	their	reactions	to	the	
separation.	

	
The	kinds	of	play	that	Winnicott	describes,	of,	it’s	not	therapeutic,	but	interpret	–	

and,	to	play	means	to	interpret.	But	interpretation	outside	of	the	rightness	of	material	is	
indoctrination,	and	produces	compliance.	And	I	would	say	that	that	is	what	happens	when	
you	have,	um,	listicles	that	you	fill	out,	and	then	they	give	you	a	diagnosis	of	yourself,	on,	it	



 10 

used	to	be	in	women’s	magazines,	now	it’s	everywhere	on	social	media,	and	what	you	do	
when	you	accept	that	diagnosis	is,	you’re	compliant	with	a	whole	system	and	apparatus	of	
domination.		

	
‘When	there’s	mutual	play,	Winnicott	says,	‘interpretation	according	to	accepted	

psychoanalytic	principles	can	carry	the	therapeutic	work	forward.	This	playing	has	to	be	
spontaneous	and	not	compliant	or	acquiescent	if	psychotherapy	is	to	be	done.’	End	quote.	
We	live	in	trauma	culture	that	demands	compliance	to	the	DSM-5.	Overdiagnosis,	like	
overreliance	on	theory,	hinders	the	creative	finding	of	the	self.	Creativity,	in	the	transitional	
space,	occurs	when	the	child,	or	the	artist,	can	manipulate	external	phenomena	in	the	
service	of	their	specific	individual	dreams	and	fantasies.	The	level	at	which	this	world	is	–	
the	level	at	which	our	world	is	dominated	by	industrially	produced	images	of	health	and	
illness	is	absolutely	astonishing.	But	even	so,	we	can	say	that	we	have	–	we	can	say	that	
there	is	a	resistance	to	this	world,	and	this,	to	this	domination.	And	this	is	a	place	where	it	
keeps	me	hopeful,	because	there	is	a	di	–	quote,	Winnicott,	‘there	is	a	direct	development	
from	transitional	phenomena	to	playing,	and	from	playing	to	shared	playing,	and	from	this	
to	cultural	experience.’	End	quote.		

	
There	is	within	a	series	of	artistic	practices	a	creative	mimesis	of	industrially	

produced	images	and	experiences,	where	play	itself	is	about	the	reduction	of	human	
agency	and	a	regression	toward	pure	enjoyment	and	loss	of	boundaries.	Like,	I	think	that	
artists	who	are	able	to	play	with	all	of	these	issues	are	ones	that	offer	us	a	real,	a	really	new	
vision	of	the	world.	And	just	in	some,	just,	like,	um,	as	a	very,	like,	vulgar,	um,	example,	I	
would	say	like	the	Impressionists	and	the	post-Impressionists,	in	abandoning	photorealism	
in	painting,	started	to	play	with	different	forms	of	vision.	Because,	um,	the	blur	was	
something	that	they	could	render,	and	that	there	was	no	nec	–	and	they	were	also	dealing	
with	the	kinds	of	speeds,	um,	of	technology,	the	blur	in	the	cam,	the	blur	in	the	photograph	
that	could	occur	in	an	overexposed	strip	of	film.	

	
So,	I	feel	like	there	is	a	kind	of,	there	is	possibility	for	playing	with	all	of	these	things	

that	I’m	describing	about	negatively.	Um,	there	is	a	form	of	aestheticized	regression	that	
leads	to	formlessness,	installation,	disorder,	and	anti-aesthetics,	and	that	it	is	never	–	it	is	
never	nevertheless	predicated	on	the	fact	that	there	will	be	an	audience	who	will	recognize	
and	understand	and	be	able	to	mimetically	identify	with	a	process	of	production	itself.	So,	
the	ar,	the	artistic	practice	of	dematerializing	art	objects,	and	embracing	formless	pleasures	
of	consumption,	take	on	an	edge	lord	aspect	of	human	experience	that	is	nevertheless	
dependent	on	a	caretaker,	a	critic,	and	a	curator	recognizing	this	trash	heap	as	more	than	
just	a	trash	heap.	[laughter]	

	
Play	is	unpredictable,	though.	It’s	open-ended,	frustrating,	and	often	frightening.	So	

today,	in	light	of	DSM	diagnoses	and	algorithmically-groomed	checklists,	patients	and	their	
therapists	are	consigned	to	not	play.	Play	is	a	part	of	what	Melanie	Klein	and	Winnicott	
would	call	mental	he	–	object-finding,	reality-finding,	and	health.	Winnicott	though	that	
Klein’s	theory	of	bad	and	good	breasts	focused	too	much	on	homeostasis,	and	not	enough	
on	the	question	of	play	as	a	universal	form	of	psychological	activity	that	has	its	own	
benefits,	its	own	ends,	especially	in	relationship	to	constructing	a	shared	world.	Our	
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collective	ability	[lifts	phone,	seemingly	to	check	time]	to	have	cultural	experiences	is	being	
damaged,	but	it	is	not	completely	destroyed.	[00:39:59]	Quote,	‘cultural	experience	begins	
with	creative	living,	first	manifested	in	play.’	End	quote.	This	is	Winnicott;	it	is	so	precious	
to	me,	this	quote.	At	a	time	of	maximal	dependency,	the	infant	can	begin	to	experience	life	
creatively	and	destructively,	if	she	has	confidence	in	the	dependability	of	the	mother	figure	
or	the	environmental	elements,	confidence	being	evidence	of	dependability	that	is	being	
internalized,	or	interjected.		

	
The	potential	space	between	any	one	baby	and	another	human	being	is	the	

observable	transitional	space	of	object-finding	and	creativity.	When	a	baby	learns	to	live	
creatively,	she	finds	objects	that	have	already	existed.	She	can	use	them,	and	participate	in	
cultural	inheritance	and	collective	apprehension	of	a	sensuous,	frustrating,	and	durable	
world.	For	Winnicott,	the	deprived	child,	however,	is	quote,	‘notoriously	restless,	and	
unable	to	play,	and	has	an	impoverishment	of	capacity	to	experience	the	cultural	field.’	

