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Over the last few decades it has become increasingly common to argue that 
every art practice has a distinct political character and that all forms of art 
intersect with unique social and political frameworks of exhibition and public 
reception. These modes of analysis seek to situate art within its mode of produc
tion, deeply imbricating it in funding agencies, questions of financial patronage, 
the institutions of the gallery and the museum, and ideological structures of 
cultural patronage. Aesthetics, it is generally agreed, does not exist without 
politics. l This sometimes conscious, but frequently unintentional, political char
acter of aesthetic practice should not, however, be equated with art making that 
intentionally draws on, or points to, political concerns for the purpose of creat
ing sociaJ change. Art practice in the interests of such change, alternatively called 
"political" art or "activist" art, has its own long tradition. With each successive 
generation of artists, it can be seen to articulate new forms, discourses, and 
tactics that run parallel to, and sometimes intersect with, other aesthetic 
traditions. 

Yet the terms "political" and "activist" are not synonymous. Lucy Lippard's 
distinction between these concepts proves instructive here. She suggests that 
"political" art is often associated with the liberating achievements of modernists 
- the radical cultural elite - in their struggle against the repressive impulses of 
a puritanical bourgeois society.1 From these traditions emerged a set of art
making practices defined as art that occasionally elaborates upon social issues, 
is sometimes concerned with social issues, and usually reflects these through 
ironic critique. 3 "Activist" art, on the other hand, is a more instrumental hybrid 
cultural form that does not formally exist as ;1 coherent and identifiable set of 
practices until the 1960s. With one toot in the siruationists' revolutionary prac
tices and the other ill the spirit of "the strel:t,,4 - the politics of participation, 
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inclusiveness, and democratization - activist art employs strategies gleaned from 
conceptual art and performance art to engage in the "real" world while attempt
ing to blur the boundaries and hierarchies set up by social, political, and eco
nomic systems. 

In this way, activist art is an interdisciplinary, sometimes transitory or ephem
eral practice that can be characterized by a use of public space and a focus on 
collaboration and coalitional politics. These "socioaesthetic processes of activist 
art,"S take the form of spatial and temporal interventions, designed either to 

weave themselves into, or to tear apart, the fabric of everyday life. In this way, 
activist art, as Lippard points out, is not only "oppositional" in terms of its often 
explicit defiance of social, cultural, and economic hierarchies, but is an attempt 
clearly and decisively to oppose something while "providing alternative images, 
metaphors, and information formed with humor, irony, outrage, and compas
sion."6 In other words, activist art is community-oriented, visible, and focused 
on organizational activities; it aims to highlight issues of self-representation, 
empowerment, and community identity, as well as the process through which 
artist and participant interact with and influence one another. 

One of the virtues of distinguishing between these terms is that "'political art" 
and «activist art" are evidence of more than just divergent methodologies; they 
also represent stylistic rifts, gaps between aesthetic choices and political methods. 
Extending Lippard's definition, we might say at the outset then that activist art 
has at least three degrees of political life: it has a political character which 
produces and is produced by its historical moment and subsequent reception; it 
has political concerns that motivate its production; and it has unique forms of 
political engagement with both primary and secondary audiences. 

Any serious approach to activist art or to the dilemma of the elucidation of 
the merging of art and social politics must engage with the historically specific 
nature of this practice. Here we briefly examine the conditions of activist art's 
emergence in relation to parallel art practices and social movements over the last 
50 years to argue not only for a set of conceptual continuities, but also for a set 
of distinct and shifting paradigms of practice that emerge over time. Rather than 
attempting a broad international analysis, we have chosen to focus on the United 
States. By doing so, we are not making an argument for exceptionalism, for it 
certainly is the case that activist artists in the United States and elsewhere have 
been engaged in international struggles and intellectual exchange for decades. 
Rather, this decision is motivated by a desire to uncover what has worked in US 
activist art, especially at this time when US national civil liberties and rights are 
becoming increasingly and overtly threatened. In doing so, we hope to combat 
[he kind of neatly historical framing of racism, sexism, militarism, homophobia, 
and violence which reads these issues as existing in the past, having been suc
cessfully countered by their respective activist responses. Instead, we would like 
to point out that the issues discussed in the following pages continue to plague 
our persons and our society, and that some of the methodologies for combating 
them are still viable; [hey can still "work," or do certain kinds of work in the 
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national arena. It seems important to consider what one may, practically speak
ing, draw out from recent political history in the US in order to develop further 
critiques. 

