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preface

An Anchor

A book written as a montage of ideas, memories, histories, herstories, and fable requires a simple anchor to moor the reader. In these pages you will find multiple ways of thinking about how pedagogy, the arts, and social change intertwine. I have combined personal memoir with theory born organically from experience and readings, and some relevant chapters of social and cultural history.

Reclaiming the idea that art can act as both a deconstructive force (to analyze and question what exists and existed) and as a reconstructive one (providing a visionary role) is a pivotal theme within these pages. I dare the reader, along with my students, to imagine the world we want and to think utopically, about how things ought to or could be, rather than just consider how they are.

As added inspiration for the reader, thirty-three practitioners offer different perspectives from our field, along with curricular and practical information about how to teach art from a socially engaged and interdisciplinary perspective. Sewn into the seams of this book is a fable that emerged quite unexpectedly. May readers take what they need from these words and images as fuel for the journey ahead.




First, Eat a Rose 

There once was a sweet ball of a girl, who bounced around the room, rebounding off the walls and floor and ceiling, with questions and delighted squeals. This honey-brown girl radiated a warm light that had so much energy it couldn’t  be contained; she was glad there was an outside to go to where she could inhale more deeply. There she crawled through thick, neat rows of planted tomatoes, snow peas, and cucumbers; the seemingly uncontrollable tangles of vines reached out to her as she dug her bare heels and toes into the humus. The beauty of the bounty made her want to eat, and so she grazed like any good forager on berries and leaves of mint, and popped roses into her mouth, not knowing they weren’t food. Beauty asks to be eaten, she thought. Although the words came out more like, “Pretty—must eat.”

Her wanderings took her to magic rocks that provided steppingstones into other worlds. Under almost every one, if she looked carefully, she found elaborate, delicate strangers, busy with the events of their day, and often oblivious to her gaze. Eventually both their predictability (there was always some creature under a rock) and their surprises (they’re not here today; where’d they go? Hey, you’re new) won her over. Bugs were her friends, and snakes (if she was so lucky), and frogs and toads. Outside was where the friends were always available for tea and conversation. They didn’t mind if she stared, and didn’t care if her hair was a mess or if she chattered incessantly.

When she couldn’t go outdoors, she explored the cozy pleasure of closets, where the hanging clothes embraced her with vast histories she didn’t understand. The pungent smells of tangy leather, mothballed wool and freshly washed dresses became a refuge, and nameless mysteries surrounded her there.

As the family moved from town to town, it seemed that each time they arrived at a harsher place. Unfair things, mocking voices, and uncomfortable events began to accumulate, like too many scraped knees and elbows, and they folded her energy in on itself, several times over. The folds contained the shapes of things that she couldn’t make sense of, so out of some innate stubbornness, she wandered outside to another, much bigger garden. There were more rocks to lift up, and bugs that were loyal to her and continually full of surprises. Here the trees began to talk. She didn’t understand their language completely, but she had so much gratitude that she would share her secrets with special ones, and ask for their forgiveness when she carved bumps off their bark, like a monkey removing fleas from a family member.

One day she began to sing, as a way to push away the small pains and rejoice for the sweet ball of a girl who was still alive (after being folded inside herself many times), and the sound glided with effortless grace from her belly to her tongue, giving back roses to the world. Her voice joined with others in chorus, and she felt herself lifted off the ground, and carried by something bigger than she could imagine, and when she was asked to sing alone, to offer up her unique roses, she felt something powerful tugging inside and the unfolding was exquisite.

At some point her differences, and there were so many, became apparent to others and were named back to her, often harshly, and with hate in people’s voices; some she didn’t understand, others she did too well, and she began to sink into the folded place for longer times with sticky things she couldn’t pull off; and then suddenly the voice that vibrated with roses was left behind by an embarrassing moment on stage. She was lacking in sufficient poise to turn her gaffe into a joke. But being the trooper that she was, she finished her performance. There was no mentor or coach to erase the chorus of cruel laughter, for such a one did not exist in her life. She was left to imagine herself deeply flawed, and the sweet ball of a girl grew quiet.

Still the swirling, golden, energy creature could come alive unexpectedly through dance, and she would leap and crouch and wiggle, delirious in those moments, before the clumsy lessons of some folded-in teacher made her ache to escape, and similarly she could move into a trance while running her fingers in special, made-up patterns on the keyboard of her dad’s piano, where he always played the same beloved song, “Greensleeves”, over and over. Her patterns became ocean waves that had storms and eddies, twisting the girl into a place of such rightness that she had no words for it; that something called her inside and then out again. At the end of the concert she played for herself, she felt open-hearted, just like the bugs who asked for nothing.

Lessons were imagined to shape the wildness; the first teacher allowed the ball of a girl to breathe, but the next was such a cruel abomination that the piano bench became a straitjacket. No more concerts called her. Sticky, ugly names accumulated.

One day the folded-in girl started to draw, and it pleased her. There were no roses evident; in fact there was barbed wire—twirling ribbons of it crawled across paper, turning into thorns and then faces and back again. Within these patterns there was some secret key she didn’t understand, but she kept it close.

Wandering into a room in a museum one day, she found a painting called Hide-and-Seek1. In it was a dark, large tree radiating with hot yellows and burning reds, embraced and pierced by many swirling children, some burning into the bark, becoming one with the tree. Although the patterns were different than hers, she recognized another key. In the next room, a quiet room, where she was allowed to sit all alone and where the minutes disappeared, she found two more paintings that became her friends, like the bugs who let her stare at them for hours. She was allowed to stare at the screaming baby with its large, pained head, an even larger head behind it, amplifying the agony, surrounded in the gray-browns of industrial trash, not folded in, demanding redress. She read the title, Echo of a Scream2 and kept it close, even though it scared her.

Years passed, and the folded-in girl learned to cross her legs tightly together, hold her skirt down around her knees, and keep the questions inside, a limp arm, once always raised, sat still at her side. Yet the pattern making remained, and morphed into paintings of nightmares and the various shadow worlds of adolescence. She haunted the library stacks, where books fell out into her arms, claiming her, claiming attention: books about war, nuclear war and sufferings so vast that she could not swallow them.