	
And,	you	know,	if	we	were	gonna	be	conspiratorial,	just,	in	conspiracy	thinking,	you	

could	say	that	all,	that	the,	um,	hyper	Ayn	Randian,	hyper	capitalist	mode	right	now	of,	um,	
stripping	away	any	kind	of	social	provision,	any	kind	of	job	continuity,	is	about	casting	us	
all	into	that	place	of	non-play,	of	radical	compliance,	of	lack	of	creativity,	of	fear.	

	
So,	I	have	made	arguments	about	the	inheritance	of	accumulated	wealth	and	social	

capital	among	the	professional	managerial	classes.	What’s	driven	to	guarantee	that	their	
progeny	be	deprived	of	nothing.	But	why	is	this	segment	of	wage	workers,	privileged	wage	
workers,	so	unable	to	engage	in	the	world	creatively?	Of	what	are	they	deprived?	How	did	
they	shape	the	cultural	field	into	a	space	of	highly	credentialed	individual	performing	–	
highly	credentialed	individuals	performing	either	excess	or	virtue	for	each	other?		

	
If	we	follow	the	Winnicottian	model,	the	PMC	child	and	parent	has	no	confidence	in	

the	world.	The	PMC	caretaker	does	not,	wants	to	make	a	perfect	world,	however,	and	is	
terrified	of	frustrating	her	child.	She	has	created	a	world	where	the	minimization	of	
frustration	is	a	defense	against	cultural	and	aesthetic	experience.	Against	purposive	
purposelessness.	

	
We,	Winnicott	makes	a	casual	mention	of	common	property	in	the	following	

passage,	and	I	think	it’s	really	important	for	us	to	understand	what,	and	revitalize,	this	
notion	of	the	shared	world	and	common	property.	Please	be	patient	with	me,	as	I	think	it’s	
important	to	cite	it	in	its	entirety.	Quote,	‘I	have	tried	to	draw	attention	to	the	importance	
both	in	theory	and	in	practice	of	a	third	area,	that	of	play,	which	expands	into	creative	
living,	and	into	the	whole	cultural	life	of	man.’	It’s	like,	okay,	dad	–	of	people.	‘This	third	
area	has	been	contrasted	with	inner	or	personal	psychic	reality,	with	the	actual	world	in	
which	the	individual	lives,	which	can	be	objectively	perceived.	I	have	located	this	important	
area	of	experience	in	the	potential	space	between	the	individual	and	the	environment,	that	
which	initially	both	joins	and	separates	the	baby	and	the	mother,	when	the	mother’s	love,	
displayed	or	made	manifest	as	human	reliability,	does	in	fact	give	the	baby	a	sense	of	trust,	
or	of	confidence	in	the	environmental	factor.	Attention	is	drawn	to	the	fact	that	this	
potential	space	is	a	highly	variable	factor	from	individual	to	individual,	whereas	the	other	
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two	locations,	personal	or	psychic	reality,	and	the	actual	world,	are	relatively	constant.	One	
being	biologically	determined,	and	the	other	being	common	property.’	

	
And	today	I	want	us	to	think	about	how	important	it	is	to	cultivate	common	

property,	in	order	to	cultivate	creativity,	in	order	to	produce	an	environment	where	artists	
and	babies	can	thrive.	Thank	you.	[applause,	cheering,	house	lights	come	up]	

	
Audience	member:	 	 Hello.	Thank	you.	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	where,	I	don’t	see	you,	where	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I’m	sorry.	
	
Liu:	 Oh	yeah,	okay	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I’m	over	here.	[laughs]	
	
Liu:	 I	thought	you	were	gonna	turn	on	the	light.	Okay.	Thanks.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 It’s	all	good.	Um,	yeah,	thank	you	for	that,	that	lecture,	I’m,	I’m	
only	vaguely	familiar	with	Melanie	Klein,	I’m	not,	like,	at	all	in,	an	expert	on	Winnicott,	but	
I’m	curious	about,	um,	this	idea	of,	um,	the	DSM,	you	know,	diagnosis	being	something	
that’s	like	overused,	or	overdetermined,	as	a	way	of	potentially	stifling	creativity.	I,	I’m,	I’m	
a	little	hesitant	to	like	agree	with	you	on	that	point,	only	because	I’m	like	a	real	life,	not	
theoretical,	survivor	of	PTSD,	and	it’s	like,	the	symptoms	as	they’re	described,	the	
migraines,	the	nightmares,	the	flashbacks,	the	body	pains,	the	avoidance,	like,	all	of	those	
symptoms	that	give	it	its	diagnosis,	diagnostic	frame,	are	things	that,	um,	without,	um,	
acknowledgement	can	actually	make	someone’s	life,	day	to	day	life,	extremely	difficult.	So	
I’m	just	like	trying	to	figure	out,	like,	that	space	between	getting	health	care,	taking	care	of	
something	that	is	real,	that’s	happening	to	you	in	your	body,	versus,	like,	an	overdiagnostic	
culture	that	tends	to	let	people	think	that	just	cause	they	have	their	feelings	hurt,	that	they	
somehow	now	are	traumatized.	
	
Liu:	 Um,	I	really	appreciate	that	question.	I	think	that	there	are	ways	of	treating,	that	the	
DSM	has	turned	into	a	very	poor	way	of	diagnosing,	um,	PTSD,	partially	because	of,	um,	the	
expansion	and	the	creep	of	the	definition.	I,	what	I	want	to	really	emphasize	is	allowing	for	
the	freedom	of	therapists	and	their	patients	to	work	through	it	together,	without	this	kind	
of	diagnostic,	um,	manual	there,	so	that	you	can	have	approval	from	your	insurance	
company	cover	your	symptoms.	Everybody’s	symptoms	are	different.	I	know	that	there	is	a	
partic	–	so	this,	there	isn’t	a	perfect	diagnostic	manual,	but	I	want	to	also,	in	the	book	on	
Traumatized,	I	show	how	D,	the	DSM	was	created	as	a	statistical	manual	to	measure	the	
amount	of	mental	illness	in	World	War	I	soldier	recruits.	It	was	then	used,	adapated,	in	the	
1970s,	by	psychiatrists,	who	were	anti-psychoanalytic,	to	create	a	list	of	symptoms	that	
could	then	be	addressed	more	conveniently	by	drugs.	And	I,	by	the	psychopharmacological	
industry.	And	I	think	that	I	want	to	imagine	a	place	where	therapy	doesn’t	depend	either	on	
insurance	approval,	the	listicle	that’s	adapted	by	psychopharmacology,	but	that	can	really	
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cultivate	the	creative	necessity	of	working	with,	in	an	open-ended	way,	between	clinicians	
and,	um,	their	patients.	So,	within	psychiatry	itself,	many,	many	psychiatrists	find	this	
manual	very	oppressive.	And	they	find	that	their	inability,	that	their	ability	to	help	their	
patients	is	really	pa,	um,	dependent	upon	their	compliance	with	bureaucratic,	um,	
requirements.	And	there	is,	um,	I	think	some	way	in	which	we	should	all	find,	try	to	find	
ourselves	in	situations	where	we	can	be	more	human	with	each	other,	and	less	mediated	by	
listicles.	That’s	my	only	objection	to	the	DSM-1.	
	
