
Critiques Part 2



MATRIX OF DOMINATION

• The matrix of domination or matrix of oppression is a sociological paradigm put forward by 
scholar Patricia Hill Collins that explains issues of oppression that deal with race, class, and 
gender, which, though recognized as different social classifications, are understood as 
interconnected. 

• Other forms of classification, such as sexual orientation, religion, or age, apply to this theory as 
well. 

• “Drawing from diverse texts produced by black women, Collins brought forward a body of 
subjugated knowledge in an influential article, “Learning from the Outsider Within” (1986), and 
then a book titled ”Black Feminist Thought” (1991; revd. 2000). She emphasized the 
distinctiveness of black feminist thought in relation to undifferentiated feminist and race-based 
analyses, and she became a leader in the academic movement that began to challenge unitary 
gender or race analyses that did not account for the cross-cutting dynamics of these systems of 
oppression. Collins argued that these structures of inequality intersect, in any specific historical 
and community context, in a matrix of domination that produces distinctive experiences of 
oppression and resistance. ” citation

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeosm054
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeosm054


Patricia Hill Collins

Born May 1, 1948 (age 71)
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, U.S.
Education Brandeis University (BA, PhD)
Harvard University (MA)
Era Contemporary philosophy
Region Western Philosophy
School Black feminism, American pragmatism
Institutions University of Cincinnati
University of Maryland, College Park
Main interests
Sociology of knowledge, Race, Class, Gender studies



“Oppressed groups are frequently placed in situation of 
being listened to only if we frame our ideas in the language 
that is familiar to and comfortable for a dominant group. 
This requirement often changes the meaning of our ideas and 
works to elevate the ideas of dominant groups.”

Patricia Hill Collins



INTERSECTIONALITY
• Intersectionality is a theoretical framework for understanding how aspects of one's social and political 

identities (e.g., gender, race, class, sexuality, disability, etc.) might combine to create unique modes of 
discrimination. It aims to broaden the agenda of the first waves of feminism, which largely focused on the 
experiences of white, middle class women. The broad agenda means that intersectionality is used to find 
combinations of injustices that are felt by members of society. 

• Both intersectionality and the matrix of domination help sociologists understand power relationships and 
systems of oppression in society.[16] The matrix of domination looks at the overall organization of power in 
society while intersectionality is used to understand a specific social location of an identity using mutually 
constructing features of oppression.

• The concept of intersectionality today is used to move away from one dimensional thinking in the matrix of 
domination approach by allowing for different power dynamics of different identity categories at the same 
time. 

• The term was coined by black feminist scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in 1989.



Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw

Born: 1959 (age 61 years), Canton, Ohio, United 
States
Education: University of Wisconsin Law School, 
Cornell University, McKinley Senior High School, 
Harvard Law School
Known for: Intersectionality, Critical race theory
Parents: Walter Clarence Crenshaw, Jr., Marian 
Williams Crenshaw

American lawyer, civil rights advocate and a 
leading scholar of critical race theory who 
developed the theory of intersectionality. She is 
a full-time professor at the UCLA School of Law 
and Columbia Law School, where she specializes 
in race and gender issues.



“This idea that we all have the same life is false. 
Race, class, gender come together to shape the life chances
of people in very different ways.” Kimberlé Crenshaw



• In 1983, Audre Lorde wrote:
“Within the lesbian community I am Black, and within the Black community I 
am a lesbian. Any attack against Black people is a lesbian and gay issue, 
because I and thousands of other Black women are part of the lesbian 
community. Any attack against lesbians and gays is a Black issue, because 
thousands of lesbians and gay men are Black.” (p. 9) link for citation

• Famously, Lorde concluded,
• “There is no hierarchy of oppression.” excerpt via youtube
• Also, known for her “Theory of Difference” – “the idea that the binary 

opposition between men and women is overly simplistic; although 
feminists have found it necessary to present the illusion of a solid, unified 
whole, the category of women itself is full of subdivisions.” 

AUDRE LORDE!!!!!

http://www.edchange.org/publications/hierarchy-of-oppression-multicultural-education.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J5_qjn-R5V4


Audre Lorde 

Born: February 18, 1934, Harlem, New York, 

United States

Died: November 17, 1992, Christiansted, 

U.S. Virgin Islands

Spouse: Edwin Rollins (m. 1962–1970)

Children: Jonathan Rollins, Elizabeth Lorde-Rollins

Famous Quotes

“The master's tools will never dismantle the master’s 
house.”

“Your silence will not protect you.”

“I am deliberate and afraid of nothing.”

American writer, feminist, womanist, librarian, 

and civil rights activist. 



intersectionality



Circles vs. Squares – Now vs. The Past

• Circular thinking vs. Linear Thinking
• singular cause realities vs. overlapping, simultaneous realities, 

sense of simultaneous time vs. chronological time, multiple 
cause explanations vs. primary-cause explanations

• Non-binary based understandings. “It is not one or the other.” 
But both, or neither, or some or parts of each side.