Another pulse grew in her, something demanding attention. That combined with the nightly news that poured body counts on the dinner table, began an insistent call to grow her toolbox. And so she found her way to poetry where she wrote of punches, shattering panes of glass, and a world where a broken heart was first felt, as new to her, offering a sadness she couldn’t contain.

The sweet ball of a girl/woman had found a few non-bug friends by this time. They read long poems that bled, danced to pulsating beats, and went on long pilgrimages through what little remained of the nearby woodlands, stopping to do sun salutations and share hallucinations when the moment seized them. Their swirling energy broke through their folded-in selves and held her in an exuberant embrace. They tried to peel off some of the sticky names.

With the courage born of these friendships, the sweet ball of a girl/woman put on the most gnarled mask she could find, a shadow self, and got on stage again. Her improvisations of hobbling, deranged ladies, and coughing, tubercular women put some bounce in her gait, made her feel the exquisite delight of stretching out folds and grasping at roses. She didn’t know where these characters were channeled from, but they arrived in her young, ball-of-fire body, that shifted from folding into bouncing in very unexpected ways.

In college, the question became whether to choose the stage or the room alone. The folded-in girl/woman pushed her into the room alone with a view of horizon lines expanding in all directions, and she watched balls of energy bounce off the walls. She didn’t know how to understand them. She lived above the neck in that room, and couldn’t recognize the sweet ball of a girl or her folded-in twin, although the two began to fight. She dived below the neck in all sorts of counterculture ways, where she saw the sweet ball of a girl standing alone in dark corners, and occasionally was able to nudge her out to stand in the sun.





prologue

Present Moment

I am trying to imagine this book being read ten or twenty years from now, and what the reader looking back at this time is thinking about this moment in history, a moment that for many carries enormous weight. Immense and complex problems need to be faced if our species will survive the next century.

A year ago, when gas prices were two dollars lower per gallon, it seemed that most of the public was still in a profound state of denial. I wrote then: The sun is shining and warm this morning, after one of the coolest and wettest summers on record. One can feel the long “ahhhhh” of relief from other ferry passengers quietly dozing in their cars as we wait for the next boat on this Monday morning. With the newly washed view of the Olympic Mountains, it’s possible to imagine that there is nothing to worry about, that the world is in good shape. The sense of isolation, anxiety and hopelessness that fills many lives can be pushed away as one contemplates the next latte, the next deadline, and the spectacular view. In this moment, where all seems soothed by the gentle roll of the icy blue, it is hard to imagine that the polar caps are melting or that innocents are being bombed in lands across the sea.

All of these circumstances exist simultaneously in this moment. Like a roulette wheel with multiple balls each representing some unbearable suffering, they land at different stops all at the same time. Some of us see these things, and some of us just don’t. The latter’s blindness often amazes those of us who do see. Being able to see can be dangerous: we weren’t physiologically designed to contain so much pain. In order to keep ourselves whole, we look for ways to process it all.

In what has appeared to be very little time, unprecedented numbers of people have begun to awaken to the immensity of global warming because it has landed in their pockets. This coming to our senses is partly due to the artificially inflated prices of gasoline, the repercussions on the whole economy (and the current crisis on Wall Street) and the dramatic changes in weather patterns; the effect on everyday life has been devastating for many. Vast numbers of people, mostly of the quickly decreasing white middle class, have finally wrapped their heads around change of enormous proportions and taken it in. Having people imagine new shorelines and displaced populations is no longer an impossible task. People are reacting with anger, but often with no skills to understand how to process or make sense of the mess. Many are in that place of choosing fundamentalist thinking (scapegoating someone or thinking of it as “God’s will”) or paralyzing despair. Activists who have been working on these issues, some for decades, have other suggestions, but few have venues in which to be heard in the mainstream. Often we are cast as the danger, rather than the danger itself being acknowledged.

All humans need to grab hold of something mythic in order to make their daily experiences, good or bad, coherent. Even the most secular among us has some scientific theory to explain reality, and, as provable as that theory might be, it is just another frame in which to perceive things.

The awesome predictability of the sun, moon, and the seasons worked for many of our ancestors as the essential grounding pieces of life. Some of the first images created by humans were celebrations of those natural cycles. What we call art reinforced that wholeness.

A symbolic life (imagery, artifacts, dance, music, poetry and ritual) emerged from early peoples as a way to make the chaos hold together. Most of what has been left behind remains mysterious to us, like Stonehenge, but we can see that art making was a fundamental human impulse and continues to be one, despite the fragmentation in our current civilization.

Art has both served the powers that be, and subverted them. When it is domesticated as entertainment and propaganda, it is allowed space and status. When it becomes a truth teller, a healer, a form of resistance and a promoter of dialogue, it is often shut down and called dangerous.

In this book, we will be exploring why art can be an essential part of the social transformation and healing that needs to happen if we are to survive and thrive as a species. The conflicts and struggles that have developed our zeitgeist are reaching their endgame. Art, in its many manifestations, can help us find the vision to move through this time. The scope of the art we will examine is very wide and inviting. Art can provide a means for processing paradox in this moment, this present moment.





1

Words as a Compass

Words have become my compass in this chapter of my journey, to help me expose a complex field, a practice, sometimes called “art for social change,” and look at how it is shared with students.

I have battled with a discursive, formal voice that wanted to dictate lists of what to think about and explain every detail. That voice, at one point, turned into something predictable, unlike the practice I want the reader to embrace. So I will bring out the sweet ball of a girl to help the energy when it lags. She is holding the compass.

In part, this book was written to counter the fear-based attitude that all movements for social change will inevitably result in a totalitarian state. Seeing that there are other possibilities beyond the corrupt model of the Stalinist dictatorship requires a capacity to see and critique the evidence, retrieve other more positive examples, and imagine new ways of community and society self-organizing. Cultural work can be a significant part of developing fresh approaches to social change.

Just as importantly, I have written to confront another attitude that I have encountered numerous times over the years: Art that intends to provoke social change is informed by some dogmatic approach and will “beat people over the head” with its point of view. I have heard this perspective so frequently, especially from artists, that I wanted to look at the roots of this opinion.

What really makes me curious about this moment in history is how so many artists say that they are not fueled by any ideological position in their  work. At different points this book will examine more carefully how privilege creates an ideology of “not having an ideology.”

