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Doug Ashford in conversation with Vivien Trommer
In his interview, artist Doug Ashford talks about his thoughts on teaching, the economy of art, and the future
of art schools. Ashford is professor at The Cooper Union in New York. This year, his course “The Non-
Human” at the Summer Academy in Salzburg will engage with researches on the quality of “humanness” and
aims to expand definitions of human life, bodies, and politics.

Vivien Trommer: You have been teaching at The Cooper Union in New York since 1987.
Some of your students I met said: “Teaching art is at the center of your practice.” What do
they mean when they say that?

Doug Ashford: I hope they say this because they see our classroom as something generating new senses,
unexpected possibilities for us – as it does for me. I have said many times that my work as an educator is
more satisfying than my work as an artist – it allows departures from the desperate realities of a life. But with
such a statement, I must differentiate between the two aspects of what I think we mean when we talk about
our “work” as artists. One aspect is the autonomous rhythm of the making of things and events, a poiesis,
which all artists do. The other is the attendance to the vicissitudes of our work’s placement within the existing
industry of art. School allows us to forget about art as a managed category of meaning, to ignore the painful
athleticism demanded by mercantilism and shed any considerations for professional usefulness or institutional
function. I stopped using disciplinary labels like “Sculpture” for my course many years ago in order to help
engage propositions produced by students as endless speculation that could work against knowledge
bureaucracy. The sense of producing outside of both definitions of discipline, of “control” or of “the specific
field” – allows us to see beautiful consequences of failure. I think the generosity of failure is reinforced by our
experiences of art outside the academy, and allows us to consider what we don’t yet know we want, or can’t
yet allow ourselves to want.

VT: Would you say that your ability to keep teaching art at the center changed in the past
years, especially with your growing success as a solo artist?

DA: Yes, but only because the demands of time are now so distorted when viewed through the competitive
lenses of our hyper-athletic art world. Who is strong enough to be allowed to make their own time these
days? And this is the condition of all labor now in a post-Fordist economy. Except for the very, very few,
most are beholden to some context of bureaucracy that flattens time into chunks of profit or debt, putting us
in hock to a designed future’s violent progression. Accordingly, it is very hard to say really where the problem
lays – in the success of one thing we work on or in the death of another. The ideals of education that I
inherited from the 60s are now being destroyed by a university system that will eventually demand that I only
produce professionals; never knowledge. Any possible re-invention of the self is collapsing under a rationalized
model of the earning debt-ridden professional. In my early life, the training of the artist was always thought to
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be outside of this kind of brutal practicality – a romantic notion for sure, but one that now has real political
urgency. I am holding on as best as I can to see through university policies of privatization, the aggregation of
debt onto student life, and beneath the boutique identities presented by gallery mercantilism. And here maybe
is the real thought your question brings to mind: that with a little luck and the right intentions, the classroom
itself can continue to be a place where this violence can be kept at bay – at least for a while. One
teaching-performance tool that I use is to pretend that there is no such thing as time. By seeing learning as
outside of any subservience to chronology, and its sinister progeny “progress,” we can undermine what is
useful or profitable to the normal life that our world so idiotically insists upon. I am as suspicious of memory as
I am of identity.

VT: Academies of fine arts have undergone tremendous changes throughout their history. If
we look back, academies started as training centers for the perfection of techniques and
methods. After the Second World War art schools became spaces for conceptual thinking,
whereas today they have to teach how to deal with the market-oriented globalized art
world. Did you experience a change during your time at The Cooper Union?

DA: There have certainly been tremendous changes over the years at Cooper Union. The drive to create
profitable scenarios within the longstanding context of a tuition- free learning context is only the most recent.
Although it would be naïve to position my classroom as not affected by this profiteering, for a variety of
reasons, I have been able to hold on to the initial impulses I had as a teacher when I started. Most of my
teachers did not go to graduate school, so I didn’t either. Accordingly, today’s omnipresent fiction that there is
“terminality” or “resolution” to learning is something very foreign to me. Another factor – perhaps related to my
skepticism of “the professional” – is that the academic infrastructure of Cooper Union was never able to
provide me with a tenured position, perhaps because I said too many of the wrong things, I don’t know.
Regardless, in such a context of contingency I have always had to think partially outside of the institution –
while remaining very committed to Cooper’s socialist program as I understood it. This sense of being
marooned and still activist is one that by perverse definition can undermine the normal course of events. My
goals were always centered on how the conceptual platforms of art can change the apparatuses of power.
So I do teach toward breaking art practices down into elements of thought and action that we can perceive
and critique together. What appear to be the facts of our institutional lives are in the end often transformable
by feelings. Students figuring this out is now proven in how their sensual research as artists has become a
key factor in a rebellion against privatization at Cooper Union that is working!

VT: How should the ideal school be organized in the future?

DA: How about this: an open experiment in subjectivity that protects the labor of artists and compensates all
equally for what they do. But it’s a hard question because as much as I am interested in the administration of
institutions as a kind of sculpture, I know that the real politics of sustainable institutions are always produced
within a context of very difficult, at times terrifying compromise.

VT: You were a member of Group Material, a collaborative that organized over 45 socially
engaged exhibitions and public projects between 1979 and 1996, such as “The AIDS
Timeline,” “It’s a Gender Show,” “The People’s Choice,” and “Democracy.” By creating
forums for political debates and confrontations, Group Material questioned the conventional
concepts of presentation and exhibition making. Do you think that collaborations are still
possible among a younger generation of artists?