• Multiplicity vs. Unique, Individual version







CRITIQUE
CHALLENGES

Jenny Holzer



• Silence





“The Silence=Death Project, most known for their iconic 
political poster, was the work of a six-person collective in 
New York City: Avram Finkelstein, Brian Howard, Oliver 
Johnston, Charles Kreloff, Chris Lione, and Jorge Soccarás.

Finkelstein started the group with Jorge Socarras in 1985 
at the height of the AIDS crisis as a consciousness-raising
group,[2] with the content of their discussions quickly
turning political. In 1987, the group decided to create 
a poster to be wheatpasted around New York City. 
Rejecting any photographic image as necessarily
exclusionary, the group decided to use more abstract 
language in an attempt to reach multiple audiences.[3]
They created the Silence=Death poster using the title 
phrase and a pink triangle, which during the 1970s had
become a gay pride symbol reclaimed by the gay 
community from its association with the persecution 
of homosexuals in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust.[4]

The Silence=Death poster was used by the newly formed
group ACT UP as a central image in their activist campaign
against the AIDS epidemic. In 2017, the image was 
reinstalled in the windows of the Leslie Lohman Museum
of Gay and Lesbian Art[5] with a new line at the bottom:

"Be Vigilant. Refuse. Resist.”

Source
Wikipedia



• The work is “problematic.”
à Someone is offended by the work but there is consensus that this is 
due to personal context or confrontation of uncomfortable truths 
relating to systems of power, taboos, graphic content etc… and not 
necessarily harmful, oppressive or “problematic” content.



Higher Ground 2012 Richard Mosse from “The Enclave”

"Is Mosse perpetuating the idea of an imagined Other? The idea of the European travelling 
photographer adventuring into the imagined hinterlands of Africa is rooted discomfortingly 
in historical concepts of colonialism and race. The artist was born in Kilkenny, Ireland (1980),
and could perhaps focus on his own context and historical conditions. It is time, in the 21st

century, for photographers such as Mosse to give more thought to the idea of self-reflexivity
– one of the most important lessons to be learnt from 20th-century post-colonial thought, 

that still presents challenges for both historians and artists alike."Yvette Gresle
https://www.apollo-magazine.com/oversaturated-problem-richard-mosses-photography/

1. 

2.
"Enclave transcends art by also encompassing anthropology and journalism. 
It was produced by means of a recently superseded military film technology designed in 
World War II to reveal camouflaged mechanisms concealed within the landscape. 
In his journeys across eastern Congo, Mosse collaborated with Trevor Tweeten
– 16 mm cinematography, and Ben Frost – sound design. ...The story of the Democratic
Republic of Congo needed to be told by someone, but no one was willing to venture into the 

dangerous, war-torn jungle during the rainy season. Mosse in one interview said that he preferred
working in such environments because the “landscape turns into a sublime assault course 

– frail humanity versus overwhelming equatorial forces of nature. Think plane crashes, 
hemorrhagic fever, malaria, cars driving off cliffs.”https://publicdelivery.org/richard-mosse-the-enclave/







• Audience present does not understand or relate to work.
à Audience present is not your intended audience.



Jibade-Khalil Huffman, We Don’t Believe You, You Need More People (2011-2012), performance. 
Courtesy of the artist. https://news.artnet.com/art-world/black-students-art-school-1585906

Link 1

Link 2

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/dana-schutz-painting-emmett-till-whitney-biennial-protest-897929
https://i-d.vice.com/en_us/article/bj3jvz/this-is-what-its-like-to-get-a-yale-school-of-art-mfa-degree
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/dana-schutz-painting-emmett-till-whitney-biennial-protest-897929






• Instructor does not understand or relate to work.



Nishino Yoichi ���� (1954)



• An individual or several people are dominating critique discussion.





• The work is unfinished.



szobák / rooms | pencil on paper |
29 x 21 cm



• People are disengaged or exhausted.



“I Am Not Exotic I Am Exhausted” 
Yto Barrada (Tate Modern) 
2011





CRITIQUE STRATEGIES

FOR SURVIVAL
FOR SUCCESS
FOR SELF AND COMMUNAL GROWTH
FOR CONSTRUCTIVE RELATIONSHIP TO CRITICALITY



Ask Questions

• This is equally helpful whether you are the artist presenting or in the 
audience of the class.



for the artist presenting
• Point out specific visual or conceptual parts of the work and ask a very 

direct question to the class that has limits on how it can be responded 
to. Be very specific.

• Ask the audience about their preferences between different types of 
materials or formal concerns. This can lead to a conceptual discussion or 
it can avoid it, if that is your need. Starting with a discussion of materials 
can feel less intimidating for an audience and give you a deflection 
opportunity.

• If the audience seem confused or disengaged, decide internally if you 
want them to engage or if you will wait to ask another student group or 
instructor. Making this decision is important before deciding on the 
questions you will ask to pass the time of your critique. If you do want 
engagement, there are ways you can scratch at internal dialogues that 
may be happening without feeling too confrontational. You can also 
narrow the focus of your critique in order to limit which content will get 
primary focus or as an entry point into the rest of your work. 