	 Well,	there’s	another	objection,	is	that	the	DSM,	in	its	revision,	the	DSM-3	took	out	all	
the	psychoanalytic,	um,	frameworks,	where	mention	of	the	unconscious	and	the	fantasy	
world	were,	um,	really	important	part	of	psychoanalytic	therapies.	So	once	you	take	out	the	
unconscious	and,	um,	fantasy,	then	you	only	have	these	like	external	lists	of	symptoms	that	
can	be	treated,	either	by	drugs,	or	by,	like,	ten	sessions.	So	we	keep	getting	behavioral	
therapies	that	I	don’t	think	get	to	the	root	of,	um,	trauma,	PTS	–	they	certainly	didn’t	for	me.	
It's	something	I’ve	learned	to	live	with,	but	I	think	that	there,	because	of	the	DSM,	there	are	
so	many	snake	oil	salesmen	out	there	going,	‘Oh,	you’ve	got	these	ten	symptoms?	We	can	
cure	it.’	There	are	so	many	books	right	now	that	are	like,	the	end	of	trauma,	the,	you	know,	
this,	take	my	six-week	course,	and	I	think	that	part,	part	of	this,	um,	reification	of	the	
symptoms	is	really	adapted	to	making	profit	from	people’s	suffering.	So	I	think	trauma	is	
another	word	for	human	suffering,	and	I	want	us	to	be	able	to	go	back	to	that	language.	You	
see	what	I’m	saying?	[applause]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Uh,	I,	um,	I	have	a,	a	question	which	I	might	have	not	
understood,	early	on	in	your,	uh,	introduction,	you	said	at	one	point,	and	I	could	be	wrong,	
how	the	billionaires	won,	and	I	would	like	to	understand	what	you	meant	by	that.	
[00:50:18]		
	

Do	you	remember	what	I’m	referring	to?	
	
Liu:	 Yeah.	You	didn’t	think	they	won?	[laughter]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 The	billionaires	won.	Sorry.	
	
Liu:		 Okay,	I	live	in	Irvine.	Maybe	on	the	east	coast	you’re	more	protected	by	sort	of	
fragmented	real	estate,	um,	ownership,	but	I	live	in	a	town	that’s	owned	by	Donald	Bren.	
Every	single	leaf,	every	single	tree,	is	determined	by	this	real	estate	magnate.		
	

Think	about	the	ways	in	which	we	play	now.	Think	about	what	we’re	supposed	to	
think	about.	These	are	determined	by	Silicon	Valley,	we’re	all	supposed	to	think	about	AI	–	I	
try	not	to.	But,	um,	we’re	all	supposed	to	be,	um,	all	of	our	private	equity	billionaires	look	at	
our,	regulating	healthcare,	because	they’re	going	in	where	Medicare,	Medicaid	fail.	Real	
estate	and	development	is	ruled	by	billionaires.	We	have	to	break	up	these	monopolies.	
Um,	we	have	to	take	over,	take	back	the	world.		

	
The	art	world	–	I’m	sorry,	guys,	but	the	art	world	is,	um,	directed	by	the	will	of	the	

donors.	And	there	are	many	good	donors	here,	and	I’m	sure	you’re	not	billionaires,	
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[applause]	so	you	should	be	angry	at	the	billionaires.	So	that’s	what	I	mean.	I	don’t	know	
why	that’s	not	clear	to	you;	I	mean,	who	do	you	think	is	winning	right	now?	The	working	
class?	

	
Audience	member:	 		 [speaking	off	mic]	-	what	everyone	could	do	in	this	room	–	stop	
using	their	cell	phones	tomorrow.	For	one	entire	day.	Can	that	happen?	
	
Liu:	 So,	I’m	not	in	the	habit	of,	um,	left	asceticism.	I	don’t	think	we	should	take	things	
away	from	people.	Certainly,	we	should	try,	but	I	don’t	think	those	individual	acts	are	
gonna	fuck	with,	uh,	any	of	those	guys.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 But	would	it	be	beneficial	for	us	–	
	
Liu:	 Let’s	try	it!	Let’s	try	it.	But	is	that	a	collective	action?	I,	I	[putting	her	hands	up	in	
front	of	her]	admire	that,		but	you	know,	the	thing	is	that	this	thing	[picking	up	her	phone]		
	
Audience	member:	 	 [INAUDIBLE]	
	
Liu:	 Your	injunction.	But	I	just	said	that	my	left	liberal	practice	is,	is	not	about	taking	peo,	
taking	things	away	from	people	and	showing	their	vir,	and	showing	our	virtue	by	depriving	
people	of	things.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Then	how	can	you	change	society?	
	
Liu:	 One	step	–	I	don’t	think	we’re	even	at	that	time	where	we	can,	because	you	know	
who’s	changed	society?	The	far	right	has	changed	society.	Not	us.	[a	few	audience	members	
speak	up	simultaneously,	no	comments	being	fully	decipherable]	Oh	thank	you.	Yeah	yeah	
yeah.	
	