Socially engaged art, as my peers and I have experienced it, is created in an expansive place that awakens peoples’ voices, minds and spirits in various ways. As for the clubs beating people over the heads, I am more concerned about the real ones that might hit my compañeros when they demonstrate for peace and equal rights, than ones that might emerge from a sincere heart.

These pages offer a multifaceted view of an art practice that is not as common as it could be. It is a practice of many threads each needing encouragement and support so that wary neophytes might find a thread of their own to follow. Some versions are gentler than others, and there is no shaming involved in choosing one strategy versus another. There are mural makers, songwriters and cartoonists, collaborative groups of puppeteers, dancers and clowns; communities revealing their stories through photo-documentaries, cookbooks, cyber art, tapestries and theater; there’s eco-art, interventionist art, and people doing site-specific, audience-participatory installations; there are poster artists, filmmakers, culture jammers, weavers and community animateurs. There is no one way to transform our society into a non-oppressive, egalitarian place, but there is a multitude of ways to meet our human craving for poetry in a socially engaged way.

[image: 002]

On the morning that I write this paragraph, the headline from a British newspaper shouts “Earth Is Reaching the Point of No Return Says Major UN Environment Report.” The alarm in this headline is not new, but most of us are less prepared to respond to it in useful ways. Humanity has come to many crisis points in its history, but perhaps never to one that has threatened the future of the species as gravely as now. That so many people seem to still be so ignorant to this fact, or perhaps unmoved by it, is disquieting. Also truly disturbing, is the common belief that most folks are just plain apathetic.

Those of us who are engaged with social change can get easily discouraged when we see how many seemingly insurmountable problems get added to our list everyday. But there are reasons to take heart. Paul Hawken stated in his address at the 2007 Bioneers conference,It is my belief that we are part of a movement that is greater and deeper and broader than we ourselves know or can know. It flies under the radar of the media, by and large. It is nonviolent. It is grassroots. It has no cluster bombs, no armies, and no helicopters. It has no central ideology. A male vertebrate is not in charge. This unnamed movement is the most diverse  movement the world has ever seen. The very word “movement,” I think, is too small to describe it. No one started this worldview. No one is in charge of it. There is no orthodoxy. It is global, classless, unquenchable and tireless. This shared understanding is arising, spontaneous, from different economic sectors, cultures, regions and cohorts. It is growing and spreading worldwide with no exception. It has many roots, but primarily the origins are indigenous culture, the environment and social justice movements. Those three sectors, and their sub-sectors, are intertwining, morphing, enlarging. This is no longer simply about resources or infractions or injustice. This is fundamentally a civil rights—a human rights—movement. This is a democracy movement. It is the coming world. It may be 500,000 groups. We don’t know how big this movement is. It is marked by kinship, community and symbiosis. It is Pachamama. It is the earth waking up.





Hawken’s video of this talk is so moving that I routinely show it to my students when what they are learning about the world depresses them. His words work magic among those of us who are burnt out and discouraged. Still it is important to say that the movements that Hawken refers to are part of a long river of people rising up against oppression. The river has been flowing for centuries, for millennia, forever. As part of the work we do as educators, we not only need to inspire and create more momentum for the cultural aspects of these movements, we need to contextualize and critique what we do, as well.

The late C. L. R. James, the Afro-Trinidadian intellectual, writer, organizer, and revolutionary, put it this way back in 1968:The whole world today lives in the shadow of state power.... this state power, by whatever names it is called, one-party state or welfare state, destroys all pretense of government by the people, of the people. All that remains is government FOR the people. Against this monster, people all over the world, and particularly ordinary working people in factories, mines, fields and offices, are rebelling every day in ways of their own invention. Sometimes their struggles are on a small, personal scale. More effectively they are the actions of groups, formal or informal, but always unofficial, organized around their work and their place of work. Always the aim is to regain control over their own conditions of life and their relations with one another. Their strivings, their struggles, their methods, have few chroniclers. They themselves are constantly attempting various forms of organization, uncertain of where the struggle is going to end. Nevertheless, they are imbued with one fundamental certainty,  that they have to destroy the continuously mounting bureaucratic mass or be themselves destroyed by it.1





There have been choruses of people writing about social change and ways to achieve it, and while this book mentions some of their writings and ideas, it is not intended to be a compendium of these. Like an annotated road map, I will be sharing a few key places I have traveled, like the inns of my pilgrimage, that readers might visit to fertilize their own thinking on these issues.

Knowing that we have a multitude of challenges and a long row to hoe, we need communities that are grounded, imaginative, open-hearted, questioning and well-informed. Bringing a socially engaged art practice to communities in a way that can be non-threatening and inviting might be one of the most crucial pieces necessary for social change.

Perhaps this project we are engaged in is the ultimate act of faith.

I am trying to imagine a wonderful dream called the future, where people use art every day to orient themselves, to process their dreams, to think about their next move, to strategize, to focus, to deliberate, and to pull strands of history together into an elaborate weaving. Like the utopias so gorgeously depicted by Starhawk and Marge Piercy, the people dance when they are moved to, they sing of their pain and their glories, they create performance to highlight the contradictions, the foolishness, and the hypocrisy in their lives. They paint for joy and celebration and to honor the suffering of those who went before them. They make artifacts that are used in rituals that create meaning. This is the world I am imagining, the dream behind the dream, a world we have to imagine if we are going to continue.




An Expansive View 

Before I get too far ahead of myself, the girl holding the compass has asked me to define socially engaged art. At the roots of its meaning, engagement means connection, so we can first understand this kind of art as one that is about connecting the pieces, connecting people with their feelings, their pasts, their dreams, and each other. One of my standard definitions has been that such art talks about social issues that affect the lives of individuals and communities. The real distinction between socially engaged and activist art can be understood as one of alignment. Socially engaged work can be done in isolation or within community but usually activist art explicitly or implicitly aligns itself with a social movement of some sort.

Some of my colleagues differ with me on this issue, saying that the words are interchangeable, and a few believe that spending too much time  defining the field may distract us from our real task, doing the work. It has been suggested that the terms used to describe this practice change, just like fashions change. In the end, it is what the work means to the communities in which it is made that is most important.

