
Art From Experience

By Kat Singer 

I am including my comments/thoughts in these lavender-colored boxes throughout this 
presentation. These would normally be spoken, but I’m finding writing them out easier than 
recording sound clips. 
I’ve deleted some slides, and duplicated others, to adapt this presentation to the way it is 
delivered. I hope you enjoy this experiment. 



About Kat
Kat Singer (they/them) 

1) multimedia  artist
2) activist 
3) facilitator
4) mental health professional

In the in-person version of this presentation I also talk about 
my sexual orientation, gender identity, physical and mental 
health history… however, it doesn’t feel right to share these 
parts of myself without knowing who’s reading this… 
I feel much more at ease with self-disclosure in face-to-face 
interactions. How about you? 

I’m a first-generation 
white Jewish settler grateful to be living  

and working in Toronto, a land that is 
part of traditional territories of many 

Indigenous nations: the Huron Wendat, 
the Haudenosaunee, the Anishinaabe, 

and the Mississaugas 
of the New Credit.



 Why is it important for artists to understand their relationship to power 
in society?

How would one get started on this journey?

self-empowerment 
and healing 

ethical practice
informed 
activism

community 
connection/care

access to 
opportunities

I always like to 
start with “Why?”

When you understand 
something, you can 
use it more skillfully 

I don’t believe in “one true path” to enlightenment. 

I do believe that we all share a responsibility for learning how to 
keep ourselves and others safe and nurtured.



Risks & Benefits of Engaging in this Work

The work we are about to do involves looking inward, and deepening our understanding 
of ourselves and our stories.

It carries the risk of finding out that our past actions have caused harm, and also 
reminding us of the ways we have been harmed. This can hurt.

Pain is a message that is sometimes difficult to interpret. It can trigger a range of 
emotions: joy, sadness, anger, pride, excitement. It can also bring about guilt or shame. 

A certain amount of psychological safety is needed to do this work.

This work is ongoing.

If we have been shamed for our mistakes in the past (and most of us have), we might become 
discouraged from looking at them, and possibly make some more as we learn and unlearn. Shame is 
painful and scary, because we have evolved to value others’ approval. Humans have always relied on 
each other to survive. Making mistakes DOES NOT make you a bad person, it is part of being 
human. Forgiving ourselves can help us heal and move towards change.

It’s important to acknowledge that learning can be a challenging process, that requires both 
courage and vulnerability. 



Risks & Benefits of Engaging in this Work

The work we are about to do involves looking inward, and deepening our understanding 
of ourselves and our stories.

It carries the risk of finding out that our past actions have caused harm, and also 
reminding us of the ways we have been harmed. This can hurt.

Pain is a message that is sometimes difficult to interpret. It can trigger a range of 
emotions: joy, sadness, anger, pride, excitement. It can also bring about guilt or shame. 

A certain amount of psychological safety is needed to do this work.

This work is ongoing.

Thank you for showing up and opening up to new knowledge about yourself and the world. If you 
feel overwhelmed at any point - please take some time to replenish yourself. This is not a race; 
there is no finish line. You have a whole lifetime ahead of you to do this work. 
On the other hand, discomfort can be productive...more on this later!



When we perceive new information as a threat, our nervous 
system automatically responds in one of these four ways. 

I’m going to use a piece of feedback I got for my work “Please 
be Patient” (2015) to illustrate all these different reactions. 
In this photo project, I asked participants to pose for me first in 
their regular clothes, and then in a paper hospital gown, to 
comment on the impact of institutionalization on individuals 
(e.g. erasure of individuality, emphasis on compliance). Then I 
created a digital image grid, with the left side showing 15 
participants in their regular clothes, and the right side showing 
them in hospital gowns. 

Someone looking at my project has told 
me: “I don’t see anyone who is visibly 
disabled here. Where are the wheelchair 
users? This does not accurately 
represent all people who end up in the 
hospital.”



If my fight response got activated, I 
could have said something like: 
“Yeah, so? You can’t include everyone!”

My flight response could have been: 
“But look, I’ve got gender diversity, racial 
diversity, LGBTQ+ folx, different sizes, 
and different ages represented…” -> I 
would be changing the topic, and 
escaping the tough conversation.