It is probably fair to say that, in the first half of the twentieth century, whether 
in the name of modernism, socialism or surrealism, art and aesthetic practice was 
considered central to any social revolution. Much political art of this century has 
its roots in the defiantly romantic, Marxist formulations of aesthetic practice in 
the 1920s and 1930s: the struggle against fascism, the perceived creative potential 
of the "individual" struggling under the oppressive cloak of totalitarianism. 
Between the late 1930s and the late 1940s, however, there was a major shift in 
the way that painters in the United States approached the canvas; many artists 
who had been previously aligned with the political and ideological forces of 
the left in the 1930s were retreating from realism into abstraction, abandoning 
social iconography in favor of a more "universal," biomorphic, and mythical 
aesthetic. In a canonical essay of 1952, the critic Harold Rosenberg stated that 
"at a certain moment, the canvas began to appear to one American painter after 
another as an arena in which to act - rather than as a space in which to 
reproduce, re-design, analyze, or 'express' an object, actual or imagined. ,,7 This· 
vision of the artist as an avant-garde social actor, in both political and aesthetic 
arenas, would continue well into the second half of the century. For many 
European and American artists working after the Second World War, high cul
ture was, in the words ofFrancis Frascina, "the last defensible enclave of political 
activity and dissent - revolutionary aspirations having been bracketed by 
McCarthyism, a consumer boom and cold war imperialism. n/\ This desire for 
a radical political redefinition of Marxism for a totalitarian age emerged from a 
sense of failure: the failure of socialist and communist opposition, the failure of 
Trotskyism, the failure of the Popular Front, the end of the New Deal, as well as 
the rise of extreme conservatism, assimilation, and oppressive cooptation.'.I This 
movement by leftists to reform Marxism and the politics of dissent located its 
source of agency in the imaginative and creative potential of individuals: the 
potential "arena in which to act" was now seen not only as the more properly 
political realm, but as the canvas itself. 

Abstract expressionism, as part of this avant-garde, emerged alongside and 
in direct dialogue with the left. As Nancy Jachec points out, many painters 
participated in benefit sales and auctions of their work in support of lefust 
publications such as Dissent, Polittcs, Possibilitzes, and The Tiger)s Eye. 10 Even 
more directly, some of the abstract expressionists had been explicitly involved in 
the politics of the left since the 1930s. Pollock, for example, worked as a studio 
assistant tor David Siquerios, who was an active Communist Party member. 
Mark Rothko was involved in the Artists Union, which was effectively a union 
for fine artists that focused on the relationship between art and politicsY Yet, 
'asRa}lmond Wi.lliams has astutely pointed Ollt, avant-gardes havc historically 
depended 011 a social, cultural, and economic validation hv normative institu
tions, and therefore their an is easily co-opted and championed by the "cuJrur
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ally transformed but otherwise persistent and recuperated" hegemonic social 
order. 12 In the late 19405 and earlr 1950s, abstract expressionism began to take 
on a new meaning: the defiant rejection of mainstream values, the individualism 
of these paintings that was their hallmark, was et1{~ctively stolen by an expanding 
capitalist political system in order to promote these painters as "an index of the 
superiority of American democracy."13 

Artists like Ben Shahn, Diego Rivera, and David Afaro Siqueiros who specifi
cally questioned this authority were among the few to maintain a political and 
artistic commitment to the New Deal ethic in a postwar era. While aware of the 
need for a new aesthetic language to depict the changing political climate, these 
artists were not interested in abandoning .their faith in the basic and fundamental 
compatibility of art and social change via established political institutions. Their 
art was based on the idea that political artistic practices were essential to social 
reform, that social ref'Orm was necessary f'Or both political and artistic progres
siveness, and that in order to make political art, that art must be ultimately 
visible and accessible to a large number of people. Their approach was therefore 
more activist in its philosophy and method, relying to some degree on earlier 
notions of political revolution and public access. 