Socially engaged art can be made with many intentions, including:• to process or document something that the artist has experienced or witnessed,
• to offer questions about—or solutions to—particular problems,
• to foster dialogue between polarized groups,
• to awaken those who are numb or in denial,
• to compensate for social amnesia,
• to heal the maker,
• to make the invisible visible,
• to express outrage, alert and alarm,
• to stretch the mind,
• to develop positive images of the future and to envision a different reality,
• to find others of like minds,
• to make what is most compelling and beautiful in image, object, word, motion and sound.



I have tended to use the term “socially engaged” throughout the book. The reasoning behind this choice is that my students find the term more inclusive than “activist,” and many of them have negative associations with activism (the causes of which we will look at shortly).




Relaxing into Theory 

I write this book with daily ambivalence. An internalized judge sits worrying that my examination of the issues will be perceived as being too parochial, too self-absorbed and will, at its core, disappoint readers. Knowing as much as I do about the perils of creating a new work of art, I am developing compassion for that inner judge as she lurks, taking me to task and away from task, waiting for the passion to overcome the self-doubts. Mindfully and persistently wrestling with that voice is helping me develop the compassion necessary to teach others—and to teach myself.

Ultimately I have given myself the space to be carried by the words and the shapes of the stories, knowing that they need to be expressed in the world. If the gait of my language is unconventional, in its shifts from formal sobriety to a casual patter, imagine that we are sitting in a classroom together. I am  working toward this rhythm. If you are expecting a more rigorous theoretical work, please open your mind to a less coded way of theorizing experience.

My good friend and mentor Charles Frederick, a cultural activist and theorist, reminds me that over two decades ago, I told him I didn’t like theory and then admitted that I was afraid of it. I frankly didn’t know what theory was then, except that I would fall asleep reading it, getting lost in countless cryptic turns of phrase. When I attempted yet another foray, I would spend half my time looking up the latest trendy words and I would lose patience with the process. It made me feel intellectually inept, without the muscles to compete. Thankfully, over the years, I have been offered new definitions of theory from reading people like bell hooks2 and from working with Chaia Heller3 at the Institute for Social Ecology in Vermont.

Theory is not necessarily stuff that is unreadable, incomprehensible, and elitist. It can be an articulation of an understanding that comes from lived experiences. Without that comprehension, people would continually live with a fragmented misunderstanding of what surrounds them daily. Movements of resistance against dominant culture, artistic or otherwise, have either consciously or unconsciously embodied a theory that pushes their ideas forward.

The artist and teacher S. A. Bachman describes theory in this way: “Both art and theory are transformative cultural practices. Artists are often creating and illuminating new theories in the process of making. We are all engaged with theory—we negotiate theoretical models constantly in our daily lives—some are simply more invisible than others.”

So here I am, twenty-five years since my claim that theory didn’t work for me, combining polemics with lived experience, putting together theories about all of it. It is up to you the reader to find out where it makes sense and where it is useful.




“They Sing, Therefore They Will Pay” 

When I was in graduate school I read an essay by ethnopsychiatrist George Devereux that included a description of a conversation between seventeenth-century French cardinal Jules Mazarin and Louis XIII. Cardinal Mazarin and Louis XIII were in the palace, listening to a wandering minstrel singing in the street far below them. The song complained bitterly about the rising taxes and loudly critiqued the corruption of the monarchy and the church. The king was dismayed upon hearing these lyrics, and asked Mazarin whether he should jail the singer. Mazarin smiled and said, “They sing, therefore they will pay.” Devereux used this story to illustrate how art can be “a harmless safety valve,” and then added, “when the press or art is truly influential, it is made  unfree. The American press and the American artist are free only because they have either muzzled themselves or they have nothing upsetting to say.” Devereux went on to suggest that defining art as outside ordinary reality allows it to make statements not ordinarily permitted. Quoting Devereux, Mari Womack says in her book Symbols and Meaning4 that art can provide an impetus for change, while preserving the status quo, but at the same time, because it takes place in a symbolic world, it allows for the taboo to be spoken, and that taboo might rise to the surface in public eventually. In other words, it is very possible that the song of our wandering minstrel may eventually encourage the people to rise up and demand change.

Over the years, I have thought about this story and the complex questions it raises. Whenever I lose faith in the work that I do as an artist, and wonder whether it will really make a deep impression, I think about steam rising out of the pressure cooker and wonder if it would be better to give up my art for the direct action of street activism. Many of the artists in this book face this question as well, and have had chapters in their lives where their roles as artists takes have taken a back seat to their roles as activists, or have found different ways of merging these roles. Others believe that the work of social change is necessarily shared and integrated by many walks of life and professions. To imagine that the work of activist artists and engaged teachers is sufficient for the shifting that needs to happen shows a lack of understanding of the larger puzzle of which we’re all a part.





2

Avoiding Amnesia




History Lesson #1: Ancient Roots 

When I sit down to write or make a drawing, I don’t always have a coherent idea in mind. Often it is an amorphous feeling, bound up in the tissues of my body, waiting anxiously for release. I put the stylus on the tablet and brush to paper, and something that needs to flows out. It could be a confused memory or some spirit moving through. This impulse to make substantive that which easily floats away or embeds deeper in one’s core is profoundly human. Our ancestors did it; making symbols and artifacts, and telling stories and acting them out—through movement, sound, and gestures—were actions required for survival, as well as intellectual and emotional growth. That art is necessary to survive and thrive is not a well-understood concept in today’s society, because art is so often perceived as being risky or frivolous. Without adequate support or introduction to art’s merits, most people never get to find out whether they might have an artist inside, or how they might benefit from experiencing another’s art.

So stereotypes accumulate, and we imagine that art is for some special elite, an indulgent frill, or perhaps a sign of an aberrant mind, and definitely not for the pragmatic, the weary, and those without the luxury of leisure time and expensive resources. It seems to me that our growing disconnection with art as a daily practice is directly related to our disconnection with the web of life as a whole. The public’s need for a creative life has been colonized. We believe  the spectacle or simulacra are real. We don’t make time to walk in the woods or to cook foods from scratch. We are glued to glowing screens, looking for connection and exhausted by our debts. We are easily manipulated, dizzy from too much information, and floating in a rising tide of inchoate fears. If we’ve been told that art is not for us, or that it’s another out-of-reach commodity, how could we imagine that it might help us out of the mess we’re in?