	 I	think	that	one	of	the	things	that	I’m	trying	to	address	here	is	powerlessness.	How	
do	we	deal	with	our	powerlessness?	How	do	we	find	more,	better	relations	with	each	
other?	I	think	that	as	political	subjects,	we	are	so	not	ready	for	confronting	our	
powerlessness.	And	one	of	the	things	that	I	think	has	really	screwed	us	up	is	the	post-’68	
idea	that	these	radical	gestures	can	change	the	world.	We	need	to	build	mass	movements	of	
trust	between	people.	We	need	to	focus	on	environmental	provision.	We	need	to	diminish	
the	individual	act,	so	that	we	can	understand	what	is	actually	happening	in	the	shared	
reality	of	our	world.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 So	what’s	that	[applause]	–	
	
Liu:	 [holding	her	right	palm	up	out	in	front	of	her]	No,	I’m	not	answering	any	more	
questions	from	you.	Okay,	let’s	go	–	why	does	he	have	a	mic?	Let’s	get	someone	else	on	the,	
uh	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 So,	so	then,	on	that,	how	do	we	promote	experimentation?	
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Liu:	 [holding	both	hands	up	to	her	brow]	I	don’t	-	I	don’t	see,	I	don’t	see	anyone.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I’m	over	here.	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	okay.	Oh,	okay!	Thanks.	[laughs]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Thank	you	so	much.	So,	then,	on	that	note,	how	do	we	promote	
experimentation	within	that?	Like,	especially	for	a	school	like	this.	
	
Liu:	 For	what?	[cupping	her	ear]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 For	a	school	like	this,	how	do	we	promote	experimentation?	
	
Liu:	 I	think	you,	you	have	all	the	environmental	provision	you	need,	and	I	think	you’ve	
done	a	great	job,	and	you’ve	set	a	great	atmosphere	for	yourselves.	Um,	I	think	that	we	can	
all	mod,	learn	to	be	more,	um,	honest	with	each	other,	and	that	is	very	difficult,	and	so	
experimentation	means	also	-	this	was	the	other	thing	I	was	thinking	about,	too,	today,	like,	
I,	we	talked	about	it	in	the	seminar.	Is	like,	sometimes	experiments	fail!	And	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Absolutely.	
	
Liu:	 --	we	should	be	honest	about	our	failures,	as	well	as	our	successes.	And	so	
promoting	a	spirit	of	experimentation,	and	object-finding,	and	immersive,	profound	
aesthetic	experiences,	also	means	acknowledging	and	being	more	ho	-	where	we	fail,	and	
also	being	honest	with	each	other	about	where	others	fail.	Like,	you,	I	don’t	like	that	piece.	
I’ve	noticed	that,	you	know,	more	and	more,	like,	it	started	when	I	was	in	graduate	school,	
it's	just	gotten	worse	today,	there	is	a	fear,	terrible	fear	of	confrontation,	or,	um,	honest	
exchange.	There’s	just	like,	um,	assumed	consensus.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 In,	in	–	
	
Liu:	 All	the	time,	everywhere,	all	the	time,	and	I	think	that	just	in	terms	of	pushing	us,	
ourselves	further	outside	of	this	liberal	death	lock	people	have	on	us,	also	the	New	Left	
death	lock,	we	have	to	just	push	push	push,	ask	questions	of	each	other,	ourselves,	and,	uh,	
look	at	more	open-ended	forms	of	play,	when	you’re	in	this	environment.	You’re	all	gonna	
have	to	face	reality	soon.	But	[laughing]	in	this,	in	this	environment,	like,	how	do	you	
strengthen	your,	um,	commitments,	your	seriousness	about	your	art,	and	about	your,	the	
use	of	language	that	you,	um,	exercise	when	you	talk	about	your	art?	So	that	you	can	face	
the	reality	with	a	greater	and	more	robust	sense	of	purposeless	purposiveness.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Well,	absolutely,	but	also	so	much	of	like	adult	play	ends	in	
judgement,	so,	like,	how	do	adults	–	
	
Liu:	 What	do	you	mean?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	play	then?	
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Liu:	 What	do	you	mean,	adult	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Well,	I,	I	guess,	like,	there’s	a	sort	of	like	landing	pad	that,	like,	
you	try	something	out,	and	it,	like,	you	talk	about	failure,	um,	I	guess	I’m	thinking	about	the	
space	of	play	that’s	really	hard	at	a	certain	point,	and	what,	what,	how	to	expand	that.	
	
Liu:	 Um,	you	know,	the	space	of	play	is	really	hard	to	establish,	but	I	think	what,	um,	
Winnicott	was	talking	about	was	just	like	having	a	creative	attitude,	and	trusting	other	
people.	So	that,	how	do	we	achieve	that?	He’s	very	vague	on	it,	but,	um,	I	think	that	one	way	
that	I	think	that	I’ve	been	able	to	try	to	model	is	to	be	critical,	and	playful,	and	to	
acknowledge	the	limitations	of	my	own	individual	actions.	I	find	that	with	liberals	these	
days,	and	academics,	everyone	just	thinks	they’re	speaking	truth	to	power.	Where	is	
power?	We	should	not	be	speaking	–	we	should	be	speaking	to	each	other.	So	that	we	
become	more	powerful.	[applause,	cheering]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Hello!	Um,	I	just	had	a,	a	question	maybe	about	your	
relationship	to	–	
	
Liu:	 I	don’t	see	you.	Where	are	you?	Oh,	can	you	just	wave?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Hello!	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	okay,	hi.	[opens	bottle	and	takes	drink	of	water]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah,	um,	so,	[exhales]	I’ve	been	thinking	a	lot	about,	um,	my	
relationship	to,	like,	the	tenets	of	like	what	makes	an	art	work,	um,	valuable.	Like,	what	are	
the	value	systems	that	we	all	adhere	to	that	make	certain	art	works	good	art	works,	and	
other	art	works	bad	art	works.	[Liu	coughs]	And	I’m	curious	about,	like,	the	limitations,	um,	
that	we	have	around	that.	Like,	for	me,	like,	monumentality,	permanence,	these	things,	like,	
they	subsume	kind	of	everything	else.	Um,	and	like	there’s	this	performance	of,	like,	quote	
unquote	performance	that	everybody	kind	of	has	to	do	–	
	
Liu:	 That’s	right.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	in	order	for	artists	–	
	
Liu:	 That’s	right.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	to	like,	exist	as	valuable	–	
	
Liu:	 As	visible!		
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	people.	
	
