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Outsider’s Tour and Outsider of Art 

“Outsider’s Tour” is an interactive and spontaneous walking experience in Athens, Ohio. 

By engaging in group activities, questions, and discussions, experiencers connect themselves 

both physically and metaphysically to the natural and manmade environments, and most 

importantly, connect to each other. In this paper, I will discuss how this piece echoes with past 

aesthetic theories yet tightropes on the fringe of existing aesthetic categories. I will draw 

connections from a spectrum of aesthetic essays, ranging from Kant, Heidegger, Nietzsche to 

Adorno, Duchamp, Kaprow, Solnit, Ngai, and Hall. Fundamentally, I would like to examine 

what art is, its role in the efficiency-driven capitalist society, and its relation to our everyday life. 

In the process of unfolding his critique of aesthetic judgement, Kant mentions that fine 

art in its full perfection requires much science.1 For example, one must know ancient languages, 

read the authors considered classical, know history and be familiar with the antiquities, etc.2 

Adorno has a similar remark in “In nuce” from “Minima Moralia”: “Anyone wishing to find the 

Fledermaus beautiful must know that it is the Fledermaus: his mother must have told him that it 

is not about the winged animal but a fancy-dress costume.”3 In contrast, “Outsider’s Tour” does 

not require the experiencers to have such art-historical knowledge. Rather, the experiencers 

 
1 Immanuel Kant, Extracts from “Analytic of Aesthetic Judgment” and “Dialectic of Aesthetic Judgment,” Critique 
of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar, Week 2: Art, IART 8901: Seminar in Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio 
University, 15. 
2 Kant, 15. 
3 Theodor W. Adorno, “Minima Moralia,” trans. E.F.N. Jephcott, Week 4: Art in Society, IART 8901: Seminar in 
Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio University, 250. 



collectively observe, study, and gain insight on the way. For example, in front of a vent in a red-

brick alley, the experiencers form a semi-circle, close their eyes, and listen to four movements 

played by flapping metal sheets, who are given a lasting round of applause after their hard work. 

One day when the tour guide asked which movement left the most impression, the experiencers 

all answered the third movement because there was a variety of emotional tumult in the sound. 

At first glance, the tour seems like an immediate experience akin to “agreeable art”, which aims 

at enjoyment or entertainment of the moment rather than future meditation or quotation.4 But 

through the existential questions that the experiencers are continuously being asked by the tour 

guide and eventually ask themselves, meditation on the meaning of life turns out to be the core of 

the piece.  

If art is defined, in Kantian terms, as that which emphasizes the reflective power of 

judgment5 over the experience of immediate sensations, then “Outsider’s Tour” is not really art. 

However, the act of assigning meaning to what one sees does intersect with the Kantian notion of 

“purposive without purpose” - a work of art does not have a practical use or purpose, but it is 

purposive on its own by presenting itself as art.6 In “Outsider’s Tour”, experiencers create 

narrative and meaning around random objects they encounter on the streets and thus grant the 

ordinary objects extraordinary purposes. For example, the wok on the ground in the parking lot 

next to the Chinese restaurant becomes the Athens Ground Station sending Athenians’ love to 

the outer space. Nietzsche makes a similar comment on the ethical teacher in The Gay Science: 

“…what happens necessarily and always, by itself and without a purpose, shall henceforth seem 

to be done for a purpose and strike man as reason and an ultimate commandment; to this end he 

 
4 Kant, 16. 
5 Kant, 16. 
6 Kant, 16. 



invents a second, different existence and takes by means of his new mechanics the old, ordinary 

existence off its old, ordinary hinges.”7 What differs from Kant’s and Nietzsche’s discussions 

about purpose is that the objects spotted during the tour (pipes, meters, baskets, cigarette butt 

containers, etc.) do have practical purposes, but the experiencers deviate their focus from the 

objects’ original use to their artistic purposiveness only. Not dissimilar to Kant’s point about the 

superiority of fine art that “it describes things beautifully that in nature we would dislike or find 

ugly,”8 the tour guide and the experiencers romanticize the objects in nooks and corners which 

one would most likely ignore or find mundane. 