à “What does this remind you of?”

à “How does everyone feel about Image 1?”

Tau Lewis Making It Work To Be Together While
We Can 2018



• If a work is problematic…

• a question is a good way to begin engaging the artist in 
productive feedback. However, it is important to think about if 
you have the energy and support to hold space for a difficult 
conversation and approach your comment honoring those 
realities and capacities. 

àAsk another student if they will back you up if you raise concerns. 

àAsk a question about the generative beginning of the project 
rather than the work being presented. You can address that after 
the artist reveals more background and this may offer crucial and 
productive information to work with better than the work. Also, 
asking a question first gives other students in the class time to 
realize they are also not alone in taking issue with the work and 
prepare something to offer to the conversation.

for you in the audience



for you in the audience
• If a work is stuck in silence…

• 1st step: Think about the reasons why and adjust your reaction to 
this context!!!!! This is very important. Does the student need your 
support coping or processing criticism from other students or 
Instructors? Or, alternatively, do they need a version of criticism that 
is more explained, unpacked and potentially motivating? Lastly, is it 
important that you hold firm space for harder to swallow feedback 
of the work?

• Context A: The work the artist is making is somehow outside of 
dominant or normative understandings or shared realities of 
majority of students. What kinds of questions would be helpful 
here? 

• Context B: The work is struggling both conceptually and formally.

• What kinds of questions would be helpful here? 

• Context C: The work is formally strong but conceptually upsetting, 
confusing or problematic.

• What kinds of questions would be helpful here? 

problematic

unreadable Technical problems

Concept is unclear*



Prepare your presentation, texts and explanation in advance, thinking about your class and 
how they are acting as your current audience

• Anticipate classroom (or critique 
environment) audience expectations  and 
try to write a strong and clear narrative of 
the work before your critique.

• Take a position on your work in advance 
and research this so you feel comfortable 
explaining it during your critique.

• Offering text in your critique presentation 
does unburden you slightly with what you 
have to verbally articulate. 

• If the class audience is not your target 
audience, text support for the so-called 
“thesis” or scope of your work can support 
it so you will not be as tasked to justify or 
explain it verbally (as much) and can try to 
direct focus on other aspects of the 
critique.

for the artist presenting



Say what’s good!!!!!
• It’s amazing how much we forget to say the things 

we like about work. Even about our own work. 
This can be a helpful strategy to pass time or warm 
up conversation about your own or someone else’s 
work. 

• Really say what you like specifically and why. Why 
is it working? Explain that out loud.

• This is also very important to offer when another 
artist’s work is struggling but you see a strong 
component. Or, if the critique discussion is being 
dominated by too many of the same voices or 
negative or no feedback.

Mary Hartman Waxy Yellow Build Up episode



Think about your physical space in the room
• If you are tired, distracted, or the class is tired, it is more 

likely that a critique will be harsher and the audience will be 
more distant or “checked out.”

• Think about how you are sitting, standing and your physical 
proximity to the work. Getting up or moving closer to work 
can activate or re-energize a critique.

• Moving physically closer or farther away can also act as 
support, protection or dismissal. Be mindful of your 
proximity to your own work as well as how you physically 
share space with the work of other students. 

• Are you treating all of the work with equal physical respect? 
Does someone in the class need a physical proximity support 
boost?



Answering vs. Acknowledging
• It is important to respond to feedback and 

questions about your work and get out of 
your “comfort zone” but it is equally 
important to value the ways in which it will 
be important to simply acknowledge 
commentary without feeling pressure to 
make sense of it in the moment too much.

• This is especially true when some comments 
could risk distracting the critique 
conversation away from what you need or if 
they feel reactionary, offensive or 
uninformed. 

• This is delicate and requires practice and 
much self reflection because it takes time to 
understand the difference between feeling 
defensive about ourselves and our work vs. 
legitimately protecting our critique space 
from derailment.

“I hear you.”

“I appreciate the feedback.”

“I will take some time to think about it.”

“I’m not sure I agree but I value honest engagement 
with my work and will reflect on this.”

“I haven’t thought about it 
from that angle before. 
I was coming at it from a related
research area though. 
(You explain)”

“That is interesting. Can you 
explain more what you mean?”

“I think it wasn’t my intention but I can
See how the work could communicate that.”



Know when not to talk
• lol
• Understanding when to decenter 

your experience or perspective is a 
skill.

• Thinking about critiques as 
conversations within institutional 
power dynamics is useful when 
evaluating when and how to speak 
up or use your presence 
productively. There will be moments 
when it’s the most productive for 
you to hang back out of the 
conversation. There will also be 
moments when it is most 
productive for the critique and the 
presenter for you to speak up.

• When do you think those moments 
are?

decentering
/dēˈsen(t)əriNG/
noun
1.displacement from a central position, especially of the individual human subject from a primary place or central role.
"the decentering of the author is paradigmatic of contemporary experimental fiction"



Kazuo Tatematsu, from JCA Annual 5 (1984)