Our culture has framed ancient sacred events and objects as “art,” but the word seems inadequate, partly because the framing usually involves some form of colonization of the visual culture. In other words, the symbols and artifacts are taken out of context, appropriated and translated by modern western culture, and have lost their meanings.

When I taught students in the African wing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I used to say that seeing a spiritual artifact, such as a mask, in a glass case was like seeing a baseball bat and a baseball in a similar case, and having someone telling you that it was baseball. Of course, this analogy presumes that the reader finds some of the sacred within the ritual of baseball.

Without the smell, the sounds, and layers of meaning carried from one generation to the next, the objects are mute. When ritual happened among these indigenous peoples, the artists spoke, moved, or made forms in a code created by their clique, one that had special membership requirements.

This notion of the artist as special, one who carries sacred truths and uses a mysterious and secret language, seems to be quite old but it may be that the colonial mind has imposed these characteristics on shamans, dancers, storytellers, and makers of sacred objects. The intentions of these ancestors were quite different from the distorted role some artists are given today. Those ancestors are sometimes understood to have been facilitators of their tribes’ healing and growth, and as such, enabled each member of the tribe a pathway into her and his imagination. Of course, there was also a shadow side to this cultural production. Rituals could be born of fear of the other (outside the tribe), superstition, and abuse of power, as easily as more altruistic goals.

As societies became more complex and “civilized,” religion became more organized, bureaucratic and often brutal. A multitude of fears (of difference, the Other, the body, and nature, for example) resulted in the repression of indigenous cultures and their arts. Desire for vast economic power also fueled the repression of women with old knowledge or creative, healing, or spiritual strengths. Artists whose work might depict experiences, mystical or otherwise, outside of the doctrine of the church, were immediately suspected of doing the work of the devil. Some subversive forms occasionally emerged in the form of the jester and satirical street theater performances, and were perhaps ignored, to avoid an explosion, or occurred under the radar.

When the church or the aristocracy commissioned work by artists, the goal was to immortalize their power or glorify carefully selected stories of the Bible in paint, sculpture, word, or song. Those in power were very cautious about what they assigned artists to depict. They recognized the transformative and manipulative capacities of art, and did not write it off as a frill. It was a way to educate or manipulate illiterate people.

Visual art as a tool for seeking truths, questioning the status quo, or documenting everyday injustices, began to emerge soon after the development of the printing press, heralding the Enlightenment. This technological revolution allowed for the distribution of broadsheets, and some visionary metal engravers saw that their images of the peasant uprisings could be disseminated throughout their regions and beyond.

Ralph Shikes in The Indignant Eye has written about the art created in response to the feudal system and the oppressions of the church, and the socially engaged awakening that occurred among some of the artisan class. Goldsmiths and silversmiths were among the first to record images in their engravings and etchings of the strife between the classes and the church. While some work was documentary, portraying the brutality of the civil wars, there were some artists who chose to use exaggerated characterizations, making fun of the powerful. Their work fertilized the cultural soil for future satirists, like French artist Daumier and the British artists Hogarth and Rowlandson.

There is some dispute about whether illiterate peasants viewing images of brutal massacres or injustices became more passive out of fear, or developed the required righteous indignation to organize in their own communities and revolt. There is also discussion about whether seeing satirical images of corrupt leaders makes people more complacent. In other words, if artists are still allowed to complain publicly, then things can’t be that bad (as in the story of the singing troubadour, previously mentioned). Less responsible or more exhausted citizens might rationalize after seeing satirical work that someone else is taking care of the mess and decide that they can continue with their own individual and immediate struggles without so much anxiety about the corruption around them. Yet, as suggested before, the emergence of such art can imply an awakening that has broader repercussions.

The post-printing-press period heralded the tentative beginnings of alliances between artists and social activists that became, especially in the post-Enlightenment era, a long-standing, albeit conflict-ridden tradition in Europe and elsewhere. This has shaped many cultural and progressive social movements, including Constructivism, Surrealism, Dada, Critical Realism, conceptual art, feminist art, and the art of numerous liberation movements internationally.

There are many permutations of artists’ roles that have evolved in different social and economic contexts. In this book I will focus primarily on polar opposites: artists who are either seen as an integral part of the community, where every individual’s creativity is honored, and those who are separated out, either put on pedestals and fetishized or perceived as Other and dangerous.




History Lesson #2: The WPA 

Let’s take a look back and imagine the mid-thirties in the United States, a time when economic collapse had pushed masses of people to the edge. Many people were forced off the farm by both the ravages of nature and foreclosing banks; businesses closed, workers lost their jobs by the thousands and people were starving. Yet this was one of the most culturally radical periods in American history, giving rise to all kinds of radical political, economic, and cultural thinking and programs.1 Inspired by the Russian Revolution, some people found ways to organize themselves and were able to imagine a world where everyone had enough to eat, a place to rest their heads, education, and a chance to improve their lot. Some college students and workers created coalitions and agitated in the streets. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt responded slowly to the social unrest, but eventually created his New Deal and later proposed the Works Progress Administration (WPA)2 a program developed to remedy the massive U.S. unemployment.

The WPA philosophy was guided in part by Harry Hopkins, a long-time aide to FDR. The goal of the program was to put the unemployed back to work in jobs that would serve the public good and conserve the skills and the self-esteem of workers throughout the country. This proposal moved into legislation quickly. With the advice of his old classmate George Biddle (who had studied with Mexican muralist Diego Rivera), FDR created several cultural programs as part of the WPA that offered jobs to unemployed artists, as teachers, public artists and documentary photographers. Some of these artists traveled while others stayed in their communities to record the suffering caused by the Depression and to document other histories. One of these programs, started in 1935, was the Federal Art Project (FAP). It was guided by two novel assumptions: that artists were workers and that art was cultural labor worthy of government support. The FAP provided employment for artists on relief, creating over five thousand jobs, and leading to 225,000 works of art.