Spotting everyday objects on the streets is also a distant echo of ready-mades, a concept 

associated with Marcel Duchamp. In all of the activities during “Outsider’s Tour”, the 

experiencers do not add strokes of paint or perform a story. They do not create or recreate an 

illusion; they only perceive what is already there, with their senses open to the greatest extent. 

Regardless of how long the experiencers might have dwelled in the city of Athens, from three 

months to thirty-five years, everybody is able to experience new sensations and find new 

meanings. This idea of discovering new meanings from the familiar is also seen in Allan 

Kaprow’s essay “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock”: 

“Not only will these bold creators show us, as if for the first time, the world we have 
always had about us but ignored, but they will disclose entirely unheard-of happenings 
and events, found in garbage cans, police files, hotel lobbies; seen in store windows and 
on the streets; and sensed in dreams and horrible accidents. An odor of crushed 
strawberries, a letter from a friend, or a billboard selling Drano; three taps on the front 
door, a scratch, a sigh, or a voice lecturing endlessly, a blinding staccato flash, a bowler 
hat – all will become materials for this new concrete art.”9 

 

 
7 Friedrich W. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, ed. Bernard Williams, trans. Josefine Nauckhoff (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 28. 
8 Kant, 19. 
9 Allan Kaprow, "The Legacy of Jackson Pollock," written in 1958, in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, ed. 
Jeff Kelly (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 9. 



Sixty-seven years later, like Kaprow, I still believe that the mission of artists today is to discover 

out of ordinary things the meaning of ordinariness10 and share with the world about their 

findings. 

“Outsider’s Tour” is, by nature, a walking tour. But the “walking” here is more than a 

means of getting from one place to another. In Athens, Ohio, where drivers are not that willing to 

stop when one wants to cross Richland Avenue, walking is “an act of resistance to the 

mainstream.”11 Along with refusing to buy a car, walking is a reaction against the speed and 

alienation from the efficiency-driven industry,12 to be more precise, in the efficiency-driven 

academia. In a non-industrial city like Athens in 2024, I observe the same haste, nervousness, 

and restlessness13 that Adorno described in “Minima Moralia” in 1951: “Everybody must have 

projects all the time. The maximum must be extracted from leisure.”14 “Outsider’s Tour” calls 

into question the validity and necessity of this effort toward efficiency. It invites the experiencers 

to not have a destination to rush to. For example, at the T-junction where President St and South 

Court St meet, three lamps form an equilateral triangle, each showing a dotted red hand. 

Experiencers each start from one corner of the crossroad, walk toward the center, greet each 

other with a charming smile, and group hi-five with both hands, which feel as warm as the ever-

glowing red hands in the lamps. 

On the way toward a collective efficiency, people are also collectively becoming 

identical. To borrow Adorno’s words, anyone who wants to move with the times is not allowed 

to be different.15 “Doing things and going places is an attempt by the sensorium to set up a kind 

 
10 Kaprow, 9. 
11 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), 267. 
12 Solnit, 267. 
13 Adorno, 236. 
14 Adorno, 236. 
15 Adorno, 236. 



of counter-irritant against a threatening collectivization, to get in training for it by using the 

hours apparently left to freedom to coach oneself as a member of the mass.”16 In “Outsider’s 

Tour”, experiencers are encouraged to take pride in being different, being outsiders. In fact, only 

from an outsider’s perspective can one see the lack of humanness in industry, characterized by 

technology and professionalism. Not surprisingly, Adorno felt the same seventy-four years ago 

in “Palace of Janus”: 

“What has become alien to men is the human component of culture, its closest part, 
which upholds them against the world. They make common cause with the world against 
themselves, and the most alienated condition of all, the omnipresence of commodities, 
their own conversion into appendages of machinery, is for them a mirage of closeness.”17 
 