After WWII, Ben Shahn began working f'Or the CIa Political Action Com
mittee, designing posters intended to highlight the struggle and inequity be
tween labor and big business, and encouraging the public to register to vote'.14 
In a poster entitled We Want Peace (1946), the figure of an emaciated child 
looks out at the viewer, obviously recalling the deprivation and suffering brought 
on by war. Cutting across the child's body is the command "Register to Vote," 
which was an appeal to returning soldiers and to civilians alike. By choosing the 
reproducible medium of print and lithography, Shahn recognized the potential 
of his images to reach a wide, public audience, rather than a small group of art 
world. elites. Among his subjects were the somewhat romanticized portraits of 
Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Ghandi, Martin Luther King, Albert 
Einstein, and the civil rights workers James Chaney and Arthur Goodman who 
were murdered by the KKK in Mississippi during "Freedom Summer. ,,15 Shahn 
felt that it was possible for artists to revive the human spirit by remaining 
politically engaged, To be engaged, Shahn stated, implied "the obligation and 
need of the individual (working in cooperation with others) to do something 
about the evils of his time. ,,16 

Shahn's work was a general call to viewers to heighten awareness of inequity 
and the possibilities of political involvement, It provided a model of art that is 
both explicitly political and accepted by mainstream institutions, is interested in 
the artist's personal liberation as well as the wide~scale enactment of social 
change, a general form of liberation that works within hegemonic social models. 
Shahn's work, therefore, effectively bridges the gap between 1940s- and 1950s
style "political" art and 1960s-style "activist" art. 

Overlapping with Shahn's later, more explicitly activist work, are photographic 
works tl1at shared his humanistic impulse. Although they can neither be considered 
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an artistic movement nor an organized artistic collective, beginning in the mid
1950s, civil rights photographers - namely Ernest C. Withers, Charles Moore, 
and the amateur and professional photographers working for the Student Non 
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNVCC) such as Matt Herron and Maria 
Varela - began to profoundly influence social awareness of racial inequality 
through the publication of their documentary photographs. 

In 1955, Ernest C. Withers self-published a photo essay entitled "Complete 
Photo Story of Till Murder Case," which outlined in pictures the brutal murder 
of 14-year-old Emmett Till, who had been kidnapped, beaten, shot, strangled, 
and thrown in the Tallahatchie River by white racists. Despite the violence done 
to her son's body and the advanced state of decomposition when his body was 
found, Till's mother decided to exhibit the body of her son in an open casket 
service in Chicago. The body was visited by over 100,000 people, many of 
whom left in tears or fainted at the sight and smell of Till's body.I7 Withers' 
images of Till in the casket were subsequently published in several high circula
tion papers, including Jet and The Chicago Defender. I8 People across the country 
who might not otherwise have heard of the case were shocked, outraged, sick
ened, and disgusted by the sheer brutality of the crime. Even though the Su
preme Court had just passed the school integration decision in 1954, one year 
before the murder, these images reminded the entire country of the persistent 
violence of racism. Three months later, the civil rights movement began a 
widespread, coordinated, and highly public activist phase, and the Till murder 
case is often cited as the spark that set the country on fire. 

Similarly, Charles Moore's 1963 images of Birmingham protestors huddled 
against walls as they were battered with high-pressure water fi-om enormous fire 
hoses or attacked by dogs, constituted one of the most thorough visual examina
tions of any social struggle in America. It was an essential cold war political 
strategy to portray the United States as the benevolent provider of democracy.to 
the world. When Moore's photographs appeared on the front pages of newspapers 
across the nation and abroad, it constituted an "international embarrassment," 
exposing the hypocrisy and the failure of the national system of "equal" rights. 19 

Because the civil rights movement necessitated extraordinary acts of physical 
courage and composure that were easily filmed and photographed, the move
ment was probably one of the most media-savvy forms of activism in tl1e US. 
Protestors and activists. moved social radicalism "away from the terrain of indus
try and mass parties" and into the realm of the personal, "symbolic expression, 
and spontaneous organization from below. ,,20 It was the civil rights movement's 
remarkable use of th~ street as a theater of action for large, non-violent, and 
highly visible protests that inspired many subsequent forms of action in the 
public arena by artists. And it was the frankness of the civil rights protest 
photographs - their ability to represent extreme violence unsentimentally and 
effectively, their easy reproducibility, and their effective media impact - that 
inspired artists and other activists groups to use similar documentary techniques 
a decade later. 
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The late 1950s was a period of elastic experimentation in the world of art. 
The Independent Group in England was celebrating popular culture with bawdy 
collages cut from the pages of glossy magazines, while pop artists in the US were 
critically assessing or simply emulating the new world of consumer goods and 
mass communication. Above aU, there was a decisive conceptual shift away from 
the notion of the artist as an isolated individual who acted only on the canvas, to 

