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[from: Art after Modernism. Rethinking Representation. Ed. by Brian Wallis. N.Y./ Boston 1984]

Maybe the Trojan Horse was the first activist artwork. Based in subversion on the one hand and empowerment
on the other, activist art operates both within and beyond the beleaguered fortress that is high culture or the "art
world." It is not a new art form so much as it is a massing of energies, suggesting new ways for artists to connect
with the sources of energy in-their own experience. Today, in 1984, there is a renewed sense of the power of
culture to affect how people see the world around them. Activist art-sometimes called "the movement for
cultural democracy”- then provides "a developing, shared consciousness whose impact we can't predict... a kind

. . . . .. .. "
of consensus in pracnce that is now at a stage of consciousness-raising and organizing.

Given the evolving, pragmatic nature of activist art, the following is less a survey or history than simply an
attempt to place activist art in relation to the art world and to political organizing. The essay is divided into four
parts: an argument for activist art; thoughts on the power of art; some of the sources of recent activist art; and
some examples of various art strategies and practices from 1980 to the present. I want to make it clear that I
don't think it's necessary for all artists to make activist art (although I would like to see every artist-like every
other citizen-be politically informed and responsible). Activist art is simply the subject of this essay, which
happens also to be the subject of most of my activities. I'm as-happy as the next art type to be overtaken by sheer
aesthetic pleasure and surprise. Though I remain partial to a culture that leads us not into the valley of
thoughtlessness but to the moving of mountains, I'd be a hell of a cultural democrat if I didn't spend a lot of time
and energy looking and thinking about all the other kinds of art. I only wish the process went both ways more
often. Much activist art is innovative and expansive and the mainstream could learn from it, just as activists learn

from the mainstream.

I. Argument

The movement for cultural democracy is a critique of the homogeneity of the corporate, dominant culture, which
serves very few of us while affecting all of us. We see this culture melting (or microwaving) down the multiracial,
multicultural differences that are this country's greatest strength and its greatest hope for understanding and
communicating with the rest of the world before we destroy it. Thus art reflecting lived experience in different
constituencies will differ. This is both an advantage and a disadvantage as the Black, Latin, and Asian art

communities know well.

Cultural democracy is a right just like economic and political democracy, the right to make and to be exposed to
the greatest diversity of expression. It is based on a view of the arts as communicative exchange. A true cultural
democracy would encourage artists to speak for themselves and for their communities, and it would, give all of us

access to audiences both like and unlike ourselves. We have learned from Amilcar Cabral that self-expression is a



prerequisite for self-empowerment. This doesn't mean that everyone has to make art any more than creating a
politically aware populace means everyone has to become a politician. It means simply that the power of art is
curtailed unless it is understood in the broadest sense and accepted as a possibility by everyone.

Activist art is confined to no particular style and is probably best defined in terms of its functions, which also
cover a broad span. It does not, for the most part, limit itself to the traditional art media: it usually abandons
frames and pedestals. It is an art that reaches out as well as in. To varying degrees it takes place simultaneously in
the mainstream and outside of accepted art contexts. In practice, activist art might include teaching, publishing,
broadcasting, filmmaking, or organizing-in or out of the art community. It often incorporates many different
media within a single, long-term project. Most activist artists are trying to-be synthesizers as well as catalysts;
trying to combine social action, social theory, and the fine arts tradition, in a spirit of multiplicity and

integration, rather than one of narrowing choices.

Activist art is not only "oppositional," although it is usually critical in some sense. As an art of contact, it is often
hybrid, the product of different cultures communicating with each other. Activist artists do not expect, say, to
change Ronald Reagan's values (if he has any), but to oppose his views of war and de-humanism by providing
alternative images, metaphors, and information formed with humor, irony, outrage, and compassion, in order to
make heard and sagen those voices and faces hitherto invisible and powetless.- Sure, this is idealistic. Art is
hardly a pragmatic vocation. Of course, each artist's motivation is different, but a deep frustration with the
limited functions and outlets for art in Western culture and a sense of alienation from audiences is why most of

us have become activists.