My freeze response could have been: 
saying “I can’t talk about this right now” 
and never returning to the conversation.

My fawn response could have been:  
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry, I’m going to 
scrap the whole project!”

Why is this response 
undesirable? Several reasons. It 
emerges out of fear and 
self-betrayal, and thus doesn’t 
align with my own thoughts and 
desires. If it results in change, it is 
surface-level and unlikely to stick.



Feeling safe helps me accept constructive feedback as a gift and 
approach it with curiosity. 
I can learn about the impact my work has on others by asking 
questions and listening. 
Instead of doubling down on my mistakes, refusing to be accountable, 
or making surface-level changes, I can think about - and take action 
towards - making my future work more inclusive and accessible. 
For example, if/when I display “Please be Patient” in the future, I will 
present it alongside a statement recognizing the absence of certain 
kinds of representation, and the reasons behind it. I will connect this to 
larger societal trends (how certain voices are marginalized and thus 
silenced), and be transparent about the hidden biases I’ve discovered 
since completing the project (e.g. being under the impression that 
hospitals treat all patients similarly, which is definitely not the case, 
etc.).
If I approach the same subject again, the work I make will be very 
different, as it will take into account all I learned from “Please Be 
Patient”.

TIP: Nonviolent Communication and Active 
Listening techniques have helped me 
convey feedback in a way that makes it 
more likely to be accepted as a gift!



Tom Senninger’s Learning Zone Model (2000)

There can be no growth without 
curiosity and no adaptability 
without being able to explore, 
through trial and error, who you are 
and what matters to you. 

- Bessel van Der Kolk, “The Body 
Keeps the Score”

Learning & growth happen outside of the comfort zone 
(which contains things we already know how to do). 
Some skills (e.g. making tea*) do not require much 
effort to learn, so we step into the learning zone only 
briefly, and soon return to the comfort zone. Other 
skills (e.g. driving*) take a lot more effort and 
concentration to master, and require venturing further 
outside of what we know. This can be overwhelming, 
and plunge us into panic. We don’t learn very well 
when we are in the panic zone, as our brain is 
preoccupied with short-term survival. This is why it’s 
important to be aware of your stress level in general, to 
pace yourself and manage your expectations when you 
are stressed, and to forgive yourself for not learning 
when your brain was busy ensuring you survived (even 
if it was mistaken about the level of danger you were 
in).
*How easy/difficult something is to learn varies greatly between people. 
These examples are not universal.



Tom Senninger’s Learning Zone Model (2000)

There can be no growth without 
curiosity and no adaptability 
without being able to explore, 
through trial and error, who you are 
and what matters to you. 

- Bessel van Der Kolk, “The Body 
Keeps the Score”

In his famous book, “The Subtle Art of Not Giving a 
F*ck: A Counterintuitive Approach to Living a Good Life” 
Mark Manson writes “Improvement at anything is based 
on thousands of tiny failures, and the magnitude of your 
success is based on how many times you’ve failed at 
something. If someone is better than you at something, 
then it’s likely because she has failed at it more than 
you have. If someone is worse than you, it’s likely 
because he hasn’t been through all of the painful 
learning experiences you have.” 

It’s incredible how much more you can learn from 
screwing something up and trying to fix it, than from 
getting things right the first time. 

This is not to deny that some errors have grave 
consequences, and should be prevented if at all possible.



We grow in connection with others. 
Everyone needs to hear this other 
person's voice saying, I believe in 
you. I can see the possibilities that 
you might not see quite yet. I 
imagine that something different can 
happen, in some form or another.

- Lori Gottlieb, “Maybe You Should 
Talk to Someone”

Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
The Zone of Proximal Development refers to the 
difference between what a learner can do without 
help, and what they can achieve with guidance 
and encouragement from a skilled partner. The 
term “proximal” refers to those skills that the 
learner is “close” to mastering.

As you can see from this diagram, we can 
achieve a lot more with support from others than  
on our own. One of the reasons I like to facilitate 
group workshops is that we get to draw from the 
well of everyone’s lived expertise, and we can all 
support each other. 



We grow in connection with others. 
Everyone needs to hear this other 
person's voice saying, I believe in 
you. I can see the possibilities that 
you might not see quite yet. I 
imagine that something different can 
happen, in some form or another.