Instead of following rules and schedules in the result-oriented and machinery-dominated 

capitalist society, experiencers of the tour are encouraged to follow the rising and setting of the 

moon as well as the rising and setting of the energy inside their bodies. In The Presentation of 

Self in Everyday Life, Goffman also observed this discrepancy between our all-too-human selves 

and our socialized selves: “As humans we have impulse with moods and energies; as characters 

we must not be subject to ups and downs.”18 During our daily role-playing in the society, our 

animal habits are transmuted by conscience into loyalties and duties, and we humans become 

masks.19 In a vain effort to symbolically restore humanness and energy, experiencers stop at a 

wall with white cracks, which is a concrete version of the electrocardiogram of Athens. But the 

line is broken in the middle. To make Athens pulse again, the experiencers form a line, hold their 

hands, and the two people on the ends put their hands on the white lines on either side of the 

concrete wall. As human connection travels through the arms, Athens gets recharged. 

 
16 Adorno, 236. 
17 Adorno, 240. 
18 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1959), 56. 
19 Goffman, 57. 



For the experiencers in “Outsider’s Tour”, walking is another form of meditation, where 

the self embraces freedom in a most familiar place. In addition to the physical space on the 

streets, there is also a hidden space, where the mind of the participant travels and rests. While 

being mindful, the experiencers are also making visible or invisible marks on the earth with their 

bodies. Walking signifies that “the primeval purity of bodily encounter with the earth is still 

possible”20 in this era of technology.  

Paradoxically, the Greeks named craft and art by the same name, technē. It is not only for 

the activities and skills of the craftsman but also for the arts of the mind and the fine arts.21 

However, as Heidegger points out in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” technē does not signify 

the technical in our present-day sense.22 “It never means a kind of practical performance.”23 

Rather, it is a way to reach aletheia, or unconcealment, which is Heidegger’s way of saying 

“arriving at truth.”24 Art is the setting-into-work of truth.25 It lets truth originate. In his essay 

“The Question Concerning Technology,” which is not about technology as a means to an end but 

about the revealing of truth, Heidegger writes, “Wherever man opens his eyes and ears, unlocks 

his heart, and gives himself over to meditating and striving, shaping and working, entreating and 

thanking, the finds himself everywhere already brought into the unconcealed.”26 The word 

“technē” is also linked to the word “episteme”, both referring to knowing.27 To know means to 

 
20 Solnit, 275. 
21 Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings, ed. David 
Farrell Krell, 287-317 (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), Week 12: Art and Technology, IART 8901: Seminar in 
Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio University, 4. 
22 Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” trans. Albert Hofstadter, Week 2: Art, IART 8901: Seminar 
in Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio University, 107. 
23 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 107. 
24 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 4. 
25 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 115. 
26 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 6. 
27 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 4. 



have seen, to apprehend what is present.28 “They mean to be entirely at home in something, to 

understand and be expert in it. Such knowing provides an opening up.”29 Moments of knowing 

recur in “Outsider’s Tour”, where the opening up of the experiencers’ eyes and mind is more 

than literal. For example, after shying away from disturbing both the rehearsal and the deer at the 

amphitheater in front of Scripps Hall, the experiencers stop and stare at a tall tree, whose eyes 

are wide open. On the count of three, the experiencers blink together. Strange as it may seem, the 

trees blink them back. And then the experiencers surround the tree with their backs on the trunk. 

Again, on the count of three, they blink and rotate, till they feel they are truly connected with 

both the roots and the sky. By looking at the surrounding with the tree’s eyes and essentially 

being the tree, the experiencers arrive at both poiesis and aletheia. 