Liu:	 Legible	beings.	
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Audience	member:	 	 And	I	think	there’s	a	lot	of	value	in	illegibility,	and	in	–	
	
Liu:	 Yup.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	maybe	ephemera,	honestly.	Like	I,	I	think	that	a	lot	of	the	
creative	act	that	you’re	talking	about	does	not	end	in	an	object	that	is	good.	Like,	you	know	
what	I	mean?	And	I	really	think	–	
	
Liu:	 You	mean	like	a	good	art	object?	Or	what	do	you	mean,	like	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	an	object	that	is	good	period.	Like,	I	don’t	know	if	that,	I	
don’t	know	if	achieving	something	through	the	creative	act	is	actually	the	thing	that’s	
valuable.	I	think	that	maybe	achieving	is	the	limitation	that	you’re	speaking	–	
	
Liu:	 That’s	what	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	to?	
	
Liu:	 Well	so	here’s	what	Winnicott	said,	is	that	a	nons-orient,	non-ends	oriented	play,	
without	an	object	at	the	end,	is	the	place	where	creativity	can	flower.	But	because	you’re	all	
obj,	you’re	all	artists,	part	of	the	culture	industry,	you’re,	um,	you	feel	impelled	to	produce.	I	
think	that	the	production	process	that	you’re	all	under,	that	you’re	all	under	the	gun	for,	is	
something	that	creates	a	lot	of	anxiety,	and	inhibition.	And	when	you	get	into	this	creative	
attitude	that	is	non,	non-ends	oriented,	that’s	where	you	can	achieve	something	that	maybe	
in	the	process	makes	you	more	creative,	but	is	not	an	object	that	is	recognizable	to	others.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Right,	but	then	–	
	
Liu:	 And	I	feel	like,	okay,	that	sounds	very	idealistic,	and	solipsistic,	but	all	of	this	should	
be	part	of	our	participation	in	an	art	world	that	takes	the	artist	seriously.	Not	the	collector,	
not	the	magazine,	not	Instagram,	but	the	artist	him	or	herself.	[00:59:54]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I,	I	agree	with	you	there.	I’m	concerned	with	the	act	of	living	in	
that,	in	that	world.	Like,	[laughter]	how	do,	like	–	
	
Liu:	 [after	taking	a	sip	of	water]	I	know,	it	sucks.		
	
Audience	member:	 	 I	mean,	you	know	–	
	
Liu:	 It	sucks	so	bad!	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	some	of	us,	some	of	us	can	give	talks	to	live	–	
	
Liu:	 It	sucks	so,	so	bad.	[applause]	
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Audience	member:	 	 --	and	for	the	rest	of	us,	we	have	these	objects,	and	there	are	
people	that	are	here,	and	we’re	seeing	them,	and	at	the	end	of	the	day,	failure	is	not,	is	not,	
um,	is	not	lauded,	is	not	applauded.	Failure	is	failure.	And	–	
	
Liu:	 But	you	learn	from	your	failures.	Okay,	in	my	socialist	utopia,	all	artists	should	have	
a	living,	and	there	would	be	a	lot	of	bad	art,	and	that	would	be	okay.	Because	you	would	be	
serious	about	it.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Thank	you	for	saying	that.	
	
Liu:	 You	could	be	serious,	talking	to	each	other	–	because	it’s,	we	were,	in	the	seminar,	
we	were	talking	about	this,	like,	seriousness	is	really	important.	Frivolity	would	be	the	only	
mistake.	Like,	I	just	want	to	have	fun,	I’m	making	Labubus.	No,	like,	you	want	to	be	serious	
about	making	your	art	work.	You	don’t	want	to	just	be	pleasing	people.	There’s	something	
that	impels	you	to	do	something.	Sometimes	it	comes	out	badly.	But	you’re	talking	to	
people	who	are	serious,	who	are	engaged.	No	artist	is	alone.	Like,	outsider	art	is	some,	is	a	
folk	art	that	belongs	to	another	time.	Unfortunately,	in	post-industrial	democracy,	we	need	
each	other	more	than	ever,	in	the	creative	process.	
	
	 Okay,	I	have	one,	two,	here.	I’ve	neglected	this	side	of	the	[takes	a	sip	of	water]	-	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Hi,	Catherine,	thank	you.	Um,	I	had	a	question,	I	wanted	to	go	
back	a	little	bit	to	human	suffering,	and	I	was	kind	of	thinking	about	the	psychic	economy	at	
play,	and	also	human	suffering	at	play	in	the	art	world,	as	a	commodifiable	object,	and	kind	
of	thinking	about,	like,	if	painting’s	currency	is	beauty,	and	like,	human	suffering	isn’t	
beautiful,	then	we	wouldn’t	paint	it,	so	if	we	paint	it,	then	something’s	gotta	give	at	
someone’s	expense,	whether	it’s	you	self-objectifying,	or	at	the	expense	of	someone	else.	So	
it's	just	this	endless	–	
	
Liu:	 You	mean	representing	suffering	has	to	come	at	someone’s	expense?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Or	your	own.	If	it’s	some	kind	of	–	I	mean,	just	thinking	about	
this	term	human	suffering	and	how	much	trauma	has	come	into	play	in	the	art	world,	and	
the	economy	of	it.	Um	–	
	
Liu:	 So,	um,	from	the	most	ancient	times,	tragedy,	in	the	aesthetic	form,	has	to	deal	with	
a	collective	reckoning	with	the	pain	of	being	mortal,	and	the	pain	of	being	human,	right?	In	
all	these	different	ways.	And	in	a	non-market	world,	like	in	the	ancient	world,	it	was	a	
process	that	–	or,	or	in	church,	for	instance,	or	in	temple,	or	in	synagogue,	or	in,	um,	
mosques,	or	in,	um,	I	don’t	know	what	the	Chinese	do,	in	their	families,	and	restaurants,	
where	the	Chinese	worship	[laughter]	food	um,	you,	you	play	out	a	kind	of	communal	
relation	to	suffering,	to	collective	suffering.	And	I	don’t	think	that	there’s	any,	the	cost	of	
that	is	not	an	individual	cost,	but	actually	can	provide	more	cohesion.	It	seems	that	in	the	
very	reified	marketization	of	one’s	inner	lives,	that	creates	alienation	of	the	self,	and	then	a	
promotion,	in	others,	of	understanding	their	inner	lives	in	the	most	instrumental	ways.	And	
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I	think	that’s	bad	for	people	who	have	been,	who	have	suffered,	who	have	been	
traumatized,	who	have,	are	processing	their	traumas.		
	