a conception of the artist as a member of a larger social and economic netvvork. 
Many artists turned to unconventional forms of art practice, rejecting academic 
forms of painting and sculpture in favor of neo-Dadaist assemblage, perform
ances, and Happenings that emphasized collaboration. In the fall of 1959 Alan 
Kaprow staged 18 Happenings in Six PartJ, in which audience members were 
invited to join in a participatory performance. This was a multi-media event: 
various sounds, lights, and olfactory components, as well as the choreographed 
movements of the spectators' bodies, created a collective and temporally unique 
experience. The intention was expressly to alter the relationship berween the 
viewer and performer, viewer and objects, viewer and mise-en-scene. Alan I<aprow, 
along with John Cage, Red Grooms, Robert Whitman, Jim Dine, Carolee 
Schneemann, Merce Cunningham, and others thereby attempted to dispel the 
myth that art is distinct from life, that art is primarily a visual experience, or that 
it is something that can only be executed by trained specialists. Their installa
tions and performances were designed to involve the audience, to be relevant to 

the moment, and to involve the audience in a visceral, literal way. 
What becomes evident in the subsequent decade, a decade in which activist 

art erupts across the United States, is that the respective methodologies of civil 
rights protests and collective or process-oriented art become merged in a sys
tematic effort by artists to reach a new audience with new expressive means. By 
the late 1960s, the escalation of aggressive foreign policy in" Vietnam in combi
nation with the escalapon of tension ih the civil rights movement were in direct 
contrast with the public face of the art world, which, although "political" and 
"liberal," generally avoided radical politics. Artists working in major metropo
lises began to draw parallels berween the struggles of antiwar and civil rights 
activists and their own ideological struggles with the world of museum and 
gallery elites. Key issues were the inherent racism and sexism of these institu
tions, which seemed to mirror the problems of the nation at large. The Black 
Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC), for example, was formed in 1969 as a 
response to the exhibition "Harlem on My Mind" at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. Frustrated with the sociological approach of the museum, this coalition 
of black artists voiced their dismay that the MET would claim to present the 
"cultural" history of Harlem while excluding the work of important black artists. 
At about the same time in Chicago, the Mrican Commune of Bad Relevant 
Artists, or AFRI-COBRA, sought to create an expressive art that would foster 
liberation and solidarity throughout the Mrican Diaspora.21 Both groups sought 
to rescue art practice and the art world from the grip of Eurocentric traditions. 
Similarly, the multiracial Art Workers' Coalition (AWC), a group of more than 
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60 concerned artist/activists (including some members of the BECC) that met 
weekly, sought to destroy the political complacency of art museums, the per
ceived bastions of high culture. They registered their complaints about the lack 
of representation of black, Pueno-Rican, and female artists with the Whitney 
Museum and the Museum of Modern art, especially criticizing the trustees of 
the Modern and the Metropolitan museums for their ties to those who financed 
the 'war in Vietnam, thereby drawing a parallel between the two issues. They 
printed hundreds of lithographic posters taken from a photograph of the My Lai 
massacre of Vietnamese civilians by the US military in 1968. The words "Q: 
And babies? A: And babies" frame a sickening pile of dead bodies, among which 
are the clearly discernible forms of women and infants. The: text itself was taken 
from Mike Wallace's interview of Paul Meadlo, a soldier who personally killed 
dozens of Vietnamese civilians.22 These posters were used in political protests in 
the street, and were also held up beside Picasso's monumental Guernica in the 
lobby of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. Like well-planned Happen
ings, the AWC actions were always collective, participatory, and were generally 
staged to attract media attention. 