The compulsive search for truth and arrival at vanity throughout the tour are in line with 

Nietzsche’s comments on taking pleasure from boredom in The Gay Science: 

“Now there are rare individuals who would rather perish than work without taking 
pleasure in their work: they are choosy, hard to please, and have no use for ample 
rewards if the work is not itself the reward of rewards. To this rare breed belong artists 
and contemplative men of all kinds, but also men of leisure who spend their lives 
hunting, travelling, in love affairs, or on adventures… They do not fear boredom as much 
as work without pleasure; indeed, they need a lot of boredom if their work is to 
succeed.”30 

 
“Outsider’s Tour” is indeed a lighthearted reflection of a deep-down boredom. It gives the 

impression of being skeptical about this world through a series of jokes concerning outer space. 

But jokes are always serious. Do earthly things seen on the tour retain their meaning from an 

alien’s perspective? It is also sad that all things past, heavy or light, caressing or pricking, would 

 
28 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 107. 
29 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 4. 
30 Nietzsche, 57. 



equally end up in the form of jokes, which is one of the few ways to justify life and its various 

manifestations of boredom and meaninglessness.  

Nonetheless, it is precisely through boredom that one can find or even create pleasure 

like a child. “For the thinker and for all inventive spirits, boredom is that disagreeable ‘lull’ of 

the soul that precedes a happy voyage and cheerful winds; he has to endure it, must await its 

effect on him…To fend off boredom at any price is vulgar, just as work without pleasure is 

vulgar.”31 In “Toy Shop” from “Minima Moralia”, Adorno restates Hebbel’s question: what 

takes away “life’s magic in later years”?32 We know the answer: earning a living, “which 

commandeers all those activities as mere means, reduces them to interchangeable, abstract labor-

time.”33 Seeing the singing, driving or water-fetching marionettes, a child thinks all this is 

happening for the joy of doing so and cannot imagine that these people also have to eat and 

drink, go to bed and get up again.34 “Outsider’s Tour” invites people to rediscover in themselves 

the innocence of a child and find joy in simply doing things instead of judging the value of the 

things they do. During the tour, the experiencers react to the world with unmediated instincts and 

learn about this world in its primary form with the purist curiosity.  

Oscillating between interest and boredom, “Outsider’s Tour” shares a distant lineage with 

Sianne Ngai’s categories of Zany, Cute, and Interesting, especially the Interesting, which 

involves a “checking of awe or wonder on the part of the understanding”35 and bridges the gap 

between reason and surprise.36 Throughout the tour, the experiencers shuffle their minds between 

 
31 Nietzsche, 57. 
32 Adorno, 252. 
33 Adorno, 252. 
34 Adorno, 252. 
35 Sianne Ngai, Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 
Week 10: Art and the “Contemporary,” IART 8901: Seminar in Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio 
University, 24. 
36 Ngai, 7. 



the known and the unknown, the predictable and the unpredictable.37 They chase the unknown 

with the same uncertainty they have about the known. At the end, they find themselves in a 

bigger puzzle than that which they have started from. In Latin, “interesse” means “to be 

between.”38 In Russian, interesting can mean pregnant.39 Being in a state of interesting is being 

in potentiality, between changes. The experiencers are also between worlds. Spatially, they are 

always on the way, between destinations where people would stop for a purpose. Temporally, the 

experiencers are in a Ph.D. program, between being student and professional, between being 

someone who follows and someone being followed.  

Furthermore, the experience of the tour is also in-between. The experiencers do not go 

home with a positive or negative feeling, which implies a lack of power40 in both the 

experiencers and the tour guide. Although the tour does address capitalism and initiate 

conversations, it is still a harmless walking experience which does not punch in the face or make 

an immediate impact. Nevertheless, the acknowledgement of its own weakness does not stop the 

tour from happening, which is about pointing out interesting things. After all, the form of a 

guided tour has a pedagogical connotation - it wants to guide. In Ngai’s words, judging 

something “interesting” – the mere act of singling it out as somehow worthy of everyone’s 

attention – is often the first step in actually making it so.41 “If one was fundamentally interested 

in a thing, when one talked about it one could hardly help drawing others in, infecting them with 

it, and so creating an interest up to then not present or dreamed of.”42 

 
37 Ngai, 25. 
38 Ngai, 36. 
39 Ngai, 26. 
40 Ngai, 18. 
41 Ngai, 47. 
42 Ngai, 47. 



The in-betweenness is discussed in Stuart Hall’s “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” as well. 