	 Of	course	there’s	like,	there,	it’s	important	to	be	able	to	give	room	and	expression	
for	that.	But	I	think	that	there	is	a	way	of,	like	the	highest	forms	of	–	sorry,	I’m	just	gonna	
just	–	the	best	forms	of	art	reach	the	widest	spectrum	of	human,	um,	emotions.	
	
	 I	know	I’m	sounding	like	so,	um,	archaic,	but	I’m,	I’m	just	refusing	to	really	
participate	in	the	post-humanist,	post-modern,	um,	register	that’s	pop,	that	was	popular	
among	academics.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Em,	thank	you.	Let	me	see	if	I	can	formulate	this	question.	The	
drinks	were	kind	of	strong.	Um,	the,	um,	so	I’ve	also	been	part	of	your	seminar,	uh,	and	just	
thinking	of	my	own,	like,	art	education,	you	know,	like	this	idea	of	relating,	like,	seriousness	
while	playful,	for	me,	in	my	own	kind	of	art	history	knowledge	and	what	I’m	thinking,	
would	relate	to	like	some	sort	of	avant-garde,	right,	of	artists,	maybe	in	Europe,	uh,	maybe	
between	wars.		
	

Um,	and	this	idea,	for	me,	it’s	kind	of	like,	I’ve	been	thinking	a	lot	about	the	seminar,	
this	idea	that	we’ve	stated	that,	you	know,	we	can	do	gestural	performances,	and	be	
subversive,	but,	um,	revolutionary	art	can	only	happen	in	revolutionary	times.	As	well	as	
like	a	lot	of	this,	uh,	avant-gardes	were	never	in	relation,	like,	to	the	overseer	[?]	class,	
because	they	were	never	needed	to	make	that	distinction,	so	it’s	not	like	a	comparison	that	
we	have,	or	that	they	even	made.	So	for	me,	I	just	wonder,	this	idea	of	what	would	you,	like,	
what	would	you	think,	if	you	have	an	example,	how	would	this	look	like	–	like	maybe	a	class	
of	artists	that’s	playful,	and	serious,	but	can	also	kind	of	be	political,	in	not	like	a,	you	know,	
in	a	way	that	--	

	
Liu:	 I	think	you’ve	described	it.	I	think	you’ve	described	it	there.	[laughs]	I	don’t	know,	
how	do	you	make	those	relations	durable?	Have	a	community	of	artists	who	are	both	
serious,	playful,	and,	um,	want	to	have	a	shared	relationship	with	an	objective	reality	that	is	
part	of	a	political	and	economic	atrocity	right	now.	Like,	how	do	you	do	that?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Historically,	do	you	–	
	
Liu:	 So,	I	don’t,	so,	like,	we	talked	about	the	historical	avant-garde.	I	think	one	thing	to	do	
is	not	to,	um,	have,	um,	nostalgia	about	those	periods,	but	really	to	think	about	building	
institutions	-	like	this	one,	maybe	–	um,	that	permit	this	to	happen.	
	
	 It’s	only	temporary.	Like	this	is	the	thing	that,	I	would	have	a	lot	of	anxiety	if	I	were	
here,	because	I’d	be	like,	oh	my	god,	I’m	gonna	turn	into	a	pumpkin,	I’m	gonna	turn	into	a	
pumpkin.	I’d	rather	just	like,	work	on	my	[WORD	UNCLEAR].	But,	you	know,	you’re	in	
[laughing]	this	like	dream-like	place.	So,	it’s	very	utopic,	both	socially	and	aesthetically.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Thank	you,	Professor	Liu.	Um,	I	was	curious	about	–	
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Liu:	 [laughing]	You	can	call	me	Catherine.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 [INAUDIBLE]	
	
Liu:	 [laughing]	Okay,	okay.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 We’ll	try	it.		
	

Um,	I	am	curious	about	some	behavioral	therapy	processes,	um,	such	as,	uh,	
exposure	therapy,	for	example,	and	its	proximity	to,	um,	I	guess,	uh,	reperformance,	in	a	
contemporary	sense,	of,	uh,	trauma	in	the	arts	economy,	in	the	arts	world.	Like,	the,	the	
reperformance	of	trauma	–	

	
Liu:	 Mmhmm.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	and	the	ways	in	which	that	permits	and,	uh,	creates	a	space	
for	catharsis,	historically,	as,	as,	as	recorded	by	some	artists,	um,	within	the	canon	–	
	
Liu:	 You	mean	Sophocles?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	in	the	‘70s	--	
	
Liu:	 You	mean	Sophocles.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Sure	–	
	
Liu:	 Okay.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	[laughing]	sure.	But	also,	like	–	
	
Liu:	 But	who	else?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Um,	honestly,	the	first	thing	that	comes	to	mind	is	like	Asco.	
The	artists’	collective	Asco,	in	Los	Angeles.	[Liu	shakes	head]	Yeah.	
	
Liu:	 Yeah,	I	don’t	know	who	that	was,	sorry.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Um	–	
	
Liu:	 So	it	creates	a	kind	of	collective	catharsis	by	re-exposing	everyone	to	a	traumatic	
event?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Themselves.		
	
Liu:	 In	the	work?	
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Audience	member:	 	 It’s	auto,	auto-therapized.	
	
Liu:	 Oh.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Auto	-	I	don’t	know.	I’m,	I’m	asking,	in	clinical,	through	a	
clinical	lens,	if	there’s	anything	that’s	emerged	in	your	--	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	I	see,	if	that	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	in	your	research,	yeah.	
	
Liu:	 If	that	promotes	a	kind	of	healing.	So	this	is	part	of	the,	um,	the,	uh,	kinds	of	
dissolution	of	boundaries	between	the	self	and	the	market	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Sure.	
	
Liu:	 --	and	the	inside	and	the	outside.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Absolutely.	
	