- Lori Gottlieb, “Maybe You Should 
Talk to Someone”

Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
I can’t stress enough how much having people 
believe in me has helped my learning. 

When I was first learning to drive, my driving 
instructor would sigh, roll his eyes, or clutch his 
chest as if he was having a heart attack, any time I 
wasn’t doing things exactly as he told me. After six 
lessons with him I learned very little, and gave up 
on driving. It took me many years to recover my 
confidence to try again. This time I asked around, 
and found an instructor who was patient and kind. 
He said he was confident I’d get my licence. He 
was gentle with corrections, and generous with 
positive feedback. I felt safe to ask him questions. 
Thanks to his support, I passed my driving test!



Self-Compassion Practice
Instead of mercilessly judging and criticizing 
yourself for various inadequacies or 
shortcomings, self-compassion means you 
are kind and understanding when confronted 
with personal failings.

- Kristin Neff, psychologist, leading 
researcher on self-compassion

Components: mindfulness + common 
humanity + self-kindness

1) This is a moment of suffering

2) Suffering is a part of life

3) May I be kind to myself

Example:

I misgendered someone, and even though I corrected myself, I still feel bad. When people make 
mistakes, they sometimes feel bad about it. I was trying my best; I can learn from this and do better 
next time! 

It is SO important to be kind to yourself when you are learning. It is also difficult to do that if you are 
accustomed to being criticized for your mistakes. Those who have a vocal inner critic (I am one of 
those people), often require additional support (from friends, peers, mentors, therapists, books, etc.) to 
develop a more self-compassionate attitude.

Kristin Neff’s website is a good place to 
start exploring ideas related to 
self-compassion. ->
https://self-compassion.org



Self-Compassion Practice
Instead of mercilessly judging and criticizing 
yourself for various inadequacies or 
shortcomings, self-compassion means you 
are kind and understanding when confronted 
with personal failings.

- Kristin Neff, psychologist, leading 
researcher on self-compassion

Components: mindfulness + common 
humanity + self-kindness

1) This is a moment of suffering

2) Suffering is a part of life

3) May I be kind to myself

Example:

I misgendered someone, and even though I corrected myself, I still felt bad. When people make 
mistakes, they sometimes feel bad about it. I was trying my best; I can learn from this and do better 
next time! 



Discussion: Art + Identity
How is your artwork connected to who you are as a person?

How is it informed by your lived experience?

Discussing these questions with others can be very helpful. Hearing others speak about their 
experiences can help us articulate our own. 

Don’t spend too long contemplating these questions, we will return to them later. 

Please take a few minutes to note down some thoughts/ideas that come up.
 



Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory

If we classify 
art-making as a type of 
behaviour, than it is 
easy to see that it is 
shaped by who we are, 
as well as the 
environment we are in. 
It is also important to 
note that our choices 
and actions (including 
the art that we produce) 
affect us and the world 
around us.



Why bring “identity politics” into art?
We benefit from having a greater awareness of ourselves and what we contribute 
to the world. When our art communicates its message clearly, it is easier to forge 
meaningful connections with others. 

More and more arts organizations are adopting equity frameworks to ensure that 
members of historically disadvantaged groups (e.g. women, LGBTQ+, immigrants, 
etc.) have fair and equitable access to opportunities and funding.

Art institutions, large and small, are beginning to interrogate their own history, 
policies, and practices. Artists involved with these institutions are now expected 
to have a certain level of critical awareness as well.



Signs of Progress
Photos taken at the Art Gallery of Ontario 
in August 2020.

I really appreciated seeing these conversations 
emerge not only in niche spaces, but within 
mainstream art institutions. 



So, how does this apply to grants?
Toronto Arts Council Grant for Visual Artists

Briefly describe how you will use the grant. Include information on the work you intend to create; how the proposed 
work relates to your overall practice; and the relevant themes, techniques, aesthetic and/or cultural concerns that you 
plan to explore:

Describe the role(s) of Deaf artists and artists with disabilities and/or artists with mental health issues in the project, 
and specify the accessibility requirements of each artist. (Accessibility costs include but are not limited to ASL 
interpretation, audio description, closed captioning, communications assistants, attendant care, support workers and 
equipment rentals or other supports required to meet artists' accessibility needs).