The Artists Protest Committee (APC), based in Los Angeles, also sought to 
make the connection between racism and war more explicit during a "White 
Out" event in which several galleries on La Cienega Boulevard covered their 
paintings with a white strip of papet. As Francis Frascina explains in Art, Politics) 
and Dissent, this action was designed as a two part demonstration: a withdrawal 
of artists from their role of making art for a society they deemed violent and 
threatening, and a protest against further escalation.23 Posters were printed de
picting a ladder leading up and off the top frame with the word "STOP" printed 
at the bottom. Underneath, the words "We Dissent" appeared, followed by a 
list of six "truths" regarding the dismal state of US foreign and domestic policy 
and the right of concerned citizen to protest and stage a revolution. Notably, 
item number five reads "Selma and Santo Domingo are Inseparable," thus 
articulating a connection between the struggle for freedom "at home" and 
military intervention abroad.24 

One year after the APC staged the "white out," the committee rented a 
vacant lot on the corner of La Cienega and Sunset Boulevard and began con
struction on the Los Angeks Peace Tower. Standing 60 feet tall, the tower was 
designed by sculptor Mark DiSuvero and was covered with over 400 war protest 
panels sent by artists from all over the world.25 At the same time in New York, 
the Artists and Writers Protest Committee organized what Lucy Lippard calls 
the "largest cultural protest since the '40s. ,,26 Partly drawing on the example of 
the Peace Tower and the APC's activities in Los Angeles, Angry Arts Week was 
a large-scale collective event of arts and protest that worked from the examples 
of Happenings, performance, Brechtian theater, and Dada.27 In an era. when art 
seemed to be firmly situated within the relatively conservative boundaries of the 
art world, almost fully and self-reflexively concerned with its own physical prop
erties, these events demonstrated that pop, minimalism, abstract, and conceptual 
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art could be leveraged tor political ends. Although the meaning of the Angry Arts 
''''eek actions might have been ambiguously received by the unprepared public, 
they did play an integral role in expressing information and opinions not avail
able in mass media. According to Lippard, such actions, public events, and 
posters \'\fork "like graffiti" in that they "name cultural identities and political 
positions disbarred elsewhere. ,,28 

In 1970, the bombing of Cambodia and the murders of student protesters at 
Kent and Jackson State Universities marked another moment of hybrid political 
and artistic action. The model of the labor strike came to take on a greater role 
in political protests around the country. On May 18[\ Robert Morris, along 
with New York University's School of Visual Arts and Poppy Johnson of Gue
rilla Art Action Group, decided to organize a day of strike and withdrawal. 
Members of the New York An Strike Against War, Racism, Fascism, Sexism, and 
Repression or the "Art Strike," as it came to be known sent out letters 
to major art institurions in New York City requesting that they symbolically 
close their doors. As a result, on May 22nd the Whitney Museum closed, the 
Guggenheim Museum remained open but removed all paintings from the walls, 
the MoMA remained open but charged no admission fee, and Frank Stella 
closed his one man show.29 At the same time, hundreds of people converged at 
the Metropolitan Museum holding signs stating "Artists Strike Against War and 
Racism." The strike highlighted the power of art as an ele~ent of culture that 
can be used to make a statement both by its presence and by its absence. The 
perlormance of the strike as an ideological gesture effectively positioned the 
visual arts as a social tool and the museum as a social forum to be wielded 
symbolically on behalf of concerned citizens both artists and non-artists alike. 

The labor strike was also the primary political model used in 1965 by the 
Chicano civil rights movement, which sought to challenge the unequal treat
ment of Mexican Americans througH direct action, labor unions, and schpol 
walk-outs. Artists rallied to the cause, and quickly acquired a central role in the 
movement's efforts to organize both farm workers and city dwellers in the name 
of Chicanismo. EI Theatro Campesino, a traveling theater collective lead by Luis 
Valdez, supported unionizatiqn and strikes with humorous satires that appealed 
to agricultural communities throughout California. Groups like Mujeres Muralistas 
in San Francisco and members of SPARC (the Social and Public Art Resource 
Center) lead by Judy Baca in Los Angeles used their talents to transform the 
walls of city streets into affirmative visions of Chicano cultural heritage. A number 
of workshops in Los Angeles, such as Self-Help Graphics, were started in the 
early 1970s to support artists working in the easily reproducible forms of print 
and lithography. In a general effort to reclaim a lost or repressed cultural herit
age, many Chicano artists turned to traditional Mexican arts for inspiration, 
while others focused on portraying the struggle of their everyday lives. Increas 
ingly discontent with an ethnically biased curriculum and dilapidated school 
infrastructures, hundreds of Chicano high school students initiated the East LA 
"blowouts" in March 1968 by organizing sit-ins, walk-outs, and speeches that 
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FIGURE 1l.1 Aseo, Walking Mural, 1972. Pictured (I-r): Patssi Valdez, Willie 
Herron, and Gronk. © .1972 Harry Gamboa Jr. 