It all begins with that other idealism - the one we are fed in schools - about art being some exalted "gift" to
society and artists being lone, superior geniuses, whooping it up in their ivory garrets-. However, when students
get out, they often find it is hard to give their "gifts" away: some succeed, some get bitter, and some try to
demythologize the role of art and to change the system in which it operates. For those who need to see
immediate results (a large check and/or instant fame), such a long haul is highly unsatisfying. But rewards come
precisely in the process of that engagement. Activist artists tend to see as a mutually stimulating dialogue, rather
than as a specialized lesson in beauty or ideology coming from the top down. It is unhealthy, though, to call
these artists (either condescendingly or admiringly) "watchdogs" or "the consciences of the art world," as if their
presence precluded the need for general or individual responsibility.

Activist art is, above all, process-oriented. It has to take into consideration not only the formal mechanisms
within art itself, but also how it will reach its context and audience and why. For example, Suzanne Lacy's
feminist dinner/ organizing/performance/media events culminate in recognizable "art pieces," but in fact the real
work includes the yearlong organizing and workshops that led up to it, as well as film and documentation that
may follow. These considerations have led to a radically different approach to artmaking. Tactics, or strategies of
communication and distribution, enter into the creative process, as do activities usually considered separate from
it, such as community work, meetings, graphic design, postering. The most impressive contributions to current
activist art are those that provide not only new images and new forms of communication (in the avant-garde

tradition), but also delve down and move out into social life itself, through long-term activities.



A few more-examples:

- Tim-Rollins, ongoing work in collaboration with his learning-disabled high school students in the South
Bronx, including objects as well as huge collage-paintings, produced in class but derived from the students'
experiences of the world.

- Mierle Laderman Ukeles" five-year involvement with the New York City Department of Sanitation, a project
which includes exhibitions and public and private performances.

- Carnival Knowledge's ongoing collective work on feminism, reproductive rights, and sexuality, which takes the
form of street bazaars, exhibitions, and other public events.

- Judy Baca's still-expanding mural, The Great Wall of Los Angeles, in which the history of Third World
residents of California is painted, but also taught to local youth; it also incorporates "social work" with local
teenage gangs and provides economic support in beleaguered Chicano -communities.

- Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn's posters and inventive multipanel, changing photomontage billboards in East
London, which have become not only part of the local landscape but of the local political scene, covering recent
hospital closures, housing and labor issues, and gentrification.

- Public performance groups, such as the Waitresses, Mother Art, and Sisters of Survival (SOS) (all daughters of
the Woman's Building in Los Angeles) which concentrate on specific issues, such as labor relations, nuclear
disarmament, and the sexism inherent in the "kids or career” choice.

- In Australia, Vivienne Binns and Annie Newmarch are professional, government-sponsored "community
artists" who show in museums their own and collaborative artworks generated in rural and suburban
neighborhoods. Peter Kennedy's long-term work on Australian history centers on the governmental coup of
November 11, 1975, and takes the form of elaborate embroidered banners and documentary film and video.
And so forth. Subjects and mediums are so varied that it is very difficult to generalize about activist art.

What these diverse works do share is the way style and aesthetic are deeply entwined in the social structures in
which they operate. These artists often work in series-not autonomous series for exhibition, but ongoing
sequences of learning, communication, integration, and then relearning from the responses of the chosen
audience. When Jerry Kearns, for instance, became interested in racial and sexual stereotypes in the media in
1980, the way he made "studies" for eventual paintings was to work in the South Bronx with the Committee
Against Fort Apache (a citywide coalition protesting the racist and sexist representations of Blacks, Hispanics,
and women in the film) 2 and in Brooklyn with the Black United Front, then to organize a travelling group
show on the subject. Sometimes the process goes the other way: Greg Sholette moved from making an acerbic
artist's book on the way in which Citibank "puts neighborhoods to rest,” to working actively in the community
with Political Art Documentation/Distribution's "Not for Sale" Project, against gentrification on New York's
Lower East Side, while continuing to make "exhibitable” art on related issues.