YOU COULD GET 
FUNDING

IMPORTANT TO 
ANSWER THESE 

QUESTIONS FULLY

When I first came up with this presentation idea, I sneakily marketed it as “Here is how to maximize 
your chances of getting a grant,” to attract folx who would not normally attend a social justice-oriented 
workshop, but would benefit from one. (It worked!)

While becoming more self-aware as an artist, and deepening your understanding of anti-oppression 
can:
a) Make your art more ethical/conscious
b) Help you secure funding for your projects

I hope you can find other reasons to do this as well.

What other reasons can you think of?



So, how does this apply to grants?
Toronto Arts Council Grant for Visual Artists

Briefly describe how you will use the grant. Include information on the work you intend to create; how the proposed 
work relates to your overall practice; and the relevant themes, techniques, aesthetic and/or cultural concerns that you 
plan to explore:

Describe the role(s) of Deaf artists and artists with disabilities and/or artists with mental health issues in the project, 
and specify the accessibility requirements of each artist. (Accessibility costs include but are not limited to ASL 
interpretation, audio description, closed captioning, communications assistants, attendant care, support workers and 
equipment rentals or other supports required to meet artists' accessibility needs).

YOU COULD GET 
FUNDING

IMPORTANT TO 
ANSWER THESE 

QUESTIONS FULLY

These are some of the examples of questions my clients struggled 
with answering.



More examples:
Ontario Arts Council: Exhibition Assistance

Tell us about your (or your group’s) overall artistic work, history and achievements. What is important to you in your 
work (cultural influences, your identity, geography, community, language, etc.) and why? If you identify with one or 
more of OAC’s priority groups, or if your ad hoc group/collective or organization is mandated to serve one or more of 
OAC’s priority groups, you may choose to refer to this here. 

Canada Council for the Arts: EXPLORE AND CREATE: Professional Development for Artists

If your proposed activity touches upon Indigenous traditional knowledge, linguistic or cultural intellectual property, 
please describe your relationship to this content and how appropriate protocols are/will be observed or addressed. 

East End Arts: Call for Artists

Are you a member of any of the following Equity Seeking Groups: Indigenous, Francophone, Person of Colour, Deaf, 
Person with Disability/ies, Person Living with Mental Illness, LGBTQIA+



Equality          Equity          Liberation
Image credit: https://canadianequality.ca/equity-or-equality/

Removing the systemic 
barriers benefits everyone!

Giving people supports 
according their needs 
improves access.

Ignoring what makes us 
different and treating everyone 
the same leads to some people 
missing out on opportunities.

Once folx are convinced that they stand to benefit from knowing more about 
anti-oppression, I bombard them with potentially useful terminology!



Equality          Equity          Liberation

One of my perpetual worries as a facilitator is that the materials I am using are 
outdated/irrelevant. I have seen multiple versions of this image circulating on the 
Internet, and being critiqued for various reasons. 
I did my best to find an image that reflects my most up-to-date understanding of the 
difference between equality vs. equity, but I also know that by the time these slides 
are published (or by the time someone reads them), there might be better images, or 
my understanding may change.



Privilege and Oppression
Privilege: a set of unearned benefits given to people who fit into a 
specific social group.

Oppression: a relationship between groups or categories of people in 
which a dominant group benefits from the systematic abuse, 
exploitation, and injustice directed toward a subordinate group. 
An example of privilege I usually provide comes from my own experience. I’m relatively tall 
(5’8”, or 172 cm). I didn’t EARN my height: genetics and adequate childhood nutrition are 
responsible for that. I do, however, benefit from my height. I don’t need help to reach things on 
high shelves. I got chosen for gigs because of my height. Because I take up more space 
(vertically, at least), it is easier for me to assert myself. I like this example because it’s difficult to 
argue with, and easy to understand.

I then ask attendees to share examples of oppression, which we discuss as a group.



Forms of Oppression

From: 
http://journeyofisajennie.blogspot.com/2015/01/privil
ege-oppression-everything-in.html

This list is not 
exhaustive. 