Hall proposes that we should think of identity as a “production”, which is never complete, 

always in process.43 Our cultural identity is always in context, positioned,44 owing to our 

upbringing and determined by the people we surround ourselves with. In “Outsider’s Tour”, it is 

crucial to have an undefined and fluid outsider identity, which is always in the process of being 

formed. Being an “outsider”, or having an outsider’s perspective, is both the prerequisite and 

take-home-message for the experiencers. As the tour guide, I am an omnidirectional outsider 

myself – outsider of both the art and the theater departments, of the IART scholars, of the United 

States, of Athens, Ohio, of the former asylum where my assigned studio is, of cars, of schedules 

and deadlines, of rules and forms, of cultures that I don’t identify myself with, of my past selves. 

In every minute of living in Athens, Ohio, I am constantly being reminded of my outsider 

identity and cannot help thinking about my relationship to this land and what traces I might or 

might not leave here as a sojourner belonging to nowhere. 

Declaring oneself an outsider and considering everywhere outside a traditional studio the 

new studio are not new ideas. The performance artists and conceptual artists like Richard Long 

and Stanley Brouwn established the notion of walking as art in the 1960s. But doing so here in 

the college town of Athens, Ohio, I face the challenge of lacking an audience big enough for 

such performative work, where the participants’ interaction with each other should constitute the 

work. The small number of experiencers brings the following questions: for whom do I make 

art? If there are no other people around, do I still go out and do this piece? Should I take myself 

seriously when other people don’t? Should I care about the reception of the work at all? Does my 

 
43 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Literary Theory: An Anthology, ed. Julie Rivkin and Michael 
Ryan (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2017), Week 7: Between Nation and Globe, Self and “Other,” IART 8901: 
Seminar in Interdisciplinary Arts, Blackboard, Ohio University, 1191. 
44 Hall, 1191. 



satisfaction or feelings about my work and myself depend on the feedback of the participants? I 

joked to the experiencers on the first day that if no one came, I would walk around with my 

phone and do a livestream on TikTok. It has become clear to me that the only person I make art 

for is myself. However, despite the expectedly low attendance of the tour, I resonate with 

Duchamp in terms of the reception and legacy of artworks. In an interview with Pierre Cabanne, 

Duchamp said that he didn't think that the work he had done could have any social importance 

whatsoever in the future.45 But he added that his art would be “that of living: each second, each 

breath is a work which is inscribed nowhere, which is neither visual or cerebral. It’s a sort of 

constant euphoria.”46 Not coincidentally, the humanness in the primordial acts of living, 

breathing, and walking is the central theme of “Outsider’s Tour”. 

Just like how an outsider does not fit in the world of forms, “Outsider’s Tour” does not 

and is not willing to fit into the existing aesthetic categories, either. But categorizing is not 

necessary, both in art and in people. In fact, this is another message of this piece - art and living 

should be free from existing standards. I would like to end with Kant’s description of the 

dilemma of trained artists with their standardized tastes: 

“The artist, having practiced and corrected his taste by a variety of examples from art  
or nature, holds his work up to it, and, after many and often laborious attempts to satisfy 
his taste, finds that form which is adequate to it. Hence this form is not, as it were, a 
matter of inspiration or of a free momentum of the mental powers; the artist is, instead, 
slowly and rather pains-takingly touching the form up in an attempt to make it adequate 
to his thought while yet keeping it from interfering with the freedom in the play of these 
powers.”47 

 
Isn’t the best thing about art to be free? Isn’t playing, being open and curious about the world the 

highest virtues of art? If this is not art, then what is? 

 
45 Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, trans. Ron Padgett (New York: Da Capo Press, 1987), 72. 
46 Cabanne, 72. 
47 Kant, 19. 
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