Some FAP artists created new relationships within their communities, using murals and public sculptures to tell the stories of everyday farmers and laborers. Most of the work was representational, and had the goal of communicating or documenting a piece of history. Many artists developed their  artwork in the context of community, and in many cases the art produced gave the residents a sense of pride about their community’s history, struggles and unique skills. The artists themselves felt freed to venture into familiar subject matter, creating work that both responded to or mirrored their own or unfamiliar communities. While recognizable content was a priority in much of the government-commissioned work, there were also many formal innovations influenced by late Modernist experiments in abstraction and surrealism. Stuart Davis, the well-known abstract painter, said, “The artists of America do not look upon the art projects as a temporary stopgap measure, but see in them the beginning of a new and better day for art in this country.”3

Programs were also created for writers and performers, both musicians and theater artists. The Federal Theater Project (FTP) was responsible for some of the most innovative staging of its time. While the primary aim of the FTP was the reemployment of theater workers on public relief rolls, including actors, directors, playwrights, designers, vaudeville artists, and stage technicians, it was also hoped that the project would result in the establishment of theater so vital to community life that it would continue to function after the program was completed. Don Adams and Arlene Goldbard, two significant writers on the history of cultural policy in the United States, have created a very useful summary of these WPA programs in their online “Webster’s World of Cultural Policy.”4

The very visible, federally funded art programs had the effect of mobilizing the forces of reaction in U.S. culture. The threat to the status quo posed by the ground-breaking work of the period—the socially relevant productions of the Federal Theater Project, the legitimization of working people’s history in Writers Project publications, the images of social change depicted in Federal Art Project murals—could not have been clearer. Along with the content of the art being produced was the threat of the alliances being formed between artists and workers, a collaboration that had informed previous avant-garde movements, and heralded the possibility of a true social and cultural revolution. Susan Platt writes in her book, Art and Politics of the 1930’s,“In the United States, artists and critics aggressively intervened in both the art world and the ‘real’ world in order to put art in touch with society, to interpret and to celebrate an art that protested injustice, and to encourage participation in political activity”5

This was unacceptable to some. Imagine being an FTP theater director in the thirties. One day, feeling better fed than usual, you’re rehearsing for a play that talks about the frustrations of looking for work. Your cast has been playing to huge houses. The public loves the new content of this FTP theater: they are hearing and seeing stories that reflect their experiences, and the critics love  the new productions as well. You are totally excited about the way the world seems to be shifting, but the next thing you know, the theater is visited by a bureaucrat who says that the show must close before it opens; the funding has been cut.6 When you ask why, you’re told that they don’t like all these “commies” making art, forcing their views on “regular folks.” Harry Hopkins had said, “I am asked whether a theater subsidized by the government can be kept free of censorship, and I say, yes, it is going to be kept free from censorship. What we want is a free, adult, uncensored theater.” But where was Hopkins now?

In 1938, a forerunner of the House Un-American Activities Committee, the Dies Committee—named after its chair, Martin Dies—was organized to investigate the “hotbeds of communists” lurking in these federally funded programs. The successes of the Dies Committee campaigns against the WPA provided tactical experience and lent legitimacy to the reactionary critique of “foreign ideas” and radical ideologies. The anti-WPA Red Scare was a springboard for postwar witch hunts, and certainly led to later reactionary moves against publicly funded art.

Almost a quarter of the funding of the FAP went to art education. Community art centers were created in remote places that had never had local art programs, and some of these centers still exist. The vast cultural change precipitated by these initiatives cannot be underestimated. Imagine adults and children who have never been exposed to living artists and art materials being invited into public spaces to both watch artists at work, and to get arts training themselves.

At same time that the FAP was developing its programs across the country, two important organizations that supported “social content art” were created. One was the American Artists’ Congress and the other was a radical art school in New York City, the American Artists School, born out of the John Reed Club School of Art and including instructors of the radical magazine The New Masses. Their vision of art pedagogy included an emphasis on art that looked at social conditions, class psychology, and, implicitly, the social and didactic role of art.7 When criticized for encouraging their students to create art that was propaganda, the Critical Realist painter Philip Evergood responded by saying that the school encouraged art that looked at society realistically:Art can and should deal with our lives in a way that adds to them and still not be propaganda in the derogatory sense of the word. . . . There is no rule for creating an American art. We of the American Artists School don’t presume to have the secret. But we are doing this. We believe that artists who can see clearly see the complicated structure of America and pick out its basic social pattern, who are sympathetic to its people and  its culture and traditions, who are interested in psychology of the classes and groups, have the basis of saying something about America.8





While the American Artists School did not survive financially (its doors were open only from 1936–41), its mission had an impact on many artists and communities.

In New York City alone, thousands of artists were affected by the energy born of the FAP in some way. That art could be valued as work, despite the low salary, was a source of great enthusiasm. Tony Velonis, a silkscreen artist hired through the WPA, described the time like this in an oral history collected by the Smithsonian: “ [The WPA] saved my life. . . . I mean, literally, you know, it gave it some meaning, and it was the best university I’ve ever gone to.... The contact and the dialogue with all those artists and the work that took place was just invaluable. You couldn’t have gotten it in any other way. I was conscious at the time how precious it was and I said ‘I must get the most out of it.’ It wasn’t the money that came through. It was the interaction.”9

Another well-known artist, Ben Shahn, described the time in a 1964 interview:There never has been a period in art without some large patronage. . . . The Church is no longer a patron. Industry, during the war when they had nothing to sell, became a patron in a way. . . . The labor unions (and I’ve had experience with them) they’re not going to be a patron. So the only thing that’s left is the government, the federal government. Aside from the ugliness of the pauper’s oath, and so on, to satisfy the lawmakers, it ran beautifully. The fact that Stuart Davis could stand beside a Soyer, nobody questioning it.... Since we were all on equal salary, it didn’t make much difference. The competition was there mostly [focused on] the work and not on how much you’d sell a picture for, because you didn’t sell anything.10





The way that art was taught in the public school system was affected as well. The move to integrate the arts into the social studies was encouraged during the thirties, owing to the renewed attention given to the social sciences and in the climate of social experimentation generated by the New Deal. Conservative forces also played a role in elevating the subject of social sciences, as some wanted to help combat communism and fascism.11 It was an interdisciplinary time.