I then go into a little more detail on different 
names we’ve given to types of oppression, 
and how certain groups experience both 
oppression and privilege. I also touch on 
intersectionality (how different forms of 
oppression and privilege overlap for different 
people based on their unique mix of social 
identities), and introduce other forms of 
oppression such as sizism, sanism, etc. 

http://journeyofisajennie.blogspot.com/2015/01/privilege-oppression-everything-in.html
http://journeyofisajennie.blogspot.com/2015/01/privilege-oppression-everything-in.html


Interconnectedness 
of Oppression

Forms of oppression are 
interconnected.

This is an illustration of one 
possible way of articulating 
this connection. 

Social media (like Instagram) can be a 
great resource for keeping up with the 
latest ideas on social justice!



Young’s 5 Faces of Oppression
Violence - random, unprovoked attacks intended to damage, humiliate, or destroy the person.

Exploitation - using people’s labors to produce profit while not compensating them fairly.

Marginalization - a process of exclusion: relegating or confining a group of people to a lower social 
standing or outer limit or edge of society. 

Powerlessness - being dominated by the ruling class and situated to take orders and rarely having the 
right to give them. Some of the fundamental injustices associated with powerlessness are inhibition to 
develop one’s capacities, lack of decision-making power, and exposure to disrespectful treatment 
because of lowered status.

Cultural imperialism - establishing the culture of the ruling class as the norm. Those who are oppressed 
by cultural imperialism are both marked by stereotypes and made to feel invisible.

As cultural producers, we have an 
especially important role in this.

Which forms of 
oppression are we likely 
to experience as artists?



Societal Devaluation of Artists 
 A study at a clinic specializing in artists’ health (Barker , Soklaridis, Waters, Herr, & Cassidy,  
2009) found that artists “experienced a societal devaluation of their work,” (p. 139) resulting 
in “intense competition for employment, with various sequelae (i.e. underselling, stigma, 
injury, unrealistic expectations) as a result of the competition” (p. 139). De Peuter (2014) 
describes artists and cultural workers as “role model subjects of contemporary capitalism [...] 
- self-reliant, risk-bearing, non-unionised, self-exploiting, always-on, [and] flexibly 
employed” (p. 263), and highlights the precarity in creative industries.

Artists struggled with “perfectionism, vulnerability, isolation, and judgment” (Barker et al., 
2009, p.140). 

This can shape how we receive feedback about our art. 

This really hits home for me. Artists tend 
to be marginalized, and this can 
sometimes contribute to their difficulty 
with accepting feedback as a gift. 



Self-compassion break: 10 minutes
Ask yourself: What do I need right now?

Some ideas:

- Stretch
- Go to the bathroom
- Check in with a friend
- Breathe
- Have a snack

Have your Power Flower exercise template nearby. 

I was about to delete this slide, as this is not a 
live presentation, and you can choose to take a 
break whenever you need to.
I’ve decided to keep it to reinforce the message 
that breaks are important. 
Breaks provide space for participants to engage in 
self-care, and process heavy material better. 



Building awareness of our social location: Power Flower Exercise

We will be using the symbol of a flower to map a few key elements of our 
identities, to  help us reflect on who we are in relationship to those in power, 
and what identities we draw on in our arts practice.
As individuals, we possess multiple social identities, that intersect and 
contribute to unique experiences of oppression and privilege.

The popularity of self-reflection exercises like the “Power Flower” and the “Privilege Walk” in social 
justice-oriented spaces tends to wax and wane. I don’t believe any one of the tools we currently 
have is perfect, but they still hold value as they can start some very important conversations.



Categories Galore!
Ethnicity vs. Nationality vs. Race
Ethnicity: cultural traits shared by a group of people 
Nationality: identity through legal attachment to a country of origin
Race: physical characteristics of a common genetic heritage

Biological sex vs. Gender identity vs. Sexual orientation
Biological sex: a label that you’re given at birth based on medical factors, 
including your hormones, chromosomes, and genitals. Most people are 
assigned male or female.
Gender identity: a person's internal and individual experience of gender 
(one’s sense of being a woman, a man, both, neither, or anywhere along the 
gender spectrum). Cisgender = identifying with the gender assigned at 
birth.
Sexual orientation: a person’s pattern of which gender(s) they tend to 
be attracted to romantically, emotionally, and sexually.

