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PREFACE  
 

I have knocked on death’s door and it opened up to let me in. I looked it straight in the eyes, 

made up my mind and walked away. I didn’t know what, how, why or when but it was clear 

there was something left for me to do on Earth. In retrospect I understand it was because I 

have a light to shine on this planet. 

 

This pivotal moment in my life was the depth of my depression around 16 years old. It wasn’t 

the first time I considered existential questions like “why am I here?” and “what is the purpose 

of my existence?”. It also wasn’t the first time I sought change through therapy, but it marked 

the peak of urgency. I decided to give life one final ultimatum: prove to me that I can make it 

(worthwhile). I had nothing left to lose. And well, here we are. Granted, it would still take me 

up until this moment to understand what it is that I have left to do on Earth. The final year of 

my bachelor’s degree in Interdisciplinary Arts forced me to crystallize it once and for all. I can 

now articulate the what, how and why. The when is clear: right here, right now. This Position 

Paper marks another pivotal moment of change.  

 

Over a decade of extensive soul-searching has paid off and I have reaped the benefits. I have 

improved the quality of my life in many ways. Most of all in terms of mental and emotional 

health. For illustrational purposes only; putting someone with an eating disorder on a diet 

hoping it will fix everything fails to acknowledge and address the root of the problem that 

caused the disorder in the first place.  I had an unbridled passion to get to the bottom of things. 

I want to share one all-encompassing insight that I found on the bottom. People are primarily 

driven by two emotions; love or fear. Both know many expressions and forms. We are all 

subjected to both. Every single thought we have, thing we say and decision we make is an 

expression of one or the other. At any given moment we have the choice between the two. 

 

In a world that seems to be locked in a deep conflict between love and fear I want to look for 

ways to tip the world a little towards love.  

 

 



 

 4 

ABSTRACT 
 

The graduation year of the BA Interdisciplinary Arts is structured by a set of consecutive 

exams. In short: 

 

1. The Position Paper is a research document on a topic of choice. This will serve as a 

substantial foundation as departure point for… 

 

2. the Artistic Concept. A document that states the students’ artistic choices, 

methodologies and maps out a production of your project. The preparation for… 

 

3. a Collaborative Public Event. The execution and presentation of the students’ final 

work. 

 

In order to determine the content of my graduation year I have reflected upon my interests 

and creative practice. The repertoire of work that I have produced over the past two years 

revealed two recurring trends that became the pillars of my graduation year: Empowerment 

and Storytelling. The definition of both these phenomena is dependent on the context in 

which they are used. I applied different research methodologies to crystallize their significance 

and definition as it applies to my professional practice. The heart of this research is about how 

we deal (or could deal) with hardships. I found Storytelling is a methodology that serves as a 

means to an end. Empowerment is my cause and living a fulfilling life is the desired effect. My 

expertise is reflectivity regarding mental and emotional health. Our mindset influences every 

single decision we make and thus how our lives unfolds. Therefore, emotional resilience and 

mental agility are keys to empowering ourselves. Art is a tool I can utilize to address, promote 

and pursue this objective. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I hereby proudly introduce you to the context of this Position Paper: me. This Position Paper 

is about me. I am the center of this document, this research, this graduation year. It is by me, 

about me. Throughout my participation in iArts in the last 2,5 years I have repeatedly been 

given the feedback that I am too self-focused. I don’t agree. Focusing on myself is inherently 

the most radically socially engaged and relevant thing I could possibly do. Why? Because I 

struggle and struggle is universal. Struggle applies to anyone one the face of the earth with a 

pulse. If you want to change the world, start with yourself. My experience of dealing with 

setbacks is the fertilizer for my work. Indeed, that eradicates the boundary between my 

private and professional life. This graduation year is the dissection and discovery of how to 

professionalize Self-Empowerment and Storytelling. There is a lot to unpack here in order to 

clarify, so let’s get started. 

 

Pain that is not transformed will always be transmitted. 

Father Richard Rohr 

 

An anecdote will illustrate my case. Qualitative researcher and storyteller Brené Brown has a 

bachelor, master and PhD in social work. The focus of her research since 2002 has been on 

topics that are the most taboo or hardest to talk about in contemporary society. As a result, 

she has studied courage, vulnerability, empathy and shame. During an interview Brown 

recalled a story that a man had shared when she inquired about shame. (Brown & Howes, 

2017) He said: I’ll never forget the day that changed my life. I was at football practice as a 

freshman in high school. The coach yelled “get on the line!”. I did not want to get on the line. 

I was afraid to get on the line of scrimmage because I know this is where people crash into 

each other. I must have had fear written all over my face because my coached looked at me 

and said “don’t be a pussy, get on the line”. That’s the day that I learned that you deal with 

fear by changing it into rage - and I just plowed over the guy across from me. Then I spend the 

next twenty years plowing over my wife, my children, my colleagues and the people who 

worked for me. That’s what I did with my fear.  

 



 

 6 

If you don't heal what hurt you, you'll bleed on people who didn't cut you. 

Unknown 

 

This anecdote is important for it reveals two universal narratives: hardships and societal 

norms. On the surface not everyone will be able to relate to this story about toxic masculinity 

and not all of us have resorted to cope with fear like this. However, when you zoom out it 

displays that we all suffer trauma one way or another. During an interview with Brown I found 

she defines trauma the same way I do. Some people would argue that trauma is for those who 

are physically, sexually, mentally or emotionally abused. That trauma is for people of colour 

or marginalized minorities. “Nobody escapes childhood with nothing” Brown said, “I have yet 

to meet that person”. (Brown & Ferriss, 2020) Growing up we all experience hardships. 

Whether it’s trauma, disappointment or heartbreak – we armor up. There comes a point in 

your life where that armor is no longer serving you. I believe there is great merit in stories like 

this man’s anecdote. All of us cannot but relate to the societal norms of what is expected from 

men and women. The story also demonstrates how past experiences impact how we live and 

love. One day we need to come to terms with who we are, who we would like to be, and the 

gap between these two versions of ourselves. Stories like this help address universal topics 

like trauma, pain, healing and facing your own demons. 

 

I could mention BlackLivesMatter, global suicide rates or the storming of the capitol to justify 

the necessity of Empowerment in this day and age but I want to dig deeper. In an interview 

from 2019 (during Trump’s presidency, Brexit’s implementation and the immigrant crisis) 

Brown points out the heart of human conflict. She said, “Every crisis we are up against right 

now, almost without exception, is about our inability or unwillingness to deal with pain.” I 

believe this to be true. As a result, she adds: “We are the most medicated, addicted, obese 

and in-debt adult cohort in history. Our tolerance for discomfort is zero. [..] We are much 

better at causing pain then at feeling pain”. (Brown & Brand, 2019) It is much easier to point 

fingers and blame others when you are hurting. We rather deflect or defend than admit we 

were wrong or take responsibility. 
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As a Jungian saying goes: keep your shadows in front of you, because they can only take you 

down from behind. We have one choice, two options: either you own your story which means 

you get to write the ending. If you don’t own your story, then the story owns you. “Emotion 

and cognition undefined and unexplored drive every decision you make” according to Brown. 