One can imagine that this government-sanctioned cultural policy might have become mainstream practice after the mid-1930s, if there hadn’t been a groundswell of reaction among the conservative power brokers against its success. During that time seeds were sown for a practice of cultural democracy,  seeds that germinated and grew into plants that have been tenderly nurtured in the margins by communities of artists, writers, policy makers, historians, and theoreticians.




History Lesson #3: Red Scare Redux 

“Of the Jewish daughter it has been written: To inherit a father’s dreams makes you the eldest son. To further his ambitions makes you heir to the throne.”

—Bettina Aptheker, Nice Jewish Girls

 

Each of us carries our ancestors on our backs, whether we want to or not, and the wellspring that has nurtured my passion for the work of social engagement continues to bubble up from my father’s story. In order to more deeply understand how my search for a more integrated understanding of art and social issues came about, I will share some of his story.

My father, Ed Naidus, was one of thousands of young people whose passion and idealism was honed in the 1930s, swept up in the sense of possibility that emerged from so much desperation during that time. Diving deeply into that sense of possibility to learn from it, I want to see how that time was like other times when enraged people rose up and said enough of the status quo, enough with inequality and injustices, enough of fear, enough of muckety-mucks deciding who gets what, when.

What did it take to have the courage and energy to organize during that time, and what pushed people in the direction of one ideological camp versus another? From my readings, I have a sense of the daily details of how that movement manifested itself, but it is through my father’s story that I most deeply understand that period.

Ed Naidus grew up in an Eastern European, Jewish immigrant enclave in New York City. His parents were nonreligious descendants of the Jewish Enlightenment that encouraged young Jews to get secular educations and work for social justice. As young teens my parents were part of an unusual and lively social club in their neighborhood where they regularly discussed philosophy, culture, and politics. They and their friends went to free museum exhibitions, classical music concerts (for a quarter), read books together, and listened to guest speakers. There they were introduced to socialist philosophy.

Ed attended City College in New York City from 1932–36. City College in the thirties was a hotbed of student activism. A free and highly competitive school, sometimes referred to as “the poor man’s Harvard,” it attracted the brightest among children of immigrants and the white, working-class poor. Though many of the students were working while going to school, some still  found time to meet in the cafeteria, between and after classes, to question and discuss the political and economic underpinnings of that time.

Ed was studying chemistry and playing football, but that didn’t stop him from attending meetings and participating in street rallies with other students and the general populace. As the family legend goes, one day my dad, then a reserved man, took his place on a soapbox in Union Square when the scheduled speaker didn’t show up, and so began his work educating the public against the rising tide of fascism in Europe. At the heart of the philosophy he preached was a deep humanism.

This was not a secret. My dad was proud of having found his voice one bright day in the mid-thirties, but the fact that he was a member of a communist cell during his college days was well hidden.

When I was thirty-two, my father, who had just read Vivian Gornick’s The Romance of American Communism, handed me the book and said, “Read this. It’s about my life.” I was truly startled, and asked him if this was his “coming out.” He said yes, in a quiet and solemn voice, while looking down at the floor. When I asked for more information about how the years of anticommunist blacklisting had affected him and my family, he offered little.

I wondered about the depth of the trauma that would keep this story hidden for so long, and so began some research on the time of great idealism that preceded the New Deal, the effects of the fifties blacklisting, and the shock many experienced upon learning the truth about Stalin’s murderous regime.

From an early age, I had listened to my parents and their friends extol the virtues of the New Deal, FDR, and Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia. They had sung the praises of the social safety nets that had been woven by those administrations that befriended the working family and people down on their luck. It wasn’t until I was older that I understood that it had taken many years of mobilizing and organizing neighbors, communities, and elected officials to get those programs in place. I didn’t know about the transformation of their idealism into caution and then terror (as people with social activist pasts were fired from their jobs and some foreign-born with similar leanings even deported).

From reading memoirs written by “red diaper babies,” I learned that children of activists were followed on their way home from school, to football practice, and birthday parties. Many of these children connected the persecution dished out by the Red Squads (those searching for “commies” under every rock and desk) with the Nazi extermination of the Jews, union members, and social activists. In the minds of these children, this persecution was conflated, causing them to wake with terrifying nightmares even into adulthood.12

I try to imagine what it was like for my father and thousands of his peers to have had their vision of a world with more social justice and cooperation  turned into something slimy and corrupt by the terrified men in power and their media minions. It is not hard to see this process if I look closely at the ways that today’s media, including right-wing blogs, demonize or distort valuable programs or say that groups of people are dangerous or counter to national interests. My research indicates that in the past anyone who believed in the rights of the working person was suspected of consorting with the enemy. In much the same way, today’s activists are sometimes described as traitors rather than patriots.

Most Americans never learn about the McCarthy era in their high school history classes, so in effect the repression was successful. It tainted people and their ideas, and silenced people using fear. I didn’t really understand how my U.S. history textbooks had in effect been censored until I read Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States soon after my dad’s “coming out of the closet.”

One of the immediate results of my father’s admission was that I subsequently paid more attention to emotion-charged words like “Red” and “Commie.” I began to notice how the word “activist” was alarming to some people, whether it meant an individual so described was working for the PTA or for free-speech issues. People would avert their eyes if someone made too much noise about an issue. I began to understand the anxiety that some had about my doing activist art and where that fear might have originated.

When I discuss the chilling effect of the McCarthy period on civil rights, critical thinking, progressive movements, and culture, my students often look dumbfounded. Some may have heard about it before, but they don’t understand how the legacy of that time is still affecting their education. When the similarities between that time and now are pointed out, some nod their heads with concern, and some shrug as if there is nothing to be done except to follow the rules and not make waves. This offers an opportunity for discussion about what infringements on their rights might make them so incensed that they would start organizing to do something about it.




History Lesson #4: The Cold War Chills the Art World 

“The erasure of content—particularly political content—was a Madison Avenue inspiration long before it was a gleam in Clement Greenberg’s eye.”

—Adrian Piper17

 

During the beginnings of the Cold War, the dominant culture in the United States, buoyed by the U.S. World War II success, promoted the myths of American democracy and individuals’ freedom to pull themselves up by  their own bootstraps. Although optimism for a better future was evident, as was the desire for social and economic stability, one could also see the psychological effects of the McCarthyism then underway.