lasted for nearly two weeks. Notably, several of their demands were met by the 
school board, and a new generation of art activists drew inspiration from their 
success. Harry Gamboa Jr., who was among the student protestOrs, became a 
radical artist who, with his collaborators in the .Asco group, staged spontaneous 
agit-prop theater at US draft offices and other public sites, simultaneously criti
cizing racism and militarism (Figure 1 L 1). These actions paralleled larger-scale 
political events, such as the Chicano Moratorium of 1970, which drew several 
thousand people to the streets of Los Angeles, protesting the fact that Chicanos 
suffered a disproportionate casualty count in the Vietnam War. 

Just as the Vietnam War seemed to bring race-related anxieties to the fore by 
revealing the inherent connections between various kinds of oppression, it also 
exposed with a stark clarity the effects of war and violence, both psychological 
and physical, on women. The legacy of sixties activism resulted at the end of the 
decade in a wave of co-op galleries, small art presses and exhibitions, street works, 
independent video, mail art, and countercultural venues in which artists could 
participate and operate. By the 19705, feminist art was making use of those 
countercultural options and strategies and was beginning to broaden the whole 
notion of political and activist art. Groups like the Women Artists in Revolution 
(WAR), tormed in 1969, and the Ad Hoc Women Artists Committee, formed in 
1970, \",ere beginning to draw parallels between global and domestic abuses of 
power. These groups countered the traditional and tormal notions of power 

69 



FACTURE FOR CHANGE: US ACTIVIST ART SINCE 1950 ••• 221 

FIGURE lL2 Martha Rosier, House Beautiful: Bri1Igi11£f the War Home, 1967-72. 
© Martha RosIer 

coming from the top down by drawing connections between the global situation 
and daily experience, between war, racism, and gendered oppression. 

One artist who effectively articulated this connection between racism, sexism, 
and war was Martha Rosier, who made a series of photomontages in 1967-72 
entitled Bringing the War Home (Figure 11.2). Rosier designed these photo
graphs to evoke the undeniable connection between domestic politics, econom
ics, and foreign policy. In one photograph, a Vietnamese woman carries a dead 
and bloodied baby up the stairs of a modern, American home. In another, a 
middle-class woman vacuums her drapes, and in doing so, reveaLs soldiers (prob·· 
ably during the siege at Khe Sanh) in a barren sandbag trench, just beyond the 
frame of her window. The images of vioLence and destruction are made to fit 
neatly, even unobtrusively, into their cut-out frames, giving the sense that they 
belong wholly to the environment in which they are placed. The overall effect 
literalizes the reciprocal, even symbiotic, relationship between cozy domesticity 
"at home," and violent oppression "abroad." By surrealisticaLLy juxtaposing these 
images, RosIer exposes their interdependence, explicitly referring to the relation
ships between race and gender, power and powerlessness, in the first and third 
worlds. 

Like most activist art of the 1970s, much of the feminist art, which took pLace 
in the public.sphere, also focused on collaboration. In part, this was a conscious 
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assault against the myth of the "individual" artistic genius. It was also an effort 
to overcome the isolated experiences of many women, particularly professional 
artists who experienced the art world as a lonely and isolated hostile territory. 
For these artists, the condition of their labor was a key component in the 
formulation of their activist approach. Feminist artists working coHectively were 
engaged in "a reaction against an oppressive condition and a progressive critique 
of it.,,30 

Feminist art proved to be among the most innovative art movements of the 
1970s, both in terms of its activist strategies and in terms of its material forms. 
In 1972, Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro, working with 21 young women 
students at the California Institute of the Ans, designed Womanhouse, a fuJ]
scale instaHation a relatively new form of "environment" art at the time - in an 
abandoned residential building in the middle of Los Angeles. Seventeen rooms 
were redesigned according to the vision of the artists; kitchen, bathroom, and 
bedroom were presented as zones of sexual or familial contestation made to 

reveal the "reality of the woman's condition,,,31 in the confines of the home. 
Feminist projects of the 1970s frequently represented or engaged in critiques of 
the home or the bourgeois domestic scene as a site of struggle for middle-class 
women in a patriarchal society. As a shared location for activist encounter, 
Womanhouse was a site for numerous meetings and performances by feminists, 
a space of symbolic, social, and political intersection. 