DA: Of course! They are everywhere – some are named as such, but some are not self- declared or marked
as collectives, or maybe they are even purposively invisible. This might be very wise, as we now see the
branding of collective work taking on a somewhat sinister affiliation with the dominant labor models of “a
creative class.” It was always clear that to declare a collaboration is not in itself particularly radical. For Group
Material the nature of our shared work was particular to the idea of non- hierarchical labor and shared
decision-making at all levels – very specific to the time and place and the people involved. I try to remind
myself that in an important way, artists have always collaborated both in the immediate sense of unconscious
affiliation and love, and the extended sense of living outside of time: with others who we need to pull free from
the stasis of a linear art history, or with strangers we need to remake according to fantasies of living without a
past.

VT: This summer you will teach a course at the Salzburg International Summer Academy, an
initiative that was founded in 1953 by artist Oskar Kokoschka as the “School of Vision.”
Against this backdrop, do you believe that a school or time-based community can still
create momentums for a better future?
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DA: To be honest, I am kind of against the idea of the future. Within the classroom, I try to encourage flexible
models of how our work can resist degradations of the present by trying to place itself outside heroic
narratives of humanistic progress. For me, if places are going to be experienced as inventing subjective
realities of wonder and care, they must be positioned against historical conceptions of a rigid idea of
“humanness”. My course in Salzburg is called “The Non-Human,” and its premise is only possible because of
the generosity of the historical term “artist.” It is remarkably still a very flexible figuration! Within this term
locations can be discovered where the separations between things and us, or between objects and subjects,
can begin to collapse. In the class, we do some research to try to understand how this false opposition
between perception and experience was built. By seeing the mendacity of such an opposition, we can define
our own “humanness” with new terms. As in all my teaching, I like to think that whatever this momentum
creates is so slow that it barely can be known as having any real effect. I am old enough now to see how
the real result of such a slow, imperceptible curve of ethical change is stronger than the quicker effect of
administrative power.

VT: “To be human is to struggle,” says philosopher Reza Negarestani in one of his essays.
He distinguishes the “human” from the “non-human” by its capacity to convert sentience
into sapience. How do the ideas about the “non-human” relate to your thoughts on
empathy?

DA: I am not sure I understand it all, but I think that Negarestani and I are using different notions of what
surviving the terrorism of humanism might imply. For me, this demands a generative position, one that might
free us from the constraints of an outlook that is anchored in violent fictions of consciousness always
separated from perceptions. If we are going to try to see feeling as leading to knowledge, I would insist that
we have to untether the concept of human progress achieved from its assumed dominion over nature, from
any positive sense of control of impulse, or rejection of affect. I think I have said already that the only real
nature we have is the one produced by our work. Nature and impulse are already us – and always have
been, proven particularly in our capacity to reason through art. Art allows us to be ahead of whatever
prescriptive roles for humanity we are assigned. Around this, I am sure that Negarestani and I agree. It is in
the necessary work of reason where the demands for the spaces of collective meaning can become
elaborate and beautiful. My statements on abstraction and empathy are more impressionistic than
philosophical. I have used the art historian Wilhelm Worringer’s writing to try to suggest how a state of non-
humanness might reject the false stability suggested by the affirmational notion of empathy as a determining
condition for understanding what is not us. For Worringer “feeling into” nature is too capricious to generate the
critical anxiety that we need in truly facing each other in the world. Empathy implies that for me to be with you,
I must replace my ideas with yours; your presence with my own. The non- human knows, that instead of
basing themselves in projection, social determinations could become more collaborative; open to shared
invention if they are allowed to remain immediate, common and abstract.

VT: Let us take a glance at your own art practice. In your recent installations, small abstract
paintings meet documentary black-and- white photographs. An aesthetic confrontation
between abstraction and figuration is created in a way that is new to the history of art. In
general, art making seems about opening up limits and challenging boundaries. What is
your personal approach toward art production?

DA: In the end, I am just trying to think about how visual experience changes me into another person. I want
my artworks to be as persons, but not humans – in the sense of an unpredictable identity that lives outside
the growing burden of heroes and slaves. In a way, these persons are failed humans. It occurs to me that
the apparatuses of art, their commercial markets, and storehouses of false autonomy will continue to adapt to
the fictitious “love of man” they promise to house and protect. The artwork is the presence of a person doing
labor to understand how the world changes us. I am thinking now of how I answered the questions you had
concerning the classroom and how I said that the feelings we make in a school could surprise us and
change the facts of our existence. We can become exposed beyond empathy when we face each other
through the work we do. The strange work we perform in making art expands the limitations of the forced
labor we perform to merely exist, showing something beyond survival and subservience. The strangeness of
this labor might be a state of a being that is neither recognizable nor legitimate nor completely
understandable. It also may seem only momentary.

Doug Ashford is a teacher, artist, and writer. He lives in New York.
www.dougashford.info
www.wilfriedlentz.com/artists/Doug_Ashford
￼￼
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“Many Readers of One Event,” 2012, installation view, dOCUMENTA 13.

“Many Readers of One Event,” 2012, installation view, dOCUMENTA 13.
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Final project preparation by Viktoria Bayer for “The Non-Human” seminar, Salzburg International Summer Academy of Fine Arts, summer 2014.

Wedding with a pineapple by Khristine Perez for 3-Dimensional Design, Section A, The Cooper Union, spring 2013.
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“Untitled Film,” 2013, installation view “The problem today is not the other but the self,” MINI/Goethe-Institut Curatorial Residencies Ludlow 38,
2015.

“Untitled Film,” 2013, installation view “The problem today is not the other but the self,” MINI/Goethe-Institut Curatorial Residencies Ludlow 38,
2015.
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“Missing 2 Days/Stripes,” 2011, inkjet on paper.

“Six Moments in 1967 and Some of its Bodies,” 2010-2011, installation view “Abstract possible: The Stockholm Synergies,” Tensta Konsthall,
2012.
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“Next Day,”  2015, inkjet on paper.
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