Within the high art world the values of Abstract Expressionism and making “art for art’s sake” were being hailed as the new American style and being promoted as symbols of America’s belief in individual freedom and experimentation. Seemingly overnight, the art of the thirties was considered passé, something to be sneered at or ignored. Regardless of the style or content of WPA-funded art, WPA programs were seen as “hotbeds of Marxist ideology and Communist subversion” and New Deal art was described as “poor art for poor people.” As WPA art historian Francis O’Conner said, after the war “ [t]he depiction of poor people was considered subversive, illustrations of national weakness. The (WPA) projects were a dim memory.”13 Artists who still cared about WPA-funded art were seen as dupes of a cultural dictatorship.

One of the most influential art critics of the time, partly due to his position as senior cultural editor for The Nation, was Clement Greenberg. His belief in a socialist future guided his theories about the relationships between culture, politics, ethics, and social theory. Greenberg believed that artists should abandon their involvement with social realism, Critical Realism, and surrealism (that was often critical of bourgeois values).14 Greenberg believed that truly advanced or evolved art would focus on form itself: spaces, shapes, colors and so on, a so-called “universal language” that would transcend other cultural boundaries. Within this worldview, only abstract art was of value, inspired by the goals of individual creative freedom.

There were inherent contradictions in Greenberg’s viewpoint. While he was advocating an avant-garde that represented his idea of the best human cultural production to emerge from socialist ideas, Abstract Expressionism was being packaged in an entirely different way by market forces: as the New and the Modern, and so American.

At the same time, understanding the philosophical underpinnings of this art required a special education, thus reinforcing the existence of a cultural elite and a public who is mystified, baffled, offended, or uninterested. That’s not to say that the uninitiated can’t occasionally benefit from an unschooled viewing of the work. I’ve heard a student tell me of a relative without any theoretical framework who cried while looking at a Rothko painting. But the dream of a cultural democracy that embraced other stories besides formalism was shattered.

This new art was championed by other forces in the postwar era. The director of the Museum of Modern Art, Alfred Barr, claimed in an article in the New York Times that “totalitarianism and realism” go together, smearing  all art that didn’t follow his narrow ideological path.15 Muralist and arts writer Eva Cockcroft wrote in her infamous article “Abstract Expressionism: Weapon of the Cold War” that the Museum of Modern Art, fueled by the Rockefellers and the wealthy elite, was part of an explicit international program, supported by the CIA, to promote American Abstract Expressionism as the most modern and the most “universal” movement of the era. As part of that promotion, all art that wasn’t “art for art’s sake” was framed as being “backward.”

Ironically many of the artists who identified as Abstract Expressionists had very left-wing politics, but their politics could not be read in their images. The content appeared to be neutral. This factor was particularly useful to the ideologues who wanted to promote U.S. mass culture as being free of ideology compared to that of the socialist world.

This shift in what was culturally sanctioned was profound and any remaining multi-vocality in the art world of that time was silenced. Without public funding or the support of mainstream art institutions, most of the artists who did socially engaged work were either marginalized or changed their practices. Still many artists, Alice Neel for one, continued their more humanist-inspired art in the shadows. “You can’t leave humanity out,” Neel said. “If you didn’t have humanity, you wouldn’t have anything.”16

Adrian Piper, one of the most articulate socially engaged artists to come of age in the 1970s, noted the cultural chill’s international nature:Characterized by its repudiation of content in general and explicitly political subject in particular, Greenbergian formalism gained currency as an opportunistic ideological evasion of the threat of cold war, McCarthyite censorship and red-baiting in the fifties. To the extent that this ideological repudiation of political subject matter has prevailed in the international art context, American imperialism has succeeded in supplanting the longstanding European tradition of art as a medium of social engagement with a peculiarly pharmaceutical conception of art as soporific and analgesic. 17





The framing of Abstract Expressionism as radical by some and reactionary and a tool of capitalism and imperialism by others can be confusing. What is crucial, though, is that art pedagogy changed. While traditional art programs still allowed for the teaching of figure and other classical training in realism, the goal was to achieve technical expertise rather than any exploration of social content. As practitioners of abstraction began to secure university positions, there was often polarization between those who could “render” or draw well and those who could “express.” But until the social  movements of the sixties and seventies took hold, art teaching focused on form, whether figurative or abstract.

Lately I’ve spent many hours listening to music on a Web site called Pandora. This site, developed by the Music Genome Project, allows listeners to create their own “radio stations” based on artists or songs that they like. It matches musicians or songs with others that sound like them, but the tools of analysis are purely formal ones, involving instrumentation, melody, orchestration, and the like. I found that I could not create a radio station that grouped anti-racism music or music focused on any topic. This sort of thing doesn’t seem to be in their database, further evidence of the widespread formalist approach to the arts.

The ideology of making art “for art’s sake” rather than for humanity’s sake continues in many art departments and academies to this day. Such schools produce graduates to work in industry, with adequate skills but little ability to think in an interdisciplinary or socially engaged way.17


Cracks in the Folds 

The cracks in the folds of the sweet ball of a girl/woman attracted others with cracks, some with more elaborate tucks and folds than hers. They came to her with downward glances, nervous smiles, and many special gifts. One boy/man turned everything he touched into beauty; his fingertips flowed with ink and his eyes shifted the world into crystals. Most of the male teachers scorned him, and she watched him fold more deeply right before her eyes. She witnessed several girls/women being told that their jewels were inadequate. Instead they were encouraged to develop their skills for flirting and shopping.

After observing these injustices and listening to similar stories, the sweet ball of a girl/woman gave informal counsel in her makeshift office next to the painting studio. Some were so relieved by her words that they called her “earth mother,” but this label made her blanch with disgust; she wanted to be cynical and sharp-edged, and to attract others like that, those in the know, those with smooth gray surfaces, the invulnerable ones who made pithy remarks without pause. She was easily misled, and folded in on herself even tighter, her torso becoming stiff as armor. Her confusion made her prey to all sorts of seductions, greedy for approval and distractions. She lost focus frequently and daydreamed about future glories.

Then, one spring day, unexpectedly, the sweet ball of a young woman unfolded into a garden of other young women. Well, actually it was a messy, smoky studio of young women, all riled up.





End of sample
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