Russian-Canadian
Canadian, Russian
White: Ashkenazi Jewish 
+ Eastern European

Female

Nonbinary

Queer

Unfamiliar terminology can be a barrier 
to meaningful self-reflection, so I try 
my best to provide definitions. I use 
myself as an example to promote trust 
& sharing in a group.



Instructions
Each petal of this flower corresponds to one 
category of identity (the blank petals are for 
categories that are specifically relevant to 
you). The outer petals represent 
characteristics of those who have most 
power in our society (these are also called 
“dominant” identities). 

Fill in the inner petals with your social 
identities. 

Notice how many of the inner petals of your 
flower correspond to outer ones.
What do you think it means?

I ask participants to work on this on their own for 10-12 
minutes, but I also provide the template with instructions days 
in advance, so those who need a bit more time can prepare.



Mapping Dominant
Identities

- These aspects inform 
our art, often in ways 
that are invisible to us.

I then ask participants to highlight the petals in 
which the identity on the inner part and the 
outer part match.
I explain that these identities tend to be 
reflected in our art in ways that aren’t 
immediately obvious to us. 
For example, I default to certain specialized 
terms in my artist statements because of the 
postsecondary training I received. I used to only 
draw people of a similar body type to me. I had 
access to certain professional equipment only 
because I could afford it. I never thought about 
this in depth until I did the exercise, as this 
seemed “normal” and unremarkable to me. 
However, privilege can make one ignorant to 
other voices/experiences, so it is important to 
identify and articulate.



Who is 
included? 

Who is 
excluded?
 
Who is telling 
the story? 

Whom does this 
benefit?

Please Be Patient (2015)

I use ”Please Be Patient” to 
illustrate some of the ways 
in which my privileged 
identities show up in my art.
Access to postsecondary 
arts education (most of the 
participants were school 
friends), the photo studio, a 
professional camera and 
image editing software, as 
well as my ability to buy 
paper gowns, all point to my 
(relative) class privilege. 
Also, I generalized my 
experience of socialized 
medicine as a white 
Canadian citizen with 
provincial health insurance, 
which was ignorant of me. 



Who is 
included? 

Who is 
excluded?
 
Who is telling 
the story? 

Whom does this 
benefit?

Please Be Patient (2015) I encourage all artists to ask themselves these 
questions about their work. Thinking about this led 
me to change how I approach certain topics. 



Mapping Identities 
Reflected in Art
Most of my art is about:

- Disability
- Neurodiversity
- Mental Health
- Gender
- Sexuality
- Ethnicity

I also ask participants to highlight 
the identities that are more 
obviously reflected in their art. 

I share that I tend to make art 
about my marginalized identities. I 
think this is in part because I use 
art to process my emotions. I also 
use art as a form of social justice 
activism.

I’ve noticed that for many other 
artists this is the case as well. 



Making Connections

This Medication May Cause (2017)

I use my zine as an example to illustrate how my 
various identities are reflected in my artwork (see 
more detailed explanations on the next page).



Making Connections
Format ->Zine -> medium of choice for dissidents and members of socially marginalized groups (e.g. 
Russian tradition of “samizdat”) 
Language: English, writing reflects Western culture
Genre: satire (this particular type of humour is common among neurodiverse folx)

Lived experiences reflected:
Sex: as a female, my experiences of pain were dismissed by doctors
Class: recognizing that not everyone has access to healthcare (including prescription medications)
Disability: “Nothing about us without us”
Ethnicity: Mistrust towards pharmaceuticals, judgment towards those who use them
Education: power of information

These notes help me craft more reflective and 
powerful artist statements.

I ask participants to analyze one of their artworks in a similar way and share one new thing they 
learned about their art, and one thing they will take away from this workshop. By this point, 
everyone is usually pretty tired and happy to wrap up :)



Something to consider...
“When we engage in dehumanizing rhetoric or promote dehumanizing images, 

we diminish our own humanity in the process.” 

...

“Art has the power to render sorrow beautiful, make loneliness a shared 
experience, and transform despair into hope.” 

- Brené Brown, Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and 
the Courage to Stand Alone

Thank you for coming with me on this journey! 
I hope this was useful to you. Best of luck!

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/55699050
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/55699050