Liu:	 And	it,	um,	is	probably	driven	by	some	need	to	create	some	kind	of,	um,	[making	an	
arc	above	her	head	with	her	hands	briefly	and	lowering	them]	representational	frame.	I	
don’t	think	it’s	a	model	for	therapy	for	people	who	are	really	traumatized,	not	everyone	is	
an	artist,	and,	I	think	that	in	the	absence	of	real	social	and	environmental	provision,	this	
can	only	be	acting	out.	Sorry.	But,	you	know,	but	the,	but,	I	think	that	it	is	possible	to	give	
each	other	the	space	for	suffering	publicly.	And	one	of	the	things	that	we	could	remember	
about	Athenian	tragedy	is	that	it	was	meant	to	build	up	a	sense	of	civic	duty	and	
responsibility,	and	what	turned	out	to	be	nationalism,	in	this	Greek	city-state.	So	does	this	
kind	of	cathartic	art,	trauma	art,	create	that?	And	my,	in,	in	the	book	I	argue	it	very	carefully	
through	history,	but	what	I	think	it	does,	in	this	very	reified	form	of	expedient	therapy,	
making	private	things	public,	and	then	going	through,	um,	self-help	is	that	al,	it	allows	for	
the	strengthening	of	the	professional	managerial	class’	monopoly	on	suffering.	Because	in	
the	nineteenth	century,	the	term	trauma	was	used	originally	for	the	railway	accident,	
something	that	would	leave	indelible	but	non-biological	effects	on	businessmen	traveling	
on	the	railroad.	What	is	not	expressed	in	the	term,	what	is	not	addressed	in	the	term,	is	the,	
is	worker	injury,	alienation,	um,	working	to	death	at	the	loom,	working	to	death	in	the	
cotton	fields	–	labor	does	not	appear	in	the	li	-	medical	literature	on	trauma.	[01:10:06]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Thank	you,	Professor.	[laughter]	
	
Liu:	 Um,	oh,	okay,	so	[glances	at	phone]	let’s	say	[holding	up	her	right	pointer	finger]	one	
last	question.	
	
Audience:	 	 [many	members	calling	out	at	once]	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	there’s	someone.	There’s	someone.	[takes	a	drink	of	water]	
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Audience:	 	 [more	group	comments]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Oh,	I’m	sorry.	[laughter]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Oh,	oh,	okay,	I’m	sorry.	Sorry	I	came	in	at	the	end	of	the	movie.	
[Liu	laughs]	No,	I	was	just	wondering,	um,	do	you	see	any	possibility	in	your	personal	
experiences	of,	um,	what	reconciliation	looks	like	within	the	tech,	tech	bro	industry,	in	the	
sense	of	this	conversation,	because	they’re	a	product	of	that	same	violence?	Cause	I’m	
wondering	–	
	
Liu:	 You	mean,	like,	reconciliation	with	tech	bros?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah!	
	
Liu:	 Yeah.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 For	instance,	right?	They’re	in	the,	in	the	form	of	power,	we	
have	an	ability	that	we	kind	of	move	in	and	out	of	those	spaces,	hence	using	the,	you	know,	
iPhone	--		
	
Liu:	 Do,	do	you	mean,	like,	the	actual,	like,	Peter	Thiels,	and	Marc	Andreesen,	or	the	
coders	--	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah,	the	people	–	
	
Liu:	 --	and	the	people	who	work	underneath	them?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	who	couldn’t	say	anything	in	grad	school,	cause	they	were	
terrified,	and	they’re	like,	white	and	male,	or,	you	know,	or	–	
	
Liu:	 No,	no,	but	I’m	asking,	like,	is	it	Peter	Thiel,	is	it	the	owners	of	the	company,	or	is	it	
the	workers	in	the	company?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 These	are	just	kinda	fragmented	labors	that	like,	or	labels,	that	
change	over	time,	but	people	that,	they’re	either	marginalized	or	in	a	position	of	power,	and	
because	they’re	in	a	position	of	power,	they’re	marginalized,	and	I’m	just	wondering	–	
	
Liu:	 Because	they’re	in	a	position	of	power,	they’re	marginalized?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 In	the	sense	right	now,	right,	like	why	can’t	we	hold	them	
accountable?	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	like	why	can’t	we,	like,	confront	them.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Hold	them	accountable	in	the	sense	that	–	



 23 

	
Liu:	 How?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	right,	through	reconciliation.	
	
Liu:	 How	do	you	reconcile	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 How	can	we	–	
	
Liu:	 How	about	the	Marxist	sense,	which	is	just	redistribution?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 And,	um,	they,	they	only	–	
	
Liu:	 Taxation	could	be	reparations.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah,	but	they	only	hear	redistribution.	
	
Liu:	 Oh,	so	we	should	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 You	know?	
	
Liu:	 --	talk	to	them	in	a	therapeutic	way?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 And	we’re	in	a	space	of	like,	oh,	what	you’re	saying	is	very	
similar	to	the	god	that	I	experienced	in	my	specificity;	I	called	it	such,	you	called	it	
redistribution.	I	called	it	such.	
	
Liu:	 See,	you	have	this	very,	like,	idealized	notion	that	we	can	have	this	communication	
with	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah.	
	
Liu:	 --	Peter	Thiel,	or	Andreesen.	Andreesen	actually	quote	tweeted	my	book,	because	
he’s	very	against	managers.	Right?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Mmhmm.	
	
Liu:	 But,	um,	there’s,	but	I	think	that	here,	I’m	going	to	be	more	orthodox	with	regards	to	
Marxist	theory,	and	say	that	there	is	no	ideal	space	where	we	can	have	a	civilized	
discussion	about	it.	Because	they’re,	it’s	not	in	their	self-interest	to	hear	me.	Like	yes,	we	
are	all	maybe	criticals	of	liberalism	–	we	are	all	critical	of	liberalism,	and	we	could	find	that	
temporary	common	ground,	but	what	they	would	want	is,	um,	the	right	to	keep	as	much	of	
the	profits	as	possible.	Now	the,	there’s	another	layer	to	this,	which	is	that	there	have	been	
enormous	number	of	software	engineers	and	coders,	people	who	work	underneath	them,	
people	who	feel	like	what	they’re	doing	is	wrong,	and	they	really	reached	out	to	me.	
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Audience	member:	 	 Yeah.	
	