Two frequent criticisms of activist art run as follows: "Art can't change anything, so if you care about politics you
should be a politician instead of an artist." (This plays in tandem with another act called, "It's not art, it's
sociology.") Next comes "Social-change art is rendered useless when co-opted by exhibitions and sales within the
mainstream art world."

Activist artists are not as naive as their critics. Few labor under the illusion that their art will change the world
directly or immediately. Rudolf Baranik has pointed out that art may not be the best didactic tool available, but it

can be a powerful partner to the didactic statement, speaking its own language (and, incidentally, sneaking



subversively into interstices where didacticism and rhetoric can't pass). With the deepening and broadening of
activist art practice in the United States during the past five years, this partnership is receiving more
consideration from political groups as well as from the mainstream. It is also crucial to remember that grassroots
activism begins at home. We tend to forget that organizing within the art community is also "effective.” Artists
alone-can't change the world. Neither can anyone else, alone. But we can choose to be part of the world that is
changing. There is no reason why visual art should not be able to reflect the social concerns of our day as
naturally as novels, plays, and music.

As for co-optation, the more sophisticated activist artists become, the more they are able to make art that works
on several levels. They can make specific artworks for specific audiences and situations, or they can try to have
their cake and eat it too, with one work affecting art audiences one way and general audiences another. They will
try to do so without sacrificing complexity or aesthetic and without being assimilated into and manipulated by
the dominant culture. Art that is not confined to a single context under the control of market and ruling-class
taste is much harder to neutralize. And it is often quite effective when seen within the very citadels of power it
criticizes. Beware of artists baring their gifts.

Because activist art is rarely taught in schools, there are few known models and it is important that the extant
ones are made as visible as possible. For example, Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge's color photomontage series,
made after collaborative processes with unionized steel workers and auto workers in Canada, offer the high art
audience technically brilliant and original art about unfamiliar lives and issues, while in the workplace the same
works are organizing tools, reinforcing solidarity as well as telling mutually significant stories. Such works may
not be for sale, or they-may be sold and still remain in the public sector, in that they continue to exist in other
contexts alter they are "bought." And if the private establishment enjoys owning unflattering mirrors or thinks
their ownership defuses the political effect of the work, they are nonetheless supporting further opposition.
Given capitalism, it's not a bad tradeoff.

I1. Power

The power of art is subversive rather than authoritarian, lying in its connection of the ability to make with the
ability to see-and then in its power to make others see that they too can make something of what they see... and
so on. Potentially powerful art is almost by definition oppositional-that work which worms its way out of the
prescribed channels and is seen in a fresh light.

Despite art's public image of haughty powerlessness and humiliating manipulatability, a growing number of
activists in and out of the cultural sphere are beginning to confront its potential power. However, the culture that
is potentially powerful is not necessarily the culture that those in cultural power think will or should be powerful.
Power is generally interpreted as control- control over one's own and others' actions. The myth of culture's
powerlessness stems from a misunderstanding of the basis of art's authority and authenticity. Art is suggestive.
The motions it inspires are usually e-motions. In the art world, a powerful artist is one whose name can be used.
Name, not art. ("I bought a Starr," like "I bought a piece of Starr,” dangerously close to "I bought Starr.").

Or perhaps it's more accurate to say the power of the artist is separated from the power of the object. Once art
objects had literal power-magical, political power-and the artist shared in this because s/he was needed by the
community. (Who needs artists today? What for? Who decided the art object was to have such a limited

function?)



If the first ingredient of art's power is its ability to communicate what is seen-from the light on an apple to the