She wraps up this interview with her definition of the word greatness: “to own your story and 

love yourself through that process.” (Brown & Howes, 2017)  

 

Whatever arises that we can’t embrace with love imprisons us.  

No matter what it is, if we are in war with it, we stay in prison. 

Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance 

 

Humanity has a problem with vulnerability and dealing adequately with emotions and herein 

lies the key to long-lasting and positive change. I believe that what the world needs is for each 

and every person to take responsibility and be accountable for themselves. This is where self-

empowerment comes in. I don’t believe that looking outside of myself and pointing at any 

particular expression of hate, crime or dysfunction will solve anything. The cause is in me. Just 

as much as it is in you and anyone we know. Over a decade ago I departed on a journey to 

fully own my story. I exercise self-inquiry for self-awareness in order to heal trauma, take 

responsibility for my own pain and suffering and be accountable for the pain and hurt that I 

have caused in others. 

 

It wasn't until I accepted myself just as I was in this moment, that I was free to change. 

Carl Rogers 
 

According to my logic I can be best of service to others if I ‘stay as close to home as possible’. 

To illustrate: who am I to fight the genital mutilation of underage girls in Somalia? What do I 

know about this country, their society, culture, religion, habits or womanhood? I praise 

anyone who goes out of their way to protect the less fortunate all around the globe – it is not 

my calling. I will stick to my lane. One finding solidified my belief that my work will be of most 

value when I approach it inside out opposed to outside in. 
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Brandon Stanton, founder of Humans of New York, has interviewed thousands of people 

across the globe from all walks of life. You could imagine that after so many encounters it 

becomes predictable or repetitive. He shared a vital condition of his approach that results in 

a unique conversation every single time. It is the reason, as he explains, why he learns 

something new from every single person. He quotes Ralph Waldo Emerson: “In my walks, 

every man I meet is my superior in some way, and in that I learn of him”. Stanton understood 

that every single person has a struggle. Hardships are universal to the human experience. 

Beneath the weather, sports or politics everyone is facing a challenge. Stanton elaborates that 

we have spent the most time and energy in our lives thinking about the obstacles we are 

dealing with. (Stanton, Humans, 2020) This is the essence of Stanton’s work. It is what he 

exhibits, and it is exactly what millions of people connect to. This provides an answer to my 

predicament. I am not a schooled academic, social worker, therapist, coach or body worker. 

What is my qualification and credibility to empower anyone? What is my expertise? My 

discernment lens is my personal experience of overcoming hardships. That I can convert 

through art and Storytelling. My job is to professionalize this. How? This is the departure point 

for my research.  

 

A collection of the questions that arose: 

 

- What is Empowerment? 

 

o To me? 

o To others? 

o In the current Zeitgeist? 

o What do I have to offer? What is my discernment lens? 

 

- What is Storytelling? 

 

o Through artistic expression? E.g. performing arts, music, cinematography. 

o Are other outlets fitting? E.g. motivational speaking, podcasts, workshops. 

o How can Storytelling address, promote and trigger Empowerment? 
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- Overlapping questions: 

 

o How do Empowerment and Storytelling apply to my professional practice? 

o What are the recurring elements, patterns, principles and mechanisms to the 

process of Empowerment and Storytelling? 

 

From this I extracted my main research question: 

 

What fundamental principles and mechanisms of 

Empowerment and Storytelling are most meaningful to me 

and how can they serve my professional practice? 

 

A departure point for my research is the hypothesis that there must be recurring elements to 

both the act of Storytelling and Empowerment. Hereby I will set out the research 

methodologies which combined make up my strategy for investigation.  

 

• Studying Empowerment & Storytelling 

 

Art, literature, podcasts, video essays, documentaries, fictional stories and social scientists are 

a source of input and inspiration. They can contain insights, a (different) perspective or 

knowledge. The cathartic ones can be a catalyst for transformation. Either way they always 

offer a reference point for reflection.  

 

• Reflection through writing 

 

After compiling an index of sources, I will proceed to reflect upon my findings. (The index of 

sources will not be included in this paper but in the documentation later this year.) Reflection 

will help me to process all the input of information; assessing, relating, ordering and 

prioritizing. To make sense and clarity of all the different puzzle pieces. To spot recurring 
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elements and trends; to expose fundamental principles and mechanisms. In the end I can 

distill and articulate how all of this relates to my profession in theory. 

 

• Partaking an internship with Company New Heroes 

 

How to apply Empowerment and Storytelling in practice? How to take action? This collective 

of artists/empowering storytellers seemed the most appropriate choice to work with. I was 

lucky to join them for six intense and fruitful weeks for the project The Exploded View. 

 

Now that we are all set for departure let me take you on a tour through my investigation. The 

totality of my research is more than I can cover within the 10.000-word limit. I have made a 

selection of the content that is of most significance to the main research question. Up next, I 

will start with positioning myself regarding Empowerment and Storytelling respectively. The 

structure beyond this is the explanation of something or someone that I have researched with 

a ‘take out’ afterwards in which I reflect upon the source.  

 

 



 

 11 

EMPOWERMENT 
 

The phenomenon of empowerment fascinates me. First, I want to establish a collective 

understanding (of my view) on Empowerment that will serve as a foundation for this paper to 

build upon. At first, a quick Google search informed me there are many different expressions 

and applications of Empowerment. Put any two people together and have them define 

Empowerment and most likely the definitions will vary. The meaning of the word in the 

current Zeitgeist is reliant on context. Empowerment can relate to political, socio-economic, 

gender, race, sexual orientation, and educational empowerment. Individuals, communities, 

collectives and marginalized minorities can be empowered. One can be empowered mentally, 

physically and emotionally. The common denominator in all variations is struggle. The seed of 

Empowerment is the wish for improvement. 

 

Struggle is an inevitable part of life. It goes without saying. No matter who you are, where you 

are from and no matter how well-off you are: we are all subjected to hardships. The most 

long-lasting fascination I have had throughout my life is why do some crumble while others 

stride on in the face of adversity? Why do some blossom while others wither? Why do some 

remain trapped in victimhood, bitterness and resentment while others manage to find a way 

to process their setbacks and move on?  

 

If life were a game of cards, we were all given a different hand at the beginning. We don’t get 

to choose where we start; the functionality and appearance of our bodies, our nationality, 

cultural heritage, upbringing or the socio-economic status of our caregivers. Neither do we 

get to choose how our lives unfold; mental, physical and emotional challenges come in many 

shapes and forms. Problems can challenge our survival and sanity. What winning this game 

looks like is up to us to decide. How we get by is part luck, part strategy. Self-Empowerment 

comes in to get out of victimhood and take responsibility for ourselves. We cannot control 

everything that happens to us, but we can exert control over our responses.  

 

Overcoming obstacles in life is empowering. Learning to walk, read and write is empowering. 

Imagine if you couldn’t: your options would be limited. Does personal development equal 

Empowerment? Does skill and knowledge equal power? Is awareness, opposed to ignorance, 
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empowering? Where are the boundaries to the definition of Empowerment? Let’s look at 

these definitions as found on dictionary.com: 

 

Empower 

 

verb (used with object) 

1. to give power or authority to; authorize, 

especially by legal or official means: I 

empowered my agent to make the deal 

for me. The local ordinance empowers 

the board of health to close unsanitary 

restaurants. 

2. to enable or permit: wealth empowered 

him to live a comfortable life. 

Empowerment 

 

noun 

1. the giving or delegation of power 

or authority; authorization  

2. the giving of an ability; 

enablement or permission 

3. (in South Africa) a policy of 

providing special opportunities in 

employment, training, etc. for 

Black people and others 

disadvantaged under apartheid. 
 

 

 

Disempower 

 

verb (used with object) 

1. to deprive of influence, 

importance, etc. 
 

Power 

 

noun 

1. ability to do or act; capability of doing or 

accomplishing something. 

2. political or national strength: the balance of 

power in Europe. 
 

 

To recapitulate the basic principles: 

 

- Able vs unable, or ability vs inability 

- To enable vs to prevent 

- Permission vs disallowance, or authorization vs prohibition 
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What helped me to find some sort of structure in the countless types of obstacles people can 

face was Abraham Maslow’s theory about the Hierarchy of Needs. Or rather the pyramid 

illustration, which as it turns out is not a product of Maslow’s hand. It seems appropriate to 

mention that a 2019 study argues there is no proof that Maslow presented his theory through 

the illustration of a pyramid. Todd Bridgman, Stephen Cummings, and John Ballard tried to 

trace the true origins of the pyramid. (Bridgman, Cummings, & Ballard, 2018) “We traced the 

pyramid that we associate with the Hierarchy of Needs today to Charles McDermid, a 

consulting psychologist.” they concluded. (Kaufman, 2009) 

 
(Fomcenkova, sd) 

 

This scale offers an overview, a structure and order to relate to. One does not ‘move up to the 

next level’ once primary and secondary needs are met. We go back and forth depending on 

our circumstances. To put it simply: when you are eye-to-eye with a huffy tiger you won’t 

worry about your next meal because survival will be your one and only concern. When you 
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are uncertain about how to pay next month’s rent and run the risk of eviction you might not 

sleep sound at night.  

 

STORYTELLING 
 

I came up with the umbrella term Storytelling after analyzing my past creative engagements 

and the repertoire of work that I have produced for iArts. My research targets stories and 

storytellers that resonate most with me. I will establish a collective understanding of my view 

on Storytelling that will serve as a foundation for this paper to build upon. First, a brief recap 

of my past experiences. Second, I will shortly touch upon the definition and purpose of stories. 

Lastly, I will reflect on the value of art and artistic practice. 

 

Creating has been a lifelong passion. I was most engaged with contemporary dance, ballet, 

acting, photography and photoshop throughout my childhood and adolescence. I have studied 

contemporary dance for 3,5 years but quit during the 2nd year of the bachelor program. 

Throughout these different experiences I found co-creation is a condition at minimum. Now, 

let’s look at my stance in the present.  

 

Story 

 

noun 

1. a narrative, either true or fictitious, in prose or verse, designed to interest, amuse, or 

instruct the hearer or reader; tale. 

2. the plot or succession of incidents of a novel, poem, drama, etc. 

3. a report or account of a matter; statement or allegation 

 

Stories are the organization and transmission of information. Stories are a means; a way to 

deliver a message, narrative, question or proposal. Stories have countless functions and 

purposes. When I say ‘Storytelling’ I refer to art, written or spoken word. It could be 

performing arts, installation art, cinema, documentaries, video essays, photography, music, 

poetry slam, podcasts, guided meditations, motivational speaking, literature like self-help 

books or fiction. This list resembles my interests and not my capacities.  
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Storytelling is the act of relating 

 

The creator of the story relates to life, their subject and their audience. The creator facilitates 

the opportunity for the audience to relate to the subject of the story and thus to life. Stories 

(or socially engaged art) offer a perspective to reflect on. Art can put a spotlight on a certain 

topic by holding up a mirror to society about the current state of affairs. Storytelling is a form 

of art. Art is a form of storytelling.  

 

What is the power and value of art? Art has facilitated a lot throughout my life. Art is a gateway 

to a different dimension of human experience that sitting, thinking and talking will never allow 

you to encounter. Through art you can experiment and explore. Art made it easier for me to 

engage with life. Art helped me to develop myself: to learn and to grow. Art empowered me 

to express myself; my body, my voice. Therapy is not the only way to find healing. Art enables 

cerebral and visceral reflectivity. Art is transformative. Art has the power to alleviate 

hardships. Art helped me to process and deal with life.  Art can help you connect with yourself 

and others. Somehow in the name of art 'anything goes'. This playful frame is a safe space to 

reside in. Art is an escape from the restraints of social structures in everyday life. Art is 

liberation. 

 

This evaluation of Storytelling and art establishes a departure point for the rest of my 

graduation year. It will inform my Artistic Concept and thus my Collaborative Public Event. 
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FIXED vs GROWTH MINDSET Carol Dweck 

 

One vital source that intertwines many aspects of my research together is the ‘Fixed vs Growth 

Mindset’ theory by Carol Dweck. Topics that come together are shame, vulnerability, 

mentality, attitude and the power to choose your own fate once you become more self-aware. 

This theory offers a new lens through which to reflect upon the world and ourselves. Given its 

all-compassing nature it makes most sense to start with this source.  

 

Psychologist Carol Dweck had a teacher during sixth grade who would seat Dweck and her 

classmates in order of their level of IQ and granted privileges to those at the top. Dweck who 

was number one explained: “it was an uncomfortable thing because you were only as good as 

your last test score”. Those at the top became afraid to take another test because they might 

lose their image and status. (Trei, 2007) This experience ignited Dweck’s fascination for the 

circumstances that influence one’s mentality towards learning. 

 

The theory of the two mindsets is not a dichotomy but rather a spectrum. Different occasions 

and circumstances might bring out a different mentality in us.  

 

The fixed mindset 

 

These individuals believe that their intellectual abilities and talents are fixed. You only have a 

certain amount and that is final. This conviction makes these people prone to avoid anything 

that they are not naturally gifted at, for it exposes their deficiency. A simple example is the 

fear to try anything new because chances are you will suck at it. 

 

The growth mindset 

 

These individuals believe that their intellectual abilities and talents can be developed through 

effort, education and mentorship. They understand that not everyone is the same and not 

everyone can be Einstein. But they understand that even Einstein was not person he came to 

be if it wasn’t for years and years of dedicated labor.   
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Dweck did a two-year study on hundreds of 13-year-olds who make the shift to 7th grade. 

(Dweck, 2016) This is an important moment for the students because the work gets 

substantially harder, the grading stricter and the environment less personal. Up front they 

determined which students had a fixed mindset and which ones had a growth mindset. The 

grades were identical at the start of the year and jumped further and further apart over time. 

They wanted to figure out why and how this happened. Hereby the essence of three results: 

 

Fixed Mindset 

 

1. Their main goal 

 

Look smart at all times at all costs. 

 

2. Perception of effort 

 

Effort equals incompetence. 

 

3. Meaning of setbacks 

 

Setbacks define you and reveal your 

limitations. 

Growth Mindset 

 

 

 

Learn at all times at all costs. 

 

 

 

Effort is what activates ability. 

 

 

 

Challenge is a natural part of learning. 

 

 

A short elaboration on what this means for those with a fixed mindset. The belief that abilities 

are fixed result in the main goal to look smart at all costs at all times. If you look dumb or 

inadequate at any given moment this will define you. Thus, their whole life revolves around 

avoiding tasks that could expose their lack of ability. The belief that abilities are fixed also 

makes effort pointless. If you need a lot of effort it only proves you are incompetent. As a 

result, they try to prevent making mistakes or try to hide them when they occur. They do not 

learn to deal with difficulty. They get discouraged, give up, flee or get defensive. A bad attitude 

(e.g. “I am bored” or defensive arguments) can be a strategy to deflect challenges and avoid 

having to face them. 
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TAKEOUT 

 

+ In general: the theory embodies ‘knowledge is power’. It relates to one’s mentality towards 

learning and enables reflection. In my opinion it exemplifies how our upbringing effects how 

we develop as people. It enables you to examine your own relationship towards learning and 

reassess your (previously unconscious) decisions. For those with a fixed mindset it provides a 

way out of victimhood; the prison of our own mind.  

 

+ To my person: I – gladly – came to realize I have suffered from a fixed mindset throughout 

most of my life. Many opportunities passed me by because I was too afraid to make a fool out 

of myself. Luckily, I do not have any traumatic experiences regarding learning, so it did not 

involve emotional baggage and was thus an easy liberation on a cognitive level. I am grateful 

for Dweck’s efforts and have reaped the benefits of my newfound mindset. I can imagine if 

you have been publicly shamed, humiliated or bullied for ‘being dumb’ or otherwise 

inadequate, or you are your own worst critic that this is a harder pill to swallow. I echo: keep 

your shadows in front of you for they can only take you down from behind.  
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THE EXPLODED VIEW Company New Heroes 

 

Researching Empowerment and Storytelling solely through theory and the consumption of art 

would result in a limited perception. The addition of the internship provided the experience 

of a practical application. I chose to reach out to Company New Heroes, a collective of 

artists/empowering storytellers, because their work comes closest to what I envision for my 

future career. Their work is always interdisciplinary and socially engaged for it addresses 

subjects which they deem require attention and discourse. Some examples of topics are 

mental health, sexuality, democracy and the societal role of men in the 21st century.  

 

Another reason that drew me in was the philosophy behind Company New Heroes. I will share 

an extract of an interview with co-founder Lucas de Man that explain the philosophy behind 

their work. (Gorny & de Man, 2017) “The original hero is one of comic books. A superhuman 

with supernatural powers that is indestructible and often only has one weakness. The 90’s of 

the 20th century presented the anti-hero: a loser type figure. One that stumbles over his own 

feet and wins a million dollars.” The founders of Company New Heroes wanted to propose a, 

well, new type of hero. One that openly admits and acknowledges that they don’t have all the 

answers – like none of us do. One that embraces this existential vulnerability and turns it into 

the departure point for dialogue. In other words, they coined the Growth Mindset as heroic. 

If you let the thought ‘I know nothing/not enough about this’ silence you (aligned with a fixed 

mindset) you will not be able to participate in many important conversations in life. If you put 

your best foot forward and are open to learn with humility, we might move forward as a 

species much faster compared to when masses are afraid to participate for the risk of looking 

dumb or inadequate.  

 

When I reached out, they were working on a project called The Exploded View in collaboration 

with The Embassy of Biobased & Circular Building. With the backdrop of to the current 

unsustainable construction industry this project aims to raise awareness and bring together 

the necessary parties to realize a new way of building. Luckily, I had the opportunity to join 

them for six intense and fruitful weeks. I will start with a synopsis of the context around the 

project of The Exploded View.  
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The Growing Pavilion by Company New 

Heroes during the Dutch Design Week in 

2019. This pavilion is mainly constructed 

out of the biobased material mycelium (the 

roots of fungi). It was, among many things, 

a poetic and theatrical presentation. One of 

the most frequently asked questions among 

the 75,000 visitors was ‘but how do I apply 

this to the construction plan of my 

home/office?’. The goal for the Dutch 

Design Week 2020 was to respond to this 

request for a practical application. To re-

imagine construction of today and 

tomorrow.  

For more information on The Growing Pavilion visit: 

www.thegrowingpavilion.com 
 

Copyright ©  Oscar Vinck 

 

In addition, the Netherlands is currently facing two conflicting challenges. In the next ten years 

1 million new houses have to be build. Concurrently they want to reduce CO2 emissions by 

50%. Sustainable building materials and building techniques are needed in order to meet both 

goals simultaneously. To some extend there are solutions available – even on a large scale – 

but the construction industry and their clients are either unaware, skeptical or reluctant.  

 

 
The Exploded View installed for the Dutch Design week 2020, Eindhoven (NL). Copyright © Jeroen van der Wielen 

http://www.thegrowingpavilion.com/
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Copyright © Jeroen van der Wielen 

 

Pascal Leboucq designed a scale model of a house which displays the application of 50 

different sustainable solutions ranging from ‘established’ to ‘still in development’. Every wall, 

floor and roof demonstrates a different material or technique. To give you an idea; a wall 

made out of popcorn waste, floor tiles manufactured out of nothing but eggs and insulation 

material produced from residual flows of fabric. A wood coating with living fungal properties 

which means that if you scratch it, the fungus repairs itself. A 3D printed toilet from a clay-like 

paste made by extracted materials from processed sewer water. 

For more information on The Exploded View visit www.theexplodedview.com 

 

               
Copyright © Jasper van den Berg 

 

Due to COVID-19 the Dutch Design Week in October 2020 was cancelled. This was announced 

during the last week of September – a mere two weeks before the event. That did not hinder 

the execution of the project. The Dutch Design Week would merely serve as a world premiere. 

Afterwards this exhibition will travel to different sites for more exposure. 

http://www.theexplodedview.com/
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My involvement was to assist Bas van Rijnsoever who was responsible for Storytelling. He was 

in charge of the transformation and transmission of all the content to the audience (meaning 

the body of research, information and knowledge). One intent of this project is to inform and 

inspire but let’s be honest; interests like architecture, design and construction are a niche. 

Climate change is a global problem, so this project needed to reach as many people as 

possible. The conviction that people do not change their behavior if they are not emotionally 

moved was taken into consideration for our approach. Bas and I were constantly searching for 

ways to make the story that The Exploded View was trying to convey come to life. Could 

symbolism and poetry combat the potentially stale characteristic of construction? 

 

 
Eggtiles displayed on top of a popcorn plate. Copyright © Jasper van den Berg   

 

One solution was to make ‘theme’ rooms. Every area had its own category. For example, every 

component (per wall, floor, roof) in the kitchen was made out of food waste. The floor tiles by 

Basse Stittgen were 100% made out of eggs – no additives. Annually, an average of 6,4 billion 

hens lay 1,1 trillion eggs. Simultaneously one third of all food per year is lost or wasted which 

includes eggs that have short shelf life and whose fragile shell is not the most suitable 

protection against processing and transport. (Stittgen, 2019) Initially, Stittgen produced egg 

holders, vases and bowls out of egg waste. He was requested to design floor tiles especially 

for the scale model of The Exploded View for the sake of symbolism. Imagine you have a floor 

in your kitchen made out of eggshells. The visual imagine and the symbolism in combination 

with the raw data creates a powerful message. 
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The internship has been a valuable learning experience. I am grateful I had the chance to work 

by the side of these talented professionals. I have learned a lot so I will only extract a summary 

of the lessons that are most relevant to this Position Paper. 

 

TAKEOUT 

 

+ The Heroes’ way of working was inspiring and empowering in itself. The core team consisted 

of 11 people including myself. Every person on board was passionate about their 

responsibilities and contribution. They actually listened to each other, supported each other 

and gave everyone space to utilize their talents. There was no pre-determined hierarchy and 

most decisions were made organically or democratically. This is inspiring because it is a 

constant search (and sometimes struggle) for cooperation. It would be much easier if one 

single person was in charge and had the final say. It is a conscious decision to work like this to 

keep the team and their work sharp and alive. 

 

+ The preparations had been going for nearly a year before I got on board. I embarked during 

the moment of finalizing the concept and entering the production phase. The news that the 

Dutch Design Week was not a complete surprise – 7 months into the pandemic – but still 

evoked a small crisis. The Dutch government had loosened the restrictions during summer so 

there was still hope. The disappointment that all this hard work was for nothing was tangible 

– and rightfully so. Never have I ever seen people work harder than this crew. I was most of 

all involved with Bas and was especially impressed by how quickly he made the mental switch 

to move on. I am talking about emotional resilience and mental agility. Not a single second 

was spent lingering in victimhood. He instantly looked for the possible within the impossible. 

He started by uplifting the spirits of our colleagues that felt down and defeated.   

 

+ I got acquainted with the art of editorial storytelling (written text for the exhibition and 

website). The compelling challenge was to make this story and its message alluring and 

accessible to the wide audience that the Dutch Design Week attracts; designers, investors, 

policymakers, day-trippers and construction industry employees. What tone of voice will 

appeal to everyone? I gained insights and understanding but also discovered that the idea of 
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doing this was more fun than the execution itself. Perhaps it would have been more rewarding 

if I felt more emotionally engaged with the content, which leads me to the final takeout. 

 

+ Sometimes you figure out where a boundary is only after you have crossed it. Although The 

Exploded View embodies Empowering Storytelling, it did not touch me on a visceral level. It 

became very apparent that I crave this because in the end it had cost me more energy than it 

had rewarded. When I contemplated the cause, I concluded there was not enough ‘human’ in 

this project. I want to connect with people about liberating ourselves from mental and 

emotional prisons. The Exploded View did have a humanitarian cause, but it was just too 

indirect for me. I prefer to directly see and feel transformative results. Ideally, I want myself 

and the audience to come out a different person through the experience. I have gained a lot 

of knowledge, skills and inspiration – just not on a visceral level. 
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THE HERO’S JOURNEY Joseph Campbell & Christopher Vogler 

 
 

In the final week of my internship with Company New Heroes I learned about The Hero’s 

Journey. I was giving a private tour to a woman who turned out to be a theatre director. After 

we finished the tour, we had an informal conversation about my internship, study and her 

work. When Storytelling came up as a main pillar of my research, she said I must read The 

Hero’s Journey, or “the Storytelling bible” as she said. Serendipity is how I found the jackpot. 

 

Joseph Campbell (1904–1987) was an American professor in literature. In his best-known work 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) Campbell, influenced by Carl Jung’s analytical 

psychology, uses the monomyth to deconstruct the journey of an archetypal hero. He 

recognized recurring elements and principles in stories; he articulated them, named them and 

organized them. The work can be divided in two categories: the stages of a hero’s journey and 

the archetypes that characters in stories portray. I will elaborate on this later. A visual 

summary below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Slashme, 2009) 
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“Joseph Campbell’s great accomplishment was to articulate clearly something that had been 

there all along – the life principles embedded in the structure of stories.” (Vogler, 2007, p. xv) 

Stories are a product of the human mind and therefor naturally resemble the human 

experience. It is no surprise that the response to Campbell’s work transcended the art of 

telling a story or writing a script. People found validation in The Hero with a Thousand Faces 

through its insights and metaphors about overcoming obstacles in life. The book’s description 

of life’s principles offers a vocabulary to help vocalize our experiences. Additionally, it might 

even function as a guide that offers solutions to a battle you are still fighting. It gives a different 

perspective on how to problem-solve with strategies that are time-tested.  

 

Since The Hero with a Thousand Faces several people have released (compressed) adaptations 

of Campbell’s extensive analysis. One of them is Christopher Vogler who first got exposed to 

The Hero’s Journey when he studied filmmaking and described this discovery as a life-changing 

experience. It greatly impacted his career and personal life. (Vogler, 2007, p. xxviii) For this 

research I have chosen to indulge myself into Vogler’s work and therefor will not elaborate on 

that of Campbell’s. I found Vogler’s style of writing made The Hero’s Journey more accessible 

and applicable. However, Vogler’s achievements would not have existed without those of 

Campbell hence I deemed it necessary to introduce him first. 

 

Christopher Vogler (1949) is an American screenwriter who eventually worked for Disney, Fox 

2000 and Warner Bros. Vogler was reading a lot of scripts for his job at Disney and used 

Campbell’s work to determine what was missing in lackluster stories. He wrote a seven-page 

memo “A Practical Guide to the Hero’s Journey”. At first, he shared it with some friends, 

colleagues and Disney executives to refine it with the help of their feedback. As it took off, he 

started giving story analysis classes at universities and doing seminar’s for writers all across 

the USA. Vogler found The Hero’s Journey can serve as a guide for writers. Eventually Vogler 

wrote The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers (1992) for which he is most famous. 
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The basic outline of The Hero’s Journey based on Christopher Vogler’s adaptation: 

1. Heroes are introduced in the ORDINARY WORLD, where 

2. they receive the CALL TO ADVENTURE. 

3. Heroes are reluctant at first or REFUSE THE CALL, but 

4. are encouraged by a MEETING WITH A MENTOR figure to 

5. CROSS THE FIRST THRESHOLD and enter the Special World, where 

6. they encounter TESTS, ALLIES, AND ENEMIES. 

7. APPROACHING THE INMOST CAVE marks the impending face-off with 

8. the ORDEAL, the hero’s ultimate challenge. 

9. The hero takes possession of their REWARD and 

10. pursues their journey on THE ROAD BACK to the Ordinary World. 

11. On the way they experience a RESURRECTION and are transformed by the experience. 

12. They RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR, a boon or treasure to benefit the Ordinary World.  

(Vogler, 2007, p. 9)   
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The archetypes: 

 

1. Hero: the symbol for a soul in transformation. Often, but not always, the central figure 

in a narrative. 

2. Mentor: a source of support and guidance to the hero.  

3. Herald: a force in the shape of a person or event that presents the Call to Adventure. 

4. Threshold Guardian: the (internal or external) forces that hinders the hero to answer 

the Call to Adventure and Cross the First Threshold. 

5. Shapeshifter: this archetype is fluid; it serves to cause suspense through doubt. The 

character’s appearance, motives or loyalty might be inconsistent and thus confusing. 

The ‘two-faced’ element leaves you guessing: friend or foe?  

6. Shadow: the hero’s worthy opponent in conflict that obliges them to rise up to the 

challenge. A shadow can also be the hero’s own character flaws (e.g. fear, arrogance) 

that they need to overcome. 

7. Ally: companions that assist the hero on their journey. These characters are also a 

doorway for the audience to learn more about the hero through their interaction with 

him/her. 

8. Trickster: embodies the energies of mischief and serves for comic relief.  

(Vogler, 2007, pp. 23-79) 

The stages of the journey: 

 

1. Ordinary World: the familiar world of the hero. Especially if you want to portray a ‘fish 

out of water’ you will first have to establish what environment they are used to. 

2. Call to Adventure: the hero is confronted with a dream, goal, quest, challenge, or 

problem. Any story requires an objective - something at stake - as incentive for the 

adventure to take off. 

3. Refusal of the Call: the hero might experience hesitation or reluctance to answer the 

call to adventure.  
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4. Meeting with the Mentor: a figure that offers the hero guidance and support (e.g. 

wisdom, encouragements or supplies) to commence on their journey. 

5. Crossing the First Threshold: the decision to commit to the objective. If you divide a 

story in three acts; 1) the hero’s decision to act, 2) the action itself, 3) the 

consequences of the action – then #5 is the border between act 1 & 2. Now, the 

adventure takes off and there is no turning back.  

6. Tests, Allies, and Enemies: the hero meets characters on their journey (friend or foe). 

They might face tests that challenge their commitment, skills or knowledge. 

Overcoming these hurdles might help solidify the hero’s determination and 

strengthens their confidence to face their ultimate test. 

7. Approach to the Innermost Cave: the hero’s arrival at the center of the story, eye-to-

eye with the goal of their quest. 

8. The Ordeal: the hero faces the greatest challenge. Before victory there is always a 

setback of such proportions it threatens to overpower the hero, e.g. a matter of life or 

death. The suggestion of defeat leaves the audience in suspense about the hero’s well-

being and builds tension for the relief of... 

9. Reward: the hero triumphs. They experience the consequences of victory, of surviving 

the confrontation. A moment of celebration for the hero and its audience that marks 

the border between act 2 & 3. 

10. The Road Back: this stage marks the decision to leave the Inmost Cave. Either the hero 

sets out to returns to where they came from or move on to something better. There 

can still be challenges and obstacles in reaching their destination. 

11. The Resurrection: the hero experiences a moment of (figurative or literal) death and 

rebirth. As a final test that hinders them from safely arriving at their journey’s end. The 

last push to complete the transformation which the hero is going through. 

12. Return with the Elixir: the hero returns with a treasure of some sorts; freedom, 

wisdom, experience, power – or simply a story to tell. 

 (Vogler, 2007, pp. 10-18) 
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Fiction vs Reality 

 

The forthcoming anecdote about Christopher Vogler himself exemplifies how THJ not only 

reflects everyday life but can even serve as a guide to overcome challenges. It also addresses 

critique on Vogler’s work - for not everyone welcomed his Practical Guide to The Hero’s 

Journey with open arms.  

 

A couple of weeks before Vogler was going to speak publicly at a large seminar at UCLA two 

hostile publications by a film critic in the LA Herald-Examiner attacked George Lucas (Star 

Wars, Indiana Jones). After learning about the Practical Guide, the critic proclaimed it had 

compromised the creativity of Hollywood’s storytellers. He stated that profit-driven studio 

executives shoved it down the throats of their employees in order to apply it as an all-purpose 

algorithm for easy-money. Vogler was flattered someone thought he had such a swooping 

influence on the collective mind of Hollywood, but was also devastated. Just as his ideas 

seemed to be taking off, they got shot down. Friends that were even more acquainted with 

The Hero’s Journey argued he was merely encountering a Threshold Guardian. Joseph 

Campbell had described how heroes often encounter these “unfamiliar yet strangely intimate 

forces, some of which severely threaten” them. (Campbell, 2008, p. 227)  

 

Luckily, there are many ways to deal with a Threshold Guardian. Besides a head-on 

confrontation a hero might also learn to maneuver around the hindrance. In Vogler’s case he 

resisted the urge to lash/fight back and used the accumulated energy to his advantage instead 

of being overpowered by it. He invited the critic to discuss their differences at the UCLA 

seminar and the critic complied. The panel discussion turned out to not only be animated and 

entertaining; Vogler got enriched with new insights about storytelling, his own ideas got 

challenged and the seminar was better for it. He took a chance and by his change of strategy 

turned a curse into a blessing. This affirmative experience grounded his hypothesis that The 

Hero’s Journey can guide someone through life’s ups and downs. (Vogler, 2007, p. xxix) 
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TAKEOUT 

 

+ The Hero’s Journey concerns both Storytelling and Empowerment. THJ can serve as a point 

of reference for reflection; it provides a template to project on fiction and reality. The 12 steps 

of the journey and the 8 archetypes are not a mold or rules that are set in stone. It is not a 

fixed recipe: ingredients can be freely adjusted, and the steps of preparation can vary. Every 

story is a unique concoction of elements. I can definitely see use for THJ as a methodology in 

my future practice.  

 

+ The Hero’s Journey is exceptionally all-encompassing and versatile. Countless variations of 

THJ in literature and motion features have been conceived. There are as many unique 

variations of THJ as the number of fictional stories that exist. The timeline of a story can be 

chronological, reversed or mixed-up. Not all archetypes exist in every story. Not every stage 

of the journey has to occur. Archetypes are not bound to a character for they are 

interchangeable. You can consider them a mask that can be put on an off rather than an 

identity. The Hero is not an individual per definition. The main character of a story can be the 

Mentor while their accomplice is the true Hero. Playing with the expectations of the audience 

can serve many purposes: to strike interest, cause confusion, build tension or to make 

characters multidimensional. 

 

+ Our reality can coequally be assessed through the lens of The Hero’s Journey as seen in the 

anecdote about Vogler who transforms the critic’s disapproval from backlash to fuel.  
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HUMANS OF NEW YORK  Brandon Stanton 

 

 
© Brandon Stanton - Published on Humans of New York’s Facebook page on 25-02-2014 

 

"You photograph normal people on the street? I go to photography museums,  

so trust me, if you want to be successful, you must take crazier photos than this.  

Try photos with naked people." (New York, USA)  

 

Brandon Stanton, the founder of Humans of New York, approaches random people on the 

street, requests to take their portrait and finds out something about their lives. Above is one 

encounter out of thousands. Little did this man know that six years later HONY would have 

17,9 million followers on Facebook and 11 million followers on Instagram that love to see 

photographs of normal people in the streets. 

 

I first discovered Humans of New York when he started a Facebook page in November 2010. 

At first, he did not engage in conversation with his subjects. Over the last decade it has 

gradually developed to be more about the stories people are willing to share rather than their 

portraits. The stories consist of an extract from the conversation that took place, ranging from 
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one-liners to full life stories. The stories are as varied as there are humans – but there are 

obviously recurring themes and topics. Though, he never asks about opinions or philosophies. 

He asks about their personal experiences in life because that always leads to a unique answer.  

 

The first thing Stanton asks people, after permission to take their portrait and ask questions, 

is what their main struggle is in that moment. He notes that ever story involves an issue; a 

challenge to face and hopefully overcome. “Struggles are crucial to a story because they are 

transformative. Struggles change people. A well-told story follows the arc of that 

transformation.” Struggles also connect. Stanton noted that people seem to relate much 

easier to pain than to joy or victories. Recognizing pain is empathy, which can lead to 

compassion. The more vividly a story displays pain and the more clearly it articulates it, the 

more opportunity for connection and compassion. (Stanton, Humans, 2020, pp. 277-279) 

Vulnerability leads to connection. 

 

Humans of New York is Empowering in this Zeitgeist. HONY followers make for the most 

wholesome online community I know in this day and age. We live in a time where the average 

social media feed is filled with world news, politics, idealistic beauty standards, cat videos and 

the highlights and milestones from our friend’s lives. Stanton argues that people are so 

focused on making themselves and their lives likeable. He thinks it might allure desire, or even 

envy but it does not create connection. “I think that’s one of the reasons Humans of New York 

grew so quickly on social media. It injected a dose of vulnerability onto a platform where 

everyone was trying to appear unbroken”. (Stanton, Humans, 2020, p. 279) Another aspect 

that makes his Storytelling work is that Stanton aims to keep himself out of the story and 

portrait as much as possible. He never judges or censors his subjects which leads to diverse 

and brutally honest content, controversial at times. A welcome change in the (social media) 

land of make-believe. 

 

To conclude this report of my research and evaluations I will cross connect various content of 

my Position Paper through the lens of Humans of New York as a form of review composition. 

The following list of appendices are supplementary illustrations. 
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In the introduction I point out that pain and our incapacity or unwillingness to deal with it is 

the cause of a lot of suffering. We cannot always control the trauma that we experience, but 

we can control our healing. “Pain that is not transformed will always be transmitted” - Father 

Richard Rohr. 

 

Appendix I – A clear example of the inability to cope. This is essentially two stories in one. If 

you zoom out, I assume we can all relate to being subjected to other’s dysfunctional behavior 

-- and the opportunity this presents to practice compassion, forgiveness and appropriate 

boundaries. 

 

Appendix II – This is one of the most explicit HONY’s I know of.  It is one example that Brandon 

does not censor. This post reminds how the topic of the internship was too void of humanity 

for my liking. This story gives me even more incentive to aim to aid healing. 

 

The illustration of the pyramid based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs categorizes different 

levels of desire and struggle. 

 

Appendix III – An example of the lower half of the pyramid. 

 

Appendix IV – An example of the top of the pyramid. 

 

TAKEOUT 

 

+  Everyone struggles. There is always someone who has it worse than you. Reducing your 

own challenges in comparison to another summons procrastination or avoidance to take 

responsibility for your own life. 

 

+ The simplicity of an image and a text is enough to move millions. 

 

+  Vulnerability elicits connection. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Overall, the research has helped me to distill and articulate the basic principles and 

mechanism of Empowerment and Storytelling. I came to realize that Storytelling serves as a 

means to an end; Empowerment is the goal. Art is a tool I can utilize to address, promote and 

pursue this objective.  

 

A brief review of my findings: 

 

- Carol Dweck’s Growth vs Fixed Mindset theory informed me to be mindful of 

our mentality but also my attitude towards the ‘not knowing’ of myself and 

others. It’s not unthinkable in our culture to low-key shame each other for not 

being knowledgeable or agile at all times. I’m woke now. 

 

- The Hero’s Journey is a surprisingly versatile methodology that encompasses 

both Empowerment and Storytelling in fiction and everyday life. Basic 

principles and mechanisms are clearly articulated and easily applicable. An 

excellent resource to have at hand. 

 

- The internship with Company New Heroes gave me the opportunity to 

experience how to apply Empowering Storytelling in practice. From concept 

development to production and the teamwork that makes it all happen. It 

helped distill preferential conditions of content (more human, less 

construction), goal (reflectivity) and outcome (personal transformation). 

 

- Humans of New York among the rest of the transdisciplinary index of 

Empowering Storytellers that I have gathered (which are not included in this 

Position Paper) helped me scrutinize themes, topics, mediums and methods of 

transmitting information. Based on the audience they reach it also informs 

which ways of Storytelling speak to a wider audience.  
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One micro milestone is worth mentioning because it illustrates the benefits of my research. 

During a stroll one sunny February day I bumped into the local sewage treatment plant in the 

north of Maastricht. There is information board at the entry gate that briefly explains the 

purpose of this facility. The Dutch word modulair (modular) was included in the text and my 

understanding of it marked my accomplishment to obtain a Growth Mindset. During my 

internship in Sep/Oct I had been subjected to an exorbitant amount of construction work 

jargon. I rapidly had to step up my vocabulary in order to get by. It was very rewarding to be 

confronted with the realization that I had taken my efforts for granted. If you are ever dying 

to know more about the origin of modular construction building - hit me up! 

 

The biggest shift of perspective about focus and professionality took place when I spoke to 

dean Lizette Colaris about not making the first two deadlines. She questioned why I had 

missed them and tried to assess the odds of me managing to meet a new one. This 

conversation took place on the 26th of February 2021, rather late in the process. Her advice 

was no different from what I had previously received from my coaches Romy and Isabel, from 

peers and family members, but this time in different words. I realized I was making the project 

about my own personal Self-Empowerment in life. Instead, I finally gathered that all I needed 

to ask was “how does Empowerment and Storytelling inform my professional practice?”. This 

means most of my research was questionably not as streamlined with the purpose of this 

Position Paper. I cannot turn back time but probably wouldn’t even if I could. I don’t think my 

efforts were in vain. I am proud of what I have accomplished, and I am satisfied with the 

outcome of this Position Paper. I trust that the development that took place was ‘right on 

time’ and that the knowledge I have gather is sufficient to proceed. There is plenty of time 

left. I look forward with great anticipation to the continuation of my graduation year with this 

new mindset. The next step is creating an Artistic Concept for a Collaborative Public Event. 

This is the perfect opportunity to implement this new focus and find the right boundary and 

balance between private and profession.  
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Artist Statement  

 

Struggle is an inevitable part of life. The heart of my transdisciplinary work is the aim to 

empower people on a mental and emotional level through storytelling. It is informed by social 

sciences and expressed through art.  

 

I believe that the inability or unwillingness to deal with pain is one of the main causes for all 

human conflict. Why do some people end up bitter and resentful while others abolish 

victimhood and move on from setbacks? This fascination has driven me to study trauma, the 

brain and the mind through psychology and neuroscience. Mental agility and emotional 

resilience are the key to cope with hardship and will undoubtedly be an undercurrent in future 

projects. 

 

Characteristics of my work are connection, interaction, physical engagement, movement and 

vulnerability. The transformative and liberating qualities of art are conditional for my practice.  

My work facilitates a mirror for the audience to reflect upon. Sometimes gentle, sometimes 

disruptive. Optional mediums are the performing arts, cinematography and written, spoken 

or recorded word. 

 

My role models range from social scientists to visual artists. Storytellers Brandon Stanton, Brit 

Marling and Nicolaas Veul have most inspired my work ethic. They have each in their own way 

profoundly demonstrated the power and possibilities of storytelling. My ultimate spirit animal 

is Brené Brown - a pioneer in research and storytelling. Her work provides a vocabulary for 

topics that are the hardest to discuss in contemporary society. The similarity of impact with 

Brandon Stanton’s work is that they both help people (re)connect through vulnerability which 

elicits empathy and compassion.  

 

In a world that seems to be locked in a conflict between love and fear I want to look for ways 

to tip the world a little towards love. 
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APPENDIX I 

 

 
(Stanton, Humans of New York, 2020) 

 

1/2 “My childhood was dominated by her stories: living in the ghetto for two years, surviving 

off potato peels, running like an animal from the Nazis. She was the only one who survived. I 

have no grandparents. No aunts or uncles. Her entire family was killed. We rose up from the 

ashes. And my mother became a monster. She deprived us like she was deprived. My brother 

and I were always made to feel like a burden. Like we were leeching from her. There were no 

special occasions. No birthdays. No cake. Everything was counted. Everything was calculated. 

Whenever I asked for something, I was made to feel responsible for World War II. She’d say: 

‘I didn’t survive Hitler to get you a bag of potato chips.’ She never let me feel like we were in 

America. I felt like I was the one wearing stripes. I’ve dreamed about Hitler since I was child. 

He tells me I’m a mistake. And that I should have been killed. I remember when I grew older 

and started visiting the houses of friends. I saw how their parents treated them. How they 

were given gifts. And how they were loved. It felt like I was crawling out of the sewer, after 

the war, and learning that this entire time-- some people had been living normal lives." 
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2/2 “My mother died on July 6th, 2005. One day toward the end of her life, we were in the 

subway together, carrying heavy packages, and I could see she was exhausted. She turned to 

me and said: ‘A ganzeh leben is a schlep.’ Which means: ‘All of life is a schlep.’ And for a 

moment I felt her pain. I realized I could still love her. She couldn’t love me, but I could love 

her. Despite all the abuse she’d given me, I could feel her pain. I resurrected this old photo 

after her death. She’s with her first husband. It was weeks before he was taken away. She’s 

only twenty years old in this picture. That gorgeous face. That youth. How could I possibly hate 

her the same way? It’s unfathomable. Not that she was right to be cruel, but it’s unfathomable 

what she went through. I once helped her type a memoir to get reparations from the Germans. 

At the end of her story, she wrote: ‘It was a life of horror. Having lost everything and everyone, 

I’d given up my struggle to live. And at that time, it would have been easier if they had killed 

me. But they didn’t. So on I went, living in hell.'” 

 

 
(Stanton, Humans of New York, 2020) 
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APPENDIX II 
 

 
(Stanton, Humans, 2020, p. 146) 

 

“You could make a horror movie about my life.  My mom died of cancer when I was five, and 

my father tortured me.  I mean tortured.  Really tortured.  Chained me to a chair.  Slapped me 

with leather.  It was like Jack Nicholson in ‘The Shining.’  Every single day.  He’d never say a 

thing.  He’d just kick down my door and come after me.  I was born into hell.  I spent twelve 

years alone with a demonic presence.  And now I’m nervous.  Really nervous.  I play the piano 

to calm myself down.  I always have these thoughts they aren’t even my thoughts: fat fuckers, 

fucking bastards, fuck all of them.  They’re my father’s thoughts.  The violence is inside of 

me.  My energy is black, black, black.  I used to kill little birds when I was a kid.  Then I moved 

on to cats.  By the time I was seventeen I was beating the shit out of everybody.  Bigger than 

me, taller than me, I didn’t care.  It was more torture to keep it inside.  If I kept the violence 

inside I’d mutilate myself.  Suicide myself.  A few years ago I set a guy on fire.  It was 3 AM.  He 

was passed out beneath a bridge.  Just some druggie.  I didn’t feel a thing.  I felt like 

laughing.  If anything, I felt free.” Montreal, Canada 
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APPENDIX III 
 

 
(Stanton, Humans, 2020, p. 242) 

 

“My life is on repeat, every day. This area is surrounded by water, but my village has no access, 

so every morning I make a two-hour trek to the glacier so we have something to drink. During 

the day I work to maintain this road. I get $100 a month. In the winter, I make daily trips to 

cut wood so we can stay warm. I can’t leave this land because it’s all I have. There is no 

happiness or sadness in my life. Only survival.” Passu, Pakistan 
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APPENDIX IV 
 

 
(Stanton, Humans, 2020, pp. 250-251) 

 

“I’m thirty-nine years old and I’ve achieved everything I’ve ever wanted. Now I have absolutely 

no idea what to do.” Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  
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