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The quotations in this book are excerpts 
from a conversation with Hannah Appel on 
April 11, 2013 at her home in Oakland. The  
transcript is archived as an entry in An Encyclopedia 
of Embodied Politics. This intimately personal and  
politically expansive encyclopedia takes the form of  
written texts, textiles, and public programming. If 
you would like to receive information about future 
events, please email tali.weinberg@gmail.com

Hannah is an economic anthropologist with a PhD 
from Stanford University. Her research focuses on 
the daily life of capitalism and the private sector in  
Africa. She is also an activist for economic justice. 
We spoke about her active participation in Occupy 
Wall Street and Strike Debt, her ethnographic field-
work in the transnational oil and gas industry in 
Equatorial Guinea, the economic imagination, and 
Hannah Arendt’s “spaces of appearance.”

“We are immobilized by phrases like  
‘rapacious and exploitative capitalism....’ So 
one of the things I’ve really liked, especially 
in my ongoing relationship with Occupy, 
is what granular tactics are we going 
to come up with that are both going 
to change our lives in the moment 
and also can build towards more  
structural, radical, and revolutionary 
change? So, if we’re talking about bank-
ing, we can talk about private, for-profit, 
speculative banking, or we can talk about 
public banking. Ok, well what does public  
banking look like? Ok, well North Dakota has a  
public bank. What does that look like? What 
is the history of that bank? What would it 
mean to have a nation-wide system of public  
banking? Wait, there’s a public banking 
institute. Lets reach out to those people. 
These really material, tactical approaches 
have felt very exciting and grounding for me 
to participate in.”

“One of the affinity groups I’m working with 
in Strike Debt in the Bay Area is the debtors 
union and trying to think about what direct 
collective action against the financial system 
looks like.... For example, contract rates 
are negotiable; interest rates are negotiable; 
fees are negotiable. Banks know that. They 
negotiate these things all the time. But as  
individuals, we feel radically disempowered to 
do any of that. And yet many millions of us  
deposit our accounts at Wells Fargo. If you 
could organize 500 of those people to say 
“look we are going to move our money out 
of your bank, or you can lower the interest 
rate on our credit cards, or you can change 
your practice on overdraft fees. All of those 
things are totally possible. And we have the  
commonality that one would find in a union…
all of us are debtors. So those kinds of  
tactics that are actionable but small but are also  
winnable and will build people’s larger  
confidence that you can get together and  
attack these institution are really exciting to 
me.”

“Not to say academia is perfect... but we are 
allowed to craft these perfectly reasoned out 
subjectivities in a fucking vacuum and its scary 
to step out of that. And that fear has mostly 
gone away.… The other fear was much more 
the fear of physical confrontation, fear of the 
cops. And I’m certainly not over that… well, 
easier for me to say, I’m not the one getting 
stopped and frisked all the time. I can just 
randomly decide if I go to an action or not…. 
Starting to participate in Occupy in NY 
and then looking back at what I thought was  
citizenship before... It just looked like nothing 
and felt like nothing once I incorporated, liter-
ally, into my daily life what it means to be in 
those spaces of appearance... and to have that 
be as important to me if not more important 
than what I do for work or spending time with 
my family.… What does it mean to partici-
pate in intentional political communities all 
the time... in a way that acknowledges certain 
kinds of fears that would normally keep you 
out of that, like the fear of imperfection in  
activist practice? That is a way to participate in 
a disembodied way: to ask after perfection and 
not participate except via critique.”

“Before my participation in Occupy I would 
have said, yeah, you’re in you’re studio, I’m in 
my office, I write about these things, you make 
work about these things, and activists read my 
work and go to your shows and it expands their 
imagination around what they can do so it has 
its own effects in the world. I do think that 
that’s true. I don’t think it’s enough…. Part of 
the embodiment is also going to the meetings. 
Not going to the meetings as an academic who 
has a certain expertise to offer on understand-
ing how the Federal Reserve works. Going 
to the meetings as one among many and par-
ticipating in a consensus process and building  
toward something else together. Hannah  
Arendt writes about the spaces of appearance. 
When talking about embodiment, certainly 
part of it is your body on the line in dangerous 
places.... It’s more about your body in public 
with other people as often as possible and that 
kind of face-to-face making political collectiv-
ities.... My participation in Occupy made me 
feel like the kind of citizenship I was practic-
ing before was radically attenuated.”