Second-wave feminist artists were also innovative in their efforts to encompass 
domains of life previously unexplored in the more traditional, male-dominated 
arts. Mierle Laderman Ukeles's Manifesto for Maintenance Art was inspired by 
her own experience of spending each day cooking, cleaning, looking after chil
dren, and generally maintaining her household. Between 1973 and 1976, Ukeles 
offered 17 "maintenance" performances in public places consisting of actions 
such as scrubbing the streets or museum floors, cooking, and inviting people 
to eatY Like other "action" artists of the period, Ukeles brought a series of 
intimate gestures into the public sphere, using her body as a medium of trans
gression that might incite awareness of generally invisible and abject forms of 
labor. Her actions were temporary and site-specific, but unlike the planned 
exhibition of Womanhouse, Ukeles performances were meant to catch the viewer 
off guard with an unexpected, consciousness-raising encounter. 

Artists Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz, along with other activists in the 
group Ariadne: A Social Network, also worked collaboratively to produce per
formances exclusively for the public domain. In Mourning and In Rage (1977) 
was one of their first group performances, staged to protest a series of rape
related murders that had been sensationalized by the mainstream press. Part of 
the goal of the action, which took place on the steps of the Los Angeles City 
Hall, was to transform the way the mass media portrayed women as powerless 
victims and to criticize municipal policies regarding police awareness and rape 
prevention. Wearing black garments that suggested mourning veils and holding 
red scarves as symbols of violence, the ~omber group kept a silent vigil, holding 
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banners that read: "In memory of our sisters; Women fight back."33 As an act of 
identification that emphasized the shared experience of women as "sisters," the 
performance appealed to a sense of female solidarity in the face of systematic 
violence. 

If the early years of second-wave feminist art were often directed toward the 
intimate life of women, the later years focused on the question of the public 
representation of women as "spectacle" in visual culture. Beyond looking for 
shared lived experiences - which often mask racial, economic, social, and cul
tural differences between women feminist artists working in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s turned to the social and political forces that shape gendered identi
ties in the mass media and public sphere. Attending to the role of photography, 
television, fashion magazines, and video in the perpetuation of a sexist and 
patriarchal image culture, feminists were motivated to produce parodies and 
critiques of dominant visual culture. 

Under the new Reagan administration, the early 1980s was also a time of 
conservative backlash against feminism and progressive civil rights movements in 
the US. Because familiar methods of street activism and collective action seemed 
quaint and ineffectual, perhaps even boring, in the face of a new era of media 
propaganda and consumer hype, activist artists sought to develop new strategies 
of representation that could compete with the slick image culture of advertising 
and the rhetoric of political language. Barbara Kruger found a way to combine 
archival photographs with graphically striking text to draw attention to the 
systematic and coerCive forms of patriarchy at play in the construction of gen~er 
norms. With slogans such as "I shop therefore I am" or "Your body is a battle 
ground," Kruger drew attention to the way in which women are interpellated as 
consumers and as embodied subjects whose shopping habits and reproductive 
rights become the domain of cultural surveillance. While many of Kruger's images 
were exhibited in galleries, she also placed her work in public, commercial sites 
such as on walls and billboards (see Figure 10.3). With a similar attention to the 
critical use of textual forms, artist Jenny Holzer employed the familiar, flashing
red LED displays visible in train stations or the Wall Street stock exchange to 
install crypto-social aphorisms in public places. Her sound-bite slogans, such as 
"Abuse of power comes as no surprise" from the Truisms series, were presented 
not only on LED screens but also on public benches and electronic billboards in 
metropolitan areas such as New York City and Las Vegas. These works changed 
the way feminist artists engaged with the public sphere, and signaled a larger 
shift in activist art at the beginning of a new decade. 
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