Liu:	 And	they,	but	they’re,	but	they	are	not	the	owners	of	capital.	Like,	if	you	think	of	like	
what	we	need	to	do	to	get	redistribution,	it	won’t	really	be	in	reconciliatory	conversation.	It	
mi	–	I	mean,	I	don’t	think	that,	so,	maybe	I’m	just	being	very	pessimistic,	and	we	could	get	
Peter	Thiel,	and	Marc	Andreesen,	and	Elon	Musk	here	and	say,	you	know,	nobody	needs	
five	hundred	million	do	–	five	hundred	billion	dollars,	Elon.	You	can	give	four	hundred	
billion	of	that	away.	And	you	could	give	that	to	the	arts,	or	public	housing.	Do	you	think	he	
would	–	what	do	you	think	he	would	say?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	and	I	would,	I	would	say,	I,	in,	that’s,	this	is	the	reason	I	
asked	that	question,	because	I	completely	hear	you,	and	align	with	the	discussion,	and,	um,	
it’s	the	same	discourse	with	a	new	label,	a	new	allegorical	family	–	I’m	thinking	about	
Donald	Trump,	like,	beating	corporatism,	and	then	introducing	oligarchy,	in	the	American	
pol,	political	system.	And	at	some	point	it	would	be	probably	called	Marxism,	and	at	
another	point	it	would	be	called	something	else,	and	I’m	just	wondering,	right,	like,	as	we	
created	this	space,	in	order	to	hear	each	other,	and	then	heal,	and	reconcile	our	trauma,	and		
these	people	that	we	feel	that	we’re	fighting	against,	that	somehow	went	that	route,	coming	
across	–	
	
Liu:	 Okay,	so,	they	didn’t	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	from	some	sort	of	–	
	
Liu:	 --	just	go	that	route.	There’s	anoth,	there’s	a	way	in	which	the	boss	has	completely	
different	interest	and	values.	And	here	she	has	much	more	power	than	any	of	us	in	this	
room.	We	may	think	of	reason,	and	aesthetics,	or	aesthetic	experience,	as	particularly,	um,	
powerful	things,	but	for	them,	they	mean	nothing.	So	I	think	that	this	is	part	of	the	liberal	
tradition,	is	this	very	idealistic	idea	that	we	can	have	conversations	with	these	people	and	
change	their	minds.	What	I’m	hoping	–	there,	there	are	very	few	of	them;	what	I’m	hoping	is	
that	we	can	strengthen	each	other	in	being	more	adversarial	with	them,	in	the	future.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	and	–	
	
Liu:	 Because	right	now	we’re	powerless	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I	didn’t,	I	think	that	–	
	
Liu:	 --	and	I	think	that	Trump	–	you	know	who’s	really,	um,	anti-corporatist,	and	
monopoly	capital?	Josh	Hawley.	Right?	He’s	got	a	really,	like,	pro-workerist	line.	But	
whenever	I	see	one	of	these	right	wing	guys,	like,	talk	about	the	Midwest,	talk	about	
workers,	like,	you	can	follow	them	up	to	a	certain	point,	but	their,	their	solution	is,	let	
businesses	make	as	much	money	as	possible.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 And,	and,	and	–	
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Liu:	 And	there,	and	it	always	comes	to	that	same	point.	And	so	when	you	have	a	reg	–	do	
you	think	the,	do	you	think	Louis	XVI	would	have,	like,	abdicated	the	throne.	Like	[miming	
taking	off	a	throne	and	offering	it	in	front	of	her]	I’m	sorry,	peasants.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	and	I	–	
	
Liu:	 No!	
	
Audience	member:	 	 And	I	know	that	–	
	
Liu:	 No!	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	history,	I	–	
	
Liu:	 Historically,	that	doesn’t	happen.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 But	I	also	know	that	history,	but	I	also	know	that	everyone,	
that’s	why	they	ask	this	question,	because	they	have	that	kind	of	microscopic	or	microcosm	
experience,	that	they	are	maybe	–	
	
Liu:	 Okay,	may,	okay,	let’s	think	about	this	for	a	moment:	do	you	think	that,	um,	FDR	got	
the	New	Deal	through	because	Rockefeller	and,	um,	was	feeling,	like,	really	charitable.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 If	we	could	–	
	
Liu:	 No!		
	
Audience	member:	 	 We	can	continue	–	
	
Liu:	 They	were	terrified	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Yeah.	
	
Liu:	 --	of	revolution.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No	–	
	
Liu:	 They	were	terrified	that	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 I	know	–	
	
Liu:	 --	that	American	society	was	gonna	collapse.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Right.	
	
Liu:	 So	my	feeling	to	you	is,	how	can	we	scare	them?	
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Audience	member:	 	 And	that’s	my	question.	
	
Liu:	 And	that’s	not	healing,	that’s	not	reconciliation.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	we’re	not	–	mm.	
	
Liu:	 That’s	not	cau	–	what	you’re	describing	that	you	just,	that	you	agree	with	me	on,	you	
actually	don’t	agree	with	me	about	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	I	–	
	
Liu:	 --	cause	you	want	to,	like,	heal	the	–	you	want	to	heal	the	capitalists.	[kneeling	down	
to	pick	something	up	she	dropped	off	podium]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Oh	no,	no	–	
	
Liu:	 I’m	not,	I’m	not	into	that.	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	I’m	asking	your	personal	experience	of	what,	is	there	
possible,	like,	cause	it’s	a,	it	feels	like	--		
	
Liu:	 In	my	personal	experience?	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	no,	can	I	follow	through?	It	was	just	kind	of	like,	let’s	play,	
right?	Let’s	role	play?	
	
Liu:	 I,	I’ll	be	very	honest	with	you.	My	brother	is	hyper,	hyper	rich,	and	he’s	a	fucking	
asshole,	and	he’ll	never	change.	[laughter]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 Oh,	no,	no,	I’m	just	–	
	
Liu:	 So,	in	my	personal	experience	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No,	I	–	
	
Liu:	 --	he	doesn’t	give	a	shit	about	the	arts,	he	[waving	her	arms	around	at	her	sides]	
thinks	he’s	very	arty	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 --	oh,	but	–	
	
Liu:	 --	he’s	not	gonna	give	away	his	money	–	
	
Audience	member:	 	 No	–	
	
Liu:	 --	and	I	try	to	reconcile	with	him,	but	he	thinks	I’m	nuts!	
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Audience	member:	 	 But,	but	that’s	exactly	my	point.	
	
Liu:	 --	cause	I,	um,	supported	Bernie	Sanders.	[cheering]	
	
Audience	member:	 	 That’s	exactly	my	point,	so	